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COMING NEXT MONTH

Chapter One

L ocked in darkness that surrounded me like a coffin, | had nothing to distract me from my memories.
Vivid recollections waited to ambush me whenever my mind wandered.

Encompassed by the blackness, | remembered white-hot flames stabbing a my face. Though my hands
had been tied to a post that dug sharply into my back, | had recoiled from the ondaught. Thefire had
pulled away just before blistering my skin, but my eyebrows and eyelashes had long since been singed
off.

“Put the flames out!” aman’ srough voice had ordered. | blew at the blaze through cracked lips. Dried
by fire and fear, the moisture in my mouth had gone and my teeth radiated heat asif they had been baked
inanoven.

“Idiot,” he cursed. “Not with your mouth. Use your mind. Put the flames out with your mind.”

Closing my eyes, | attempted to focus my thoughts on making the inferno disappear. | waswilling to do
anything, no matter how irrational, to persuade the man to stop.

“Try harder.” Once again the heat swung near my face, the bright light blinding mein spite of my closed
eydids

“Set her hair onfire,” adifferent voice instructed. He sounded younger and more eager than the other
man. “ That should encourage her. Here, Father, let me.”
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My body jerked with intense fear as| recognized the voice. | twisted to loosen the bonds that held me as
my thoughts scattered into amindless buzzing. A droning noise had echoed from my throat and grew
louder until it had pervaded the room and quenched the flames.

Theloud metalic clank of the lock startled me from my nightmarish memory. A wedge of paeyelow
light diced the darkness, then traveled aong the sonewall asthe heavy cdll door opened. Caught inthe
lantern’ s glow, my eyeswere seared by the brightness. | squeezed them shut as| cowered in the corner.

“Moveit, rat, or we'll get the whip!” Two dungeon guards attached a chain to the metd collar on my
neck and hauled meto my feet. | sumbled forward, pain blazing around my throat. As| stood on
trembling legs, the guards efficiently chained my hands behind me and manacled my feet.

| averted my eyesfrom theflickering light asthey led me down the main corridor of the dungeon. Thick
rancid air puffed in my face. My bare feet shuffled through puddles of unidentifiable muck.

Ignoring the calls and moans of the other prisoners, the guards never missed a step, but my heart lurched
with every word.

“Ho, ho, ho...someone sgonnaswing.”

“Snap! Crack! Then your last med dides down your legs!”
“Onelessrat to feed.”

“Takeme! Takeme! | wannadietoo!”

We stopped. Through squinted eyes| saw astaircase. In an effort to get my foot onto thefirst step, |
tripped over the chains and fell. The guards dragged me up. The rough edges of the stone steps dug into
my skin, pedling away exposed flesh on my arms and legs. After being pulled through two sets of thick
metal doors, | was dumped onto the floor. Sunlight stabbed between my eyes. | shut them tight astears
spilled down my cheeks. It wasthe first time that | had seen daylight in seasons.

Thisisit, | thought, Starting to panic. But the knowledge that my execution would end my miserable
exigence in the dungeon camed me.

Y anked to my feet again, | followed the guards blindly. My body itched from insect bites and from
deeping on dirty straw. | stunk of rat. Given only asmall ration of water, | didn’t waste it on baths.

Once my eyes adjusted to the light, | looked around. The walls were bare, without the fabled gold
sconces and elaborate tapestries | had been told once decorated the castle€’ s main hallways. The cold
stone floor was worn smooth in the middle. We were probably traveling along the hidden corridors used
solely by the servants and guards. Aswe passed two open windows, | glanced out with a hunger that no
food could satisfy.

The bright emerad of the grass made my eyes ache. Treeswore cloaks of leaves. Flowers laced the
footpaths and overflowed from barrels. The fresh breeze smelled like an expensive perfume, and |
breathed deeply. After the acidic smells of excrement and body odor, the taste of the air waslike
drinking afine wine. Warmth caressed my skin. A soothing touch compared to the constantly damp and

chilly dungeon.
| guessed it was the beginning of the hot season, which meant that | had been locked in the cell for five

seasons, one season shy of afull year. It seemed an excessively long time for someone scheduled for
execution.



Winded from the effort of marching with my feet chained, | wasled into a spacious office. Maps of the
Territory of Ixiaand the lands beyond covered the walls. Piles of books on the floor made walking a
draight line difficult. Candlesin various stages of use littered the room, singe marks evident on severd
papers that had gotten too closeto the candl€ sflame. A large wooden table, strewn with documents and
ringed by half adozen chairs, occupied the center of the room. At the back of the officeaman sat at a
desk. Behind him a square window gaped open, permitting a breeze to blow through his shoulder-length
hair.

| shuddered, causing the chainsto clatter. From the whispered conversations between prison cdlls, | had
determined that condemned prisoners were taken to an official to confesstheir crimes before being
hanged.

Wearing black pants and a black shirt with two red diamonds stitched on the collar, the man at the desk
wore the uniform of an adviser to the Commander. His palid face held no expression. Ashis
sapphire-blue eyes scanned me, they widened in surprise.

Suddenly conscious of my appearance, | glanced down at my tattered red prison gown and dirty bare
feet roughened with yelow caluses. Dirt-streaked skin showed through the ripsin the thin fabric. My
long black hair hung in greasy clumps. Sweat-soaked, | swayed under the weight of the chains.

“A woman? The next prisoner to be executed isawoman?’ Hisvoicewasicy. My body trembled on
hearing the word executed aloud. The cam I’ d established earlier fled me. | would have sunk sobbing to
thefloor if the guards weren't with me. The guards tormented anyone who showed any weakness.

The man tugged at the black ringlets of hishair. 1 should have taken the time to reread your dossier.” He
shooed the guards away. “Y ou're dismissed.”

When they were gone, he motioned meto the chair in front of his desk. The chains clanged as | perched
on the edge.

He opened afolder on his desk and scanned the pages. “Y elena, today may be your lucky day,” he said.

| swallowed asarcastic reply. An important lesson | had mastered during my dungeon stay was never to
talk back. | bowed my head instead, avoiding eye contact.

The man was quiet for awhile. “Well-behaved and respectful. Y ou' re starting to look like agood
candidate.”

Despite the clutter of the room, the desk was neat. In addition to my folder and some writing implements,
the only other items on the desk were two smal, black statues glittering with streeks of silver—a set of
panthers carved to lifdike perfection.

“Y ou' ve been tried and found guilty of murdering Genera Brazdll’sonly son, Reyad.” He paused,
groking histemple with hisfingers. “That explainswhy Brazell’ s here thisweek, and why he has been
unusually interested in the execution schedule.” The man spoke more to himsdf than to me.

Upon hearing Brazdl’ s name, fear coiled in my stomach. | steadied mysdlf with areminder that | was
soon to be out of hisreach forever.

The Territory of Ixia’ s military had come to power only ageneration ago, but the rule had produced strict
laws cdled the Code of Behavior. During peacetime—most of the time, strangely enough for the
military—proper conduct didn’t allow the taking of ahuman life. If someone committed murder, the
punishment was execution. Self-preservation or an accidental death were not considered acceptable



excuses. Once found guilty, the murderer was sent to the Commander’ s dungeon to await apublic
hanging.

“| suppose you' re going to protest the conviction. Say you were framed or you killed out of
sef-defense” Heleaned back in his chair, waiting with aweary patience.

“No, gr,” | whispered, dl | could manage from unused voca cords. “1 killed him.”

The man in black straightened in his chair, shooting me ahard look. Then helaughed doud. “ Thismay
work out better than I’ d planned. Y elena, I’ m offering you achoice. Y ou can either be executed, or you
can be Commander Ambrose's new food taster. Hislast taster died recently, and we need to fill the
position.”

| gaped at him, my heart dancing. He had to be joking. He was probably amusing himsdlf. Great way to

get alaugh. Watch hope and joy shine on the prisoner’ sface, then smash it by sending the accused to the
noose.

| played dong. “A fool would refuse the job.” My voice rasped louder thistime.

“Wadl, it salifetime pogtion. Thetraining can belethd. After dl, how can you identify poisonsin the
Commander’ sfood if you don't know what they taste like?' Hetidied the papersin thefolder.

“You'll get aroom in the castle to deep, but most of the day you' Il be with the Commander. No days off.
No hushand or children. Some prisoners have chosen execution instead. At least then they know exactly
when they’ re going to die, rather than guessing if it’sgoing to come with the next bite.” Heclicked his
teeth together, afera grin on hisface,

Hewas serious. My whole body shook. A chanceto livel Service to the Commander was better than the
dungeon and infinitely better than the noose. Questions raced through my mind: I’ m aconvicted killer,
how can they trust me? What would prevent me from killing the Commander or escaping?

“Who tastes the Commander’ sfood now?’ | asked instead, afraid if | asked the other questions he'd
redize his mistake and send meto the galows.

“I do. So I’'m anxiousto find areplacement. Also the Code of Behavior states that someone whosellifeis
forfeit must be offered the job.”

No longer ableto sit till, | stood and paced around the room, dragging my chains with me. The maps on
the wals showed strategic military positions. Book titles dedt with security and spying techniques. The
condition and amount of candles suggested someone who worked late into the night.

| looked back at the man in the adviser’ s uniform. He had to be Va ek, the Commander’ s personal
security chief and leader of the vast intelligence network for the Territory of Ixia

“What shdl | tdl the executioner?’ Vaek asked.

“l am not afool.”

Chapter Two

V dek snapped the folder closed. He walked to the door; his stride as graceful and light as a snow cat
traversing thin ice. The guards waiting in the hall snapped to attention when the door opened. Vaek
spoke to them, and they nodded. One guard came toward me. | stared at him, going back to the
dungeon had not been part of Vaek’ s offer. Could | escape? | scanned the room. The guard spun me



around and removed the manacles and chains that had been draped around me since I’ d been arrested.

Raw bands of flesh circled my bloody wrigts. | touched my neck, feding skin where there used to be
metd. My fingers came away ticky with blood. | groped for the chair. Being freed of the weight of the
chains caused a strange sensation to sweep over me; | felt asif | were either going to float away or pass
out. | inhaed until the faintness passed.

When | regained my composure, | noticed Valek now stood beside his desk pouring two drinks. An
opened wooden cabinet revealed rows of odd-shaped bottles and multicolored jars stacked inside.
Vaek placed the bottle he was holding into the cabinet and locked the door.

“While we re waiting for Margg, | thought maybe you could useadrink.” He handed me atal pewter
goblet filled with an amber liquid. Raisng his own goblet, he made atoast. “To Y elena, our newest food
taster. May you last longer than your predecessor.”

My goblet stopped short of my lips.
“Relax,” hesaid, “it' sastandard toast.”

| took along swig. The smooth liquid burned dightly asit did down my throat. For amoment, | thought
my stomach was going to rebel. Thiswasthefirst time | had taken something other than weter. Then it
Settled.

Before| could question him asto what exactly had happened to the previous food taster, Valek asked
meto identify the ingredients of the drink. Taking asmaller portion, | replied, “Peaches sweetened with

“Good. Now take another sip. Thistimeroll the liquid around your tongue before swalowing.”
| complied and was surprised to taste afaint citrus flavor. “Orange?’
“That’ sright. Now gargleit.”

“Gargle?’ | asked. He nodded. Fedling foolish, | gargled the rest of my drink and amost spat it out.
“Rotten oranges!”

The skin around Va ek’ s eyes crinkled as he laughed. He had a strong, angular face, asif someone had
stamped it from a sheet of metd, but it softened when he smiled. Handing me his drink, he asked meto

repest the experiment.

With sometrepidation, | took asip, again detecting the faint orange taste. Bracing mysdlf for therancid
flavor, | gargled Vaek’ sdrink and was relieved that gargling only enhanced the orange essence.

“Better?’ Vaek asked as he took back the empty cup.
1] Ya”

Vaek sat down behind his desk, opening my folder once more. Picking up hisquill, he talked to mewhile
writing. “ Y ou just had your first lesson in food tasting. Y our drink was laced with apoison caled
Butterfly’s Dust. Minewas't. The only way to detect Butterfly’ sDugt in aliquid isto gargleit. That
rotten-orange flavor you tasted was the poison.”

| rose, my head spinning. “Isit letha ?”

“A big enough dosewill kill you in two days. The symptoms don’t arrive until the second day, but by then



it stoo late”
“Did | havealethal dose?’ | held my bresth.
“Of course. Anything less and you wouldn’t have tasted the poison.”

My stomach rebelled and | started to gag. | forced down the bilein my throat, trying hard to avoid the
indignity of vomiting al over Vaek' sdek.

Vaek looked up from the stack of papers. He studied my face. “1 warned you the training would be
dangerous. But | would hardly give you a poison your body had to fight while you suffered from
malnutrition. Thereisan antidote to Butterfly' sDust.” He showed measmadl vid containing awhite
liquid.

Collapsing back into my chair, | sighed. Vaek’s meta face had returned; | redlized he hadn’t offered the
antidote to me.

“In answer to the question you didn’t ask but should have, this—" Vaek raised the smal via and shook
it “—is how we keep the Commander’ sfood taster from escaping.”

| stared a him, trying to understand the implication.

“Y elena, you confessed to murder. We would befoolsto let you serve the Commander without some
guarantees. Guards watch the Commander at dl timesand it is doubtful you would be ableto reach him
with awegpon. For other forms of retaliation, we use Butterfly’ s Dust.” Vaek picked up the via of
antidote, and twirled it in the sunlight. “'Y ou need adaily dose of thisto stay dive. The antidote keepsthe
poison from killing you. Aslong asyou show up each morning in my office, | will give you the antidote.
Miss one morning and you' |l be dead by the next. Commit acrime or an act of treason and you' |l be sent
back to the dungeon until the poison takes you. | would avoid that fate, if | were you. The poison causes
severe somach cramps and uncontrollable vomiting.”

Before full comprehension of my situation could sink in, Vaek’ seyesdid past my shoulder. | turned to
see astout woman in ahousekeeper’ s uniform opening the door. Vaek introduced her as Margg, the
person who would take care of my basic needs. Expecting me to follow her, Margg strode out the door.

| glanced at thevia on Vaek'sdesk.
“Cometo my office tomorrow morning. Margg will direct you.”

An obvious dismissal, but | paused at the door with dl the questions | should have asked poised on my
lips. | swallowed them. They sank like stonesto my stomach, then | closed the door and hurried after
Margg, who hadn’t stopped to wait.

Margg never dowed her pace. | found mysdlf panting with the effort to keep up. Trying to remember the
various corridors and turns, | soon gave up as my whole world shrank to the sight of Margg’ s broad
back and efficient stride. Her long black skirt seemed to float above the floor. The housekeeper uniform
included ablack shirt and white apron that hung from the neck down to the ankle and was cinched tight
around the waist. The apron had two vertical rows of small red diamond-shapes connected end to end.
When Margg finally stopped at the baths, | had to sit on the floor to clear my spinning head.

“You gtink,” Margg said, disgust creasing her wide face. She pointed to the far sde of the bathsina
manner that indicated she was used to being obeyed. “Wash twice, then soak. I'll bring you some
uniforms” Sheleft theroom.



The overpowering desire to bathe flashed like fire on my skin. Energized, | ripped the prison robe off and
raced to the washing area. Hot water poured down in a cascade when | opened the duct above my
head. The Commander’ s castle was equipped with heated water tanks |ocated one floor above the

baths, aluxury even Brazdl’ s extravagant manor house didn’t have.

| stood for along time, hoping the drumming on my head would erase dl thoughts of poisons. Obediently
| washed my hair and body twice. My neck, wrists and ankles burned from the soap, but | didn't care. |
scrubbed two more times, rubbing hard at the stubborn spots of dirt on my skin, stopping only when |
redized they were bruises.

| felt unconnected to the body under the waterfall. The pain and humiliation of being arrested and locked
away had been inflicted on this body, but my soul had long since been driven out during the last two
years| had lived in Brazdl’s manor house.

Animage of Brazdl’s son suddenly flashed before me. Reyad' s handsome face distorted with rage. |
stepped back, reflexively jerking my hands up to block him. The image disappeared, leaving me shaking.

It was an effort to dry off and wrap atowel around me. | tried to focus on finding a comb instead of the
ugly memories Reyad' simage cdlled forth.

Even clean, my snarled hair resisted the comb. As| searched for apair of scissors, | spotted another
person in the baths from the corner of my eye. | stared at the body. A corpse looked back at me. The
green eyeswere the only sgnsof lifein the gaunt, oval face. Thin stick legs looked incapable of holding
therest of the body up.

Recognition shot through me like a cold splash of fear. It was my body. | averted my eyesfrom the
mirror, having no desire to assess the damage. Coward, | thought, returning my gaze with a purpose.
Had Reyad' s death released my soul from where it had fled? In my mind | tried to reconnect my spirit to
my body. Why did | think my soul would return if my body was till not mine? It belonged to
Commander Ambrose to be used asatool for filtering and testing poisons. | turned away.

Pulling clumps of knotted hair out with the comb, | arranged the rest into asingle long braid down my
back.

Not long ago all | had hoped for was a clean prison robe before my execution, and now here | was
snking into the Commander’ s famous hot baths.

“That'slong enough,” Margg barked, startling me out of alight doze. “Here are your uniforms. Get
dressed.” Her stiff face radiated disapproval.

Asl| dried mysdf, | felt Margg’ simpatience.

Along with some undergarments, the food taster’ s uniform consisted of black pants, awide red satin belt
and ared satin shirt with aline of small black diamond-shapes connected end to end down each of the
deeves. The clotheswere obvioudy szed for aman. Manourished and measuring only four inches past
fivefedt, | looked like achild playing pretend with her father’ s clothes. | wrapped the belt threetimes
around my waist and rolled up the deeves and pant legs.

Margg snorted. “Vaek only told meto feed you and show you to your room. But | think we'll stop by
the seamstress sfirst.” Pausing at the open door, Margg pursed her lips and added, “ Y ou'll need boots
too.”

Obediently, | followed Margg like alost puppy.



The seamstress, Dilana, laughed gaily at my appearance. Her heart-shaped face had ahao of curly blond
hair. Honey-colored eyes and long eyelashes enhanced her beauty.

“The stable boys wear the same pants and the kitchen maids wear the red shirts” Dilana said when she
hed stifled her giggles. She admonished Margg for not spending the time to find me better-size uniforms.
Margg pushed her lipstogether tighter.

Fussing around me like agrandmother instead of ayoung woman, Dilana s atentions warmed me, pulling
me toward her. | envisioned us becoming friends. She probably had many acquai ntances and suitors who
cameto bask in her atentionslike cave dwellers drawn to ablazing hearth. | found mysdf aching to
reach out to her.

After writing my measurements down, Dilana searched through the piles of red, black and white clothing
stacked around the room.

Everyone who worked in Ixiawore a uniform. The Commander’s castle servants and guards wore a
variation of black, white and red color clothes with vertica diamond-shapes either down the deeves of
the shirts or down the Sdes of the pants. Advisers and higher-ranking officers usualy wore al black with
small red diamonds stitched on the collars to show rank. The uniform system became mandatory when
the Commander gained power so everyone knew at a glance who they were dedling with.

Black and red were Commander Ambrose' s colors. The Territory of Ixiahad been separated into eight
Military Digtricts each ruled by a Generd. The uniforms of the eight districts were identicd to the
Commander’ s except for the color. A housekeeper wearing black with small purple diamond-shapes on
her apron therefore worked in Military Digtrict 3 or MD-3.

“I think these should fit better.” She handed me some clothes, gesturing to the privacy screen at thefar
end of theroom.

Whilel was changing, | heard Dilanasay, “ She' |l need boots.” Fedling lessfoolish in my new clothes, |
picked up the old uniforms and gave them to Dilana

“These must have belonged to Oscove, the old food taster,” Dilanasaid. A sad expression gripped her
face for amoment before she shook her head asif to rid herself of an unwanted thought.

All my fantases of friendship fled me as| redized that being friends with the Commander’ sfood taster
was abig emotiond risk. My stomach hollowed out while Dilana s warmth leaked from me, leaving a
cold bitterness behind.

A sharp stab of londiness struck me as an unwanted image of May and Carra, who till lived at Brazell’'s
manor, flashed before my eyes. My fingers twitched to fix Carra s crooked braids and to straighten
May'ssKirt.

Instead of Carra ssilky ginger hair in my hands, | held astack of clothes. Dilanaguided meto achair.
Kneeling on the floor, she put socks on my feet and then apair of boots. The boots were made of soft
black leather. They came up over my ankle to midcalf, where the lesther folded down. Dilanatucked my
pant legs into the boots and helped me stand.

| hadn’t worn shoesin seasons and | expected them to chafe. But the boots cushioned my feet and fit
well. | smiled a Dilana, thoughts of May and Carratemporarily banished. These were thefinest pair of
boots I’ d ever worn.

She smiled back and said, “1 can dways pick the right-size boots without having to measure.”



Margg harrumphed. “Y ou didn’t get poor Rand’ s boots right. HE stoo smitten with you to complain.
Now helimps around the kitchen.”

“Don’'t pay any attention to her,” Dilanasaid to me. “Margg, don't you have work to do? Get going or
I"1l sneak into your room and shorten al your skirts.” Dilana shooed us good-naturedly out the door.

Margg took meto the servants' dining room and served me small portions of soup and bread. The soup
tasted divine. After devouring thefood, | asked for more.

“No. Too much will makeyou sick,” wasdl she said. With reluctance | left my bowl on the tableto
follow Margg to my room.

“At sunrise be ready to work.”
Once again | watched her retreating back.

My small room contained a narrow bed with asingle stained mattress on astark metd frame, aplain
wooden desk and chair, achamber pot, an armoire, alantern, atiny woodstove and one window
shuttered tight. The gray stone walls were unadorned. | tested the mattress; it barely yielded. A vast
improvement over my dungeon cell, yet | found mysdf somewhat dissatisfied.

Nothing in the room suggested softness. With my mind and eyesfilled with Vaek’ smetd face and
Margg's censure, and the harsh cut and colors of the uniforms, | longed for apillow or blanket. | felt like
alogt child looking for something to clutch, something supple that wouldn’t end up hurting me.

After hanging my extrauniformsin thearmoaire, | crossed to the window. Therewas asill wide enough
for meto St on. The shutterswere locked, but the latches were on the insde. Hands shaking, | unlocked
and pushed the shutterswide, blinking in the sudden light. Shielding my eyes, | squinted beneath my hand,
and stared at the scenein front of my window in disbelief. | was on thefirst floor of the castle! Fivefeet
below was the ground.

Between my room and the stables were the Commander’ s kennels and the exercise yard for the horses.
The stable boys and dog trainers wouldn't careif | escaped. | could drop down without any effort and
be gone. Tempting, except for the fact that | would be dead in two days. Maybe another time, when two
days of freedom might be worth the price.

| could hope.

Chapter Three
R eyad' swhip cut into my skin, dashing my flesh with aburning pain. “Move,” he ordered.

| dodged ineffectively, hampered by the rope tied to my wrist, which anchored meto a post in the center
of the room.

“Movefaster, keep moving!” Reyad shouted.

The whip snapped again and again. My tattered shirt gave no protection from the stinging leather. A cooal,
soothing voice entered my skull. “Go away,” it whispered. “ Send your mind to adistant place, awarm
loving place. Let your body go.”

The silken voice didn’t belong to Reyad or Brazell. A savior, perhaps? An easy way to escapethe
torment, tempting but | held out for another opportunity. Determined, | stayed, focusing on avoiding the
lash. When exhaustion claimed me, my body began to vibrate of its own accord. Like an out-of-control



hummingbird, | darted around the room, avoiding the whip.

| woke in darkness soaked with sweat, my crumpled uniform twisted tight around my body. The
vibration in my dream replaced by apounding. Before falling adeep, | had wedged a chair under the
doorknob to prevent anyone from barging in. The chair rattled with each thud.

“I'mup,” | shouted. The racket stopped. When | opened the door, Margg stood frowning with alantern.
| hastened to change my uniform and joined her in the hdlway. “I thought you said sunrise.”

Her disgpproving stare seared my lipsshut. “It issunrise.”

| followed Margg through the labyrinth of the castl€' s hidden hallways as the day began to brighten. My
room faced west, shielding me from the morning sun. Margg extinguished the lantern just as the scent of
sweet cekesfilled theair.

Inhaling, | asked her, “Breskfast? A hopeful, amost pleading, note crept into my voice, galling me.
“No. Vaek will feed you.”

Theimage of breskfast laced with poison did wondersfor suppressing my appetite. My stomach
tightened as the unwanted memory of Vaek’ s Butterfly’s Dust came to mind. By the time we had
reached his office, | had convinced mysdlf that | was about to collgpse, soon to be vanquished by the
poisonif | didn't receive the antidote.

When | entered the room, Vaek was in the process of arranging plates of steaming food. He had cleared
off asection of the table. The displaced papers balanced in messy piles. He gestured to achair; | sat,
searching the tablefor the small vid of antidote.

“I hopeyou're...” Vaek studied my face. | stared back, trying not to flinch under his scrutiny.

“It' samazing what a difference abath and auniform can make,” Vaek said, absently chewing onadice
of bacon. “I’ll have to remember that. It might be useful in the future.” Placing two plates of an
egg-and-ham mixture before me, he said, “Let’ s get started.”

Feding dizzy and flushed, | blurted out, I’ d rather start with the antidote.” Another long pause from
Vaek caused meto fidget in my seet.

“Y ou shouldn’t be feding any symptoms. They won't arrive until later this afternoon.” He shrugged and
went to his cabinet. He used a pipette to extract ameasure of the white liquid from alarge bottle, and
then locked the antidote back inside the cabinet. My interest in the location of the key must have been
obvious because Vaek used some type of deight of hand to make the key disappear. Handing methe
pipette, he sat down on the opposite Side of the table.

“Drink up so we can gtart today’ s lessons,” he said.

| squeezed the contentsinto my mouth, cringing at the bitter taste. Vaek took the pipette from my hands
and exchanged it for abluejar. “ Take asniff.”

The jar contained awhite powder, resembling sugar but smelling like rosewood. Gesturing to the two
plates cooling in front of me, Vaek asked meto pick the one sprinkled with the poison. | sniffed at the
food like a scent hound nosing for prey. A faint odor of rosewood emanated from the left plate.



“Good. Should you pick up that aromafrom any of the Commander’ sfood, regject it. The poisoniscaled
Tigtusand asingle grain of the powder will kill within the hour.” Vaek removed the tainted food. “ Eat
your bregkfast.” He indicated the other plate. “Y ou’ll need your strength.”

| spent the remainder of the day smelling poisons until my head ached and spun. The multitude of names
and aromas began to confuse me, so | asked Vaek for some paper, quill and ink. He stilled.

“I don’t know why you continue to surprise me. | should have remembered that General Brazell educates
hisorphans.” Valek flung abook of papers, aquill and ink down in front of me. “ Take them back to your
room. We ve done enough for today.”

| silently cursed mysdlf for reminding Vaek why | had been the next person to be executed as | gathered
the book and writing implements. Vaek’ s hard, unforgiving expression reveded histhoughts. Taken off
the Streets, fed and educated by Brazdll, | had repaid Brazell’ s kindness by murdering hisonly child. |
knew Vaek would never believe the truth about Brazell and Reyad.

Generd Brazdl’ s orphanage was atopic of ridicule from the other Generds. They thought he had gone
“soft” after the takeover of Ixiafifteen years ago. Thisimpresson suited Brazell. Seen asakindly old
benefactor, Brazdll could continue unchalenged in hisadminigration of Military Digtrict 5.

| hesitated at the entrance of Vaek’ s office, noticing for the first time the three complex locks on the thick
wooden door. Absently fingering thelocking mechanisms, | lingered in the doorway until VVaek asked,
“Now what?’

“I’'m not surewhere my roomis.”

Vaek spoke asif talking to adow-witted child. “ Ask thefirst housekeeper or kitchen maid you find,
they’ re ways scurrying about thistime of day. Tell her you'rein the west servant wing, ground floor.
Shell show you.”

The kitchen maid | snared into helping me was more talkative than Margg and | took full advantage of
her good nature. She guided me to the laundry room to obtain some linensfor my bed. Then | had her
show me the way to the baths and the seamstress swork area. Dilana s piles of uniforms might comein
handy someday.

In my room, | opened the shuttersto let in the fading light from the setting sun. Sitting down a my desk, |
wrote exhaustive notes on what | had learned that day, including arough map of the servants' corridors. |
considered more exploration of the castle, but VVaek had been right, | needed my strength. | hoped |
would havetimeto explore later.

During the next two weeks, the training proceeded in amanner so smilar to thefirst day that | 1apsed into
aroutine, ariving a Vaek’ severy morning to train. After fourteen days of sniffing poisons, | found that
my sense of smell had heightened. But then Vaek announced | was strong enough to begin tasting
poisons.

“I'll start with the deadliest one,” he said. “If you don’t die from it, the other poisons wouldn't kill you
gther. | don't want to waste all my time training you only to seeyou diein theend.” He placed adender
red bottle on hisdesk. “It' s nasty. Affectsthe body immediately.” Vaek’seyeslit up as he admired the
poison. “It's called Have aDrink, My Love, or My Love for short because the poison has a history of
being used by disheartened wives.” He squeezed two drops of the poison into a steaming cup. “A larger
dose would definitely kill you. With asmaller dose, thereisachanceyou'll survive, but you' |l become
delusond, paranoid and completely disoriented for the next few days.”



“Vaek, why do | haveto taste My Loveif it hasimmediate results? Isn't that what afood taster isfor?|
taste the Commander’ sfood. | kedl over, dead. End of thetae.” | tried pacing around the room but kept
tripping over stacks of books. Frustrated, | kicked two pilesinto their neighbors, scattering booksinto a
messy heap on thefloor. Vaek’ s gaze pierced me, draining the odd fedling of satisfaction | had gotten
from kicking the books.

“A food tagter’ sjob is much more complex than that,” Vaek explained, pulling his hair back from his
face. “Being able to identify which poison taints the Commander’ sfood can lead meto the poisoner.”
Vaek handed methe cup. “Even if you only have a split second to shout out My Love before passing
out, it would narrow down the list of suspects. There are anumber of nswho are partial to My
Love. The poisonisgrown in Sitia, the southern lands. It was easy to obtain before the takeover. With
the closure of the southern border, only ahandful of people have enough money to purchaseit illegdly.”

Valek went over to the mess on the floor and started restacking the books. His movements were so
graceful that | wondered if he had been adancer, but his words betrayed to me that hisfluid gestures
werethose of atrained killer.

“Ydena, your job isvery important. That’ swhy | spend so much timetraining you. A shrewd assassin
can watch ataster for severa daysto discover apattern.” Vaek continued his lecture from the floor.
“For example, the taster might aways cut a piece of meat from the left Side, or never stir the drink. Some
poisons sink to the bottom of the cup. If the taster only sips off the top, then the assassin knows exactly
where to place the poison to kill hisintended victim.” He finished picking up the books. The new piles
were neater than the rest of the stacks on the floor. 1t seemed an invitation to Vaek to continue
straightening the books. He cleared a bigger path through his office.

“Once you drink the poison, Margg will help you to your room and take care of you. I'll give her your
daily dose of Butterfly’ s Dugt antidote.”

| stared at the steam drifting from the tea. | picked up the cup, the heat warming my icy hands. When
Margg entered the room, it felt asif the executioner had just mounted the dais, reaching for the lever.
Should | st down or lie down? | looked around the room, seeing nothing. My arms started to tingle as |
redized | had been holding my breath.

| raised the cup in amock salute, and then drained the contents. “ Sour apples,” | said.

Vaek nodded. | had only enough time to put the cup on the table before my world began to melt.
Margg's body undulated toward me. Her large head sprouted flowers from her eye sockets. A moment
later her body filled the room as her head shriveled.

| sensed movement. The gray walls grew arms and legs that reached for me, trying to use mein their fight
againg thefloor. Gray spiritsrose from under my feet. They dived, poked and cackled at me. They were
freedom. | tried to push the Margg thing away, but it clung and wrapped itsdlf around me, digging through
my ears and pounding on my head.

“Murderer,” it whispered. “ Sneaky bitch. Y ou probably dit histhroat while he dept. Easy way to kill.
Did you enjoy yoursdf as you watched his blood soak the sheets? Y ou’ re nothing but arat.”

| grabbed at the voice, trying to make it stop, but it turned into two green-and-black toy soldierswho
held metight.

“Shelll diefrom the poison. If not you can take her,” the Margg thing said to the soldiers.

They pushed meinto adark pit. | plunged into blackness.



The stench of vomit and excrement greeted me when | regained consciousness. They were the
unmistakable odors of the dungeon. Wondering how | had ended up back inmy old cdll, | sat up. A
surge of nausea demanded my attention. | groped around for the dop pot and encountered the metal leg
of abed, which | clutched as dry heaves racked my body. When they stopped, | leaned againgt the wall,
grateful to be on the floor of my room and not back in the dungeon. Beds were aluxury not included with
the subterranean accommodeations.

Summoning the strength to stand, | located and lit my lantern. Dried vomit caked my face. My shirt and
pants were soaking wet and smelled foul. The liquid contents of my body had collected in apuddie on
thefloor.

Margg took good care of me, | thought sarcastically. At least she was practical. If she had dumped me
on the bed | would have ruined the mattress.

| thanked fate that | had survived the poison and that | had awakened in the middle of the night. Unable
to endure the fedl of my sodden uniform any longer, | made my way to the baths.

On my return, voices stopped me before | reached the hallway leading to my room. Extinguishing my
lantern in one quick motion, | peeked around the corner. Two soldiers stood in front of my door. The
soft light of their [antern reflected the green-and-black colors of their uniforms—Brazell’ s colors.

Chapter Four

“Should we check if she'sdead?’ asked one of Brazell’ s soldiers. He held the lantern up to my door, his
overloaded wegpon belt jingling with the motion.

“No. That housekeeper checks every morning and gives her apotion. We Il hear about it soon enough.
Beddes, it sinksin there.” The other soldier waved hishand in front of hisface.

“Yeah. If the smdll don't kill the mood, taking off her vomit-soaked uniform would make any man gag.
Although...” Thelantern soldier’ s hand briefly touched the manacles hanging from his belt. “We could
drag her down to the baths, clean her up, and have some fun before she dies.”

“No, someone would see us. If she survives, we' ll have plenty of timeto ped off her uniform. It' [l be just
like opening a present, and definitely more entertaining when she' sawake.” Heleered. They laughed.

They continued down the hallway and were soon out of sight. | clung to thewall and wondered if what |
had just witnessed had been redl. Was| il having paranoid halucinations? My heed felt asif it had
soaked too long in apool of water. Dizziness and nausearippled through my body.

The soldiers were long gone before | worked up the nerve to go back to my room. | pushed the door
wide and thrust my lantern in front of me, shining the light into every corner and under the bed. A harsh,
acrid odor was the only thing to attack me. Gagging, | unlocked the shutters and threw them open, taking
deep breaths of the cool, cleansing air.

| looked at the noxious puddle on the floor. The last thing | wanted to do was clean up the mess, but |
knew | would never be able to deep while bresthing in that foul smell. After raiding housekeeping's
supplies, and stopping for the occasiona bout of nausea, | managed to scrub the floor without fainting.

Exhaugted, | stretched out on the bed. It felt lumpy. | turned in my blankets, hoping to find a comfortable
position. What if Brazell’ s soldiers came back? Adeep in bed, | would be an easy target. | had cleaned



myself up so there was no need to drag me to the baths. The room smelled like disinfectant, and | had
forgotten to put the chair under the doorknaob.

Imagination kicked in, avivid scene of me manacled to the bed, helplesswhile the soldiers stripped me
dowly to heighten their anticipation and savor my fear.

Thewadlls of my room seemed to thicken and pulse. | bolted out into the hallway, expecting to see
Brazdl’ s soldierslurking around my door. The corridor was dark and deserted.

When | tried to reenter my room, | felt asif someone pressed a pillow against my face. | couldn’'t get my
feet to move past the doorway. My room was atrap. The paranoia effect of My Love or common
sense? | wondered. Indecision kept me standing in the hallway until my stomach growled. Guided by my
hunger, | searched for food.

Hoping to find the kitchen empty, | was dismayed to see atall man wearing awhite uniform with two
black diamonds printed on the front of his shirt mumbling to himsalf as he lurched around the ovens. His
left leg didn’t bend. | tried to sneak back out but he spotted me.

“Areyou looking for me?’ he asked.
“No,” | said. “1 was...looking for something to eat.” | craned my neck back to see hisface.

He frowned and shifted hisweight to hisgood leg as he studied my uniform. Too thin for acook; |
thought, but he wore the proper clothes and only a cook would be up this early. He was handsomein a
subtle way, with light brown eyes and short brown hair. | wondered if thiswas Dilana’ s Rand that Margg
had talked about.

“Help yourself.” He gestured toward two steaming loaves of bread. “Y ou just won me aweek’ swages.”
“Excuseme,” | said while cutting off alarge piece of bread. “How could | win you money?’

“Y ou're the new food taster. Right?’

| nodded.

“Everyone knows Vaek gave you adose of My Love. | took a chance and bet aweek’ s wages that you
would live” He stopped to take three more loaves out of the oven. “A big risk, Since you' re the smallest
and skinniest food taster we' ve ever had. Most everyone e se had wagered that you wouldn't pull
through, indluding Margg.”

The cook rummaged through one of the cabinets. “Here.” He handed me some buiter. “I’ Il make you
some sweet cakes.” Grabbing various ingredients from a shelf, he proceeded to mix up a better.

“How many food tasters have there been?’ | asked him between bites of buttered bread. Working alone
didn’t seem to suit him. He seemed glad to have some company.

With his handsin constant motion, he said, “Five snce Commander Ambrose has been in power. Vaek
loves his poisons. He poisoned many of the Commander’ s enemies, and he likesto keep in practice. You
know, testing the food tasters from time to time to make sure they haven't grown lazy.”

The cook’ swords crawled up my spine. | felt asif my body had liquefied and pooled into agiant mixing
bowl. | wasjust apuddie of ingredientsto be beaten, stirred and used. When the cook poured the batter
onto the hot griddle, my blood szzled adong with the sweet cakes.



“Poor Oscove, Vaek never liked him. Testing him constantly until he couldn’t handle the pressure. The
‘officid’ cause of death was suicide, but | think Vaek killed him.”

Hip. | stared asthe cook deftly flicked hiswrigt, turning the cakes over. My musclestrembled in synch
with the sound of frying sweet cakes.

Here | wasworried about Brazell, when one misstep with Vaek and...Flip. | would be gone. He
probably held a couple of poisonsin reserve just in case he decided to replace the taster. Glancing over
my shoulder, | imagined Vaek coming into the kitchen to poison my breekfast. | couldn’t even enjoy
talking with a chatty cook without being reminded that tasting potentialy poisoned food wasn't the only
danger of my new job.

The cook handed me a plate loaded with sweet cakes, took three more loaves of bread out of the oven
and refilled his bread pans with dough. Piping-hot sweet cakes were such arare trest that | devoured
them despite my unsettled stomach.

“Oscove was my friend. He was the Commander’ s best food taster. He used to come to my kitchen
every morning after breakfast and help me invent new recipes. | have to keep thingsinteresting or the
Commander will start looking for anew cook. Know what | mean?’

| nodded, wiping butter off my chin.
Hethrust out hishand. “My name sRand.”

| shook hishand. “Ydena”

| stopped at an open window on my way to Vaek’s office. The risng sun wasjust cresting the Soul
Mountainsto the east of the castle. The colorsin the sky resembled aruined painting, asif asmal child
had spilled water on the canvas. | let my eyesfeast on the vibrant display of lifeas| inhded thefresh air.
Everything wasin full bloom, and soon the cool morning breeze would warm to acomfortable level. The
hot season wasin itsinfancy. The days of sweltering heat and limp, humid nights were till afew weeks
away. | had been training with Valek for afortnight, and | wondered how long My Love had held me
uNCoNscious.

Tearing mysdf away from the window, | walked toward Vaek’ s office, arriving at his door just ashe
wasleaving.

“Yelenal Youmadeit.” Vaek smiled. “It' s been three days. | was beginning to worry.”

| studied hisface. He seemed sincerdly glad to seeme.

“Where'sMargg?’ he asked.

“I haven't seen her.” Thank fate, | thought.

“Thenyou'll need your antidote,” Vaek said while moving back to his cabinet.

Once | swallowed the liquid, Vaek headed toward the door. When | didn’t follow, he gestured to me.
“I have to taste the Commander’ s breakfast,” he said, setting a quick pace.

| huffed dong behind him.



“It’ stime you meet the Commander and watch how food tasting should be done.”

Weturned into the main hallway of the cagtle. Vaek didn’t missa step, but | sumbled and stifled a gasp.
The famous tapestries from the King' s erawere torn and soiled with black paint. In Brazell’ s orphanage
we had been taught that each tapestry represented a province of the old kingdom. Hand-quilted with
gold threads during the course of many years, the colored silk picturestold a story about the history of
each province. Now inrags, they il told avery powerful tale about the Commander’srule.

The Commander’ s disdain for the opulence, excesses and injustices of the former ruler and hisfamily was
well known throughout Ixia. From monarchy to military, the changesin Ixiawere severe. While some
citizens embraced the smple but drict rulesin the Code of Behavior, othersrebelled by refusing to wear
their uniforms, by not requesting permission to travel, and by escaping to the south.

Based on the offense, theinsurgents' punishment matched exactly what was written in the Code. No
uniform meant two days chained naked in the town’ s square. It didn’t matter if the offender had a
legitimate reason; the punishment was aways the same. Ixia s people discovered that there wasn't going
to be any guessing about their punishment. No bribing or good-old-boy networking either; the
Commander meant business. Live by the Code or face the consequences.

| pulled my eyes away from the tapestriesin time to see Vaek disappear through an arched doorway
decorated with lavish stonework. Splintered wooden doors hung crookedly on their hinges, but the
intricate carvings of trees and exotic birds were ill visible. Another victim of the takeover, and another
reminder of the Commander’ sintent.

| stopped in amazement just past the broken doors. Thiswas the castle€’ s throne room. Inside was a sea
of desks occupied by numerous advisers and military officersfrom every Military Digtrict in the Territory.
The room hummed with activity.

It was hard to distinguish individuasin the commotion, but | finaly spotted Vaek’ s smooth stride ashe
went through an open door at the back of the room. Finding a path around the maze of deskstook some
time. When | arrived at the door, | heard aman’ s voice complaining about cold sweet cakes.

Commander Ambrose sat behind a plain wooden desk. His office was stark in comparisonto Vaek’s
and lacked personal decorations. The only object in the room that did not have a specific purpose was a
hand-size statue of ablack snow cat. The cat’ s eyes glinted with silver, and bright specks of the metal
peppered the beast’ s powerful back.

The Commander’ s black uniform was perfectly tailored and immaculate, indistinguishable from Vaek's
except that the diamonds stitched on his collar werered. They twinkled in the morning light. The
Commander’ s black hair was sprinkled with gray and cut so short that the strands stood straight up.

In Brazdll’s classroom, we had learned that the Commander avoided public appearances and having his
portrait painted. The fewer people who knew what he looked like, the less his chances were of being
nated. Some thought he was paranoid, but | believed that since he had gained power by using
nsand covert warfare, he was merely being redigtic.

Thiswas not the Commander | had envisioned: burly, bearded and weighed down with medads and
weapons. He wasthin, clean shaven, with ddlicate features.

“Commander, thisis Y dena, your new food taster,” Vaek said, pulling meinto the room.

The Commander’ s gold amond-shaped eyes met mine. His gaze had the sharpness of asword point. It
pressed against my throat and fastened meto thefloor. | felt myself being drawn out and examined.



When helooked over a Vaek, | swayed with relief.
“From what Brazedll’ s been hollering about, | expected her to breathefire,” the Commander said.

| stiffened on hearing Brazdll’ s name. If Brazell was complaining to the Commander, | could be back in
linefor the noose.

“Brazel’safool,” Vdek sad. “He wanted the dramaof apublic hanging for hisson'skiller. | persondly
would have taken care of her immediately. It would have been within hisrights.” Vaek durped the
Commander’ steaand sniffed the sweet cakes.

My chest wastight. | was having trouble drawingin air.

“Beddes, it'sclearly written in the Code of Behavior that the next to be hanged gets the job offer. And
Brazell was one of the authors.” Cutting a piece of one sweet cake from the center and the other from the
sde, Vaek put both piecesin his mouth, chewing dowly. “Here.” He handed the plate to the
Commander.

“Brazell does have apoint,” the Commander said. He picked up histeaand stared at the contents.
“When does she start? I’ m getting tired of cold food.”

“A few more days.”

“Good,” the Commander said to VValek, then turned to me. “Y ou arrive with my food and taste quick. |
don’t want to be looking for you. Understand?’

Fedling light-headed, | answered, “Yes, Sir.”
“Vaek, I'mlosing weight because of you. Lunch isin the war room. Don't belate.”

“Yes, Sir,” Vaek said and headed for the door. | followed. We wound our way through the tangle of
desks. When Va ek stopped to consult with another adviser, | glanced around. A handful of the
Commander’ s advisers were women, and | noticed two female Captains and one Colonel. Their new
roleswere one of the benefits of the takeover. The Commander assigned jobs based on skillsand
intelligence, not on gender.

While the monarchy preferred to see women work as maids, kitchen helpers and wives, the Commander
gave them the freedom to choose what they wanted to do. Some women preferred their former
occupations, while others jumped at the chance to do something else, and the younger generation had
been quick to take advantage of the new opportunities.

When wefindly reached Vaek’ s office, Margg was dusting around VVaek’ s piles of papers on the table.
It looked to me asif she was spending more time reading the papers than straightening them. Didn't
Vaek notice? | wondered what Margg did for Vaek besides cleaning.

Margg turned a pleasant face to Vaek, but as soon as he walked away she glared fiercely at me. Must
have lost alot of money betting againgt my survivd, | thought. | smiled a her. She managed to control her
outraged expression before Vaek glanced up at usfrom his desk.

“Y elena, you look exhausted. Y ou make metired just looking a you. Go rest. Come back after lunch
andwe Il continuewith your training.”

| didn't redly fed tired, but rest sounded like an excellent idea. As| moved dong the hdlway, Vaek’'s
comment wormed its way through my mind. My pace dowed and | dragged my feet toward my room. |



was S0 preoccupied with the physical effort of walking that | bumped right into two of Brazdll’s guards.
“Lookie, Wren, | found our rat!” one guard exclaimed, grabbing my wrigt.

Alert, | gaped at the green diamonds on the guard’ s uniform.

“Good for you,” Wren said. “Let’ s show your catch to Genera Brazell.”

“The Generd isn't fond of liverats. Especidly thisone.”

The guard shook me hard. Pain coursed up my arm to my shoulder and neck. In apanic, | searched the
halway for help. It was deserted.

“That’ sright, he prefersthem skinned dive.”

I’d heard enough. | did what any good rat would do. | bit down on the guard’ s hand until | tasted blood.
Y eping and cursing in surprise, hisgrip lessened. | jerked my arm out of hisgrasp and ran.

Chapter Five

| was only acouple of steps away from Brazdl’ s guards when they recovered from their surprise and
began to chase me. Being terrified and unburdened of weapons, | had adight advantage. It wouldn't last.
| was dready puffing with the effort.

The corridors were mysterioudy empty as| ran through them. If | did find someone, | wasn't redly sure
they would or could help me. Like arat, my only hope of escapewasto find aholeto hidein.

| ran without a plan, caring only about keeping ahead of the guards. The corridors blurred together until |
imagined | was running in place and it was the walls that were moving. | dowed for amoment to get my
bearings. Where was 1?

Thelight in the hallway was waning. My pounding steps kicked dust up from the floor. | had headed
toward an isolated part of the castle, a perfect place for aquiet murder. Quiet because | wouldn't have
enough air in my lungsto scream.

| made aquick right turn into a corridor that led off into darkness. Momentarily out of the guards sight, |
pushed againg the first door | encountered. Groaning and cresking, it yielded dightly under my weight,
and then stuck tight. A gap big enough for my body, but not my head. Hearing the guards turn down the
corridor, | threw myself againgt the door. It moved another inch. | tumbled headfirst into adark room,
and landed on thefloor.

The guards found the door. | watched in horror asthey tried to muscle it open. The gap began to
expand. | scanned the room. My eyes adjusted to the gloom. Empty barrels and rotten sacks of grain
littered the floor. A pile of rugs was stacked againgt the far wall below awindow.

The door surrendered a couple moreinchesto the guards' efforts before lodging again. | stood, and
stacked the barrels on top of the rug pile. Scrambling up them, | reached the window, only to discover it
wastoo smal for meto fit through.

The door cracked ominoudly. | used my ebow to shatter the windowpane. Pulling the ragged glass
fragments out of the frame, | tossed them to the floor. Blood ran down my arm. Heedless of the pain, |
jumped down, pressed myself against thewall next to the doorway, and fought to stifle the harsh sound
of my breathing.



With aloud groan, the door stopped mere inches from my face as the guards stumbled into the
storeroom.

“Check thewindow. I'll cover the door,” Wren said.

| peeked around the edge. Wren's companion walked to the pile of rugs and barrels, crushing glass
beneath his boots.

My plan wasn't going to work. Wren blocked my escape route. The broken window would only delay
theinevitable.

“Too smdl, she' still here,” the guard caled from above.

My rough bresthing had accelerated into fast gasps. | felt light-headed. Therat trap had sprung. | was
immohilized initsmetd jaws.

My thoughts jumbled into acloud of images. | clutched at the door, trying not to fal. A buzzing sound
burst uncontrolled from my throat. | was unable to suppress the drone. Trying harder only caused the
sound to grow louder.

| staggered out from behind the door. With al the noise | made, the guards didn’t even glancein my
direction. They seemed frozen in place.

My lungs strained for air. On the verge of passing out, the buzzing then released me. The sound till rang
inthe room, but it no longer came from me.

The guards continued to be unresponsive. After taking severa deep bregaths, | bolted from the room. |
wasn't going to waste time trying to understand. The buzzing sound followed me as | ran back the way
we had come.

The loud hum ended as soon as | started seeing other servants hurrying through the hallway. Odd looks
were cast my way. | redized | must be quite asight. | forced mysdlf to stop running as| tried to cam my
hammering heart.

My throat burned from panting, my uniform was stained, pain throbbed in my elbow, and bright red
beads dripped off my fingers. Looking at my hands, | saw deep cuts from handling the glass. | gazed at
the blood on the floor.

Turning around, | saw aline of crimson drops disappearing down the corridor. | clutched my armsto my
chest, but it wastoo late. | had |eft ablood trail, and there were Brazell’ s guards, like trained dogs,
falowingit.

They were coming around the corner at the far end of the hall. Undetected so far, | knew any sudden
movement would draw their attention. | joined agroup of servants, hoping to blend in. Pain pulsated in
harmony with my laboring heartbest.

When | reached aturn, | risked a glance over my shoulder. The guards stood at the spot where my
blood trail had ended. Wren gestured as he argued with his partner. | dipped around the corner
unnoticed, then bumped right into Valek.

“Yedena What happened to you?’ Vaek grabbed my arm.
| winced. Helet go.



“I...fel...on someglass.” It waswesk. | hurried to cover it. “1’m on my way to get cleaned up.” Asl
began to walk past Vaek, he gragped my shoulder, spinning me around.

“You need to seeamedic.”
“Ah...okay.” | tried once moreto get past Vaek.

“Themedicisthisway.” Vaek pulled on my shoulder, forcing meto follow him back down the corridor
toward the guards. Foolishly, | hoped they wouldn’t see me, but as we walked past they smiled, falling
into step behind us.

| glanced at Vaek. There was no expression on hisface. Hisgrip on my shoulder tightened. Was Vaek
leading me to some secluded spot where the three of them could kill me? Should | make abresk for it?
But if Vaek had wanted me dead, he had only to withhold the antidote to Butterfly’ s Dust.

When the halway emptied of people, Vaek let go of my shoulder and siwung around to face the two
guards. | stayed close behind him.

“Areyou logt?" Valek asked the guards.

“No, gr,” said Wren. A foot taller than Vaek, his hands were the size of my head. “ Just want to reclaim
our prisoner.” Wren tried to reach around Vaek to grab me.

Vaek deflected hishand. “ Y our prisoner?’ Vaek’ svoice diced through the air like stedl.

The guards looked at each other in disbelief. Vaek had no weapons. While the other guard was shorter
than Wren, he gill outweighed the other two men. Identical cocky smirks touched both guards’ faces. |
wondered if sneering and glaring were part of their training. Rand the cook would probably bet amonth’s
wages on Brazd|’ s soldierswinning this argumen.

“Actudly, Genera Brazell’ s prisoner, sir. Now, if youwould...” Wren gestured for Vaek to step aside.

“Tell your bossthat VVaek doesn't gppreciate having his new food taster chased through the castle. And
that | would like her to beleft done.”

The guards glanced at each other again. | was beginning to suspect they had only one brain to share
between them. Regarding Vaek with amore focused expression, they shifted their posture into afighting
stance.

“We have been ordered to bring the girl to the Generdl. Not messages,” Wren said, pulling his sword
from hisbelt.

With the sound of ringing metal, the second guard flourished hisweapon aswell. Wren asked Vaek to
move aside once more. Faced with two swords, what could Vaek do? Run for my lifeiswhat | would
do, so | shifted my weight to the balls of my feet, preparing to flee.

Vaek'sright hand blurred into motion with two quick snaps of hiswridt. It looked asif he had saluted
both guards. Before the men could react, he was between them, too close for swords. He crouched low,
put his hands on the floor and spun. Using hislegs, Vaek windmilled both guardsto the ground. | heard a
clatter of metal, awhoosh of air from Wren and a curse from the other before they both lay motionless.

Baffled, | watched VVaek gracefully move awvay from hisfalen opponents. He counted under his bregth.
When he reached ten, he bent over each man and removed atiny dart from each of their necks.



“It' sadirty way tofight, but I'm late for lunch.”

Chapter Six

Stepping over the prone forms of the deegping soldiers, Vaek took my injured arm and inspected it.
“Not asbad asit looks. You'll live. We |l see the Commander first, then the medic.”

Vaek hurried me through the castle. My arm began to throb. | lagged behind. The thought of facing the
Commander’ s stony gaze dragged at my feet. Finding the medic, then sinking into a hot bath was without
adoubt more appealing.

We entered a spacious round chamber that served as the Commander’ swar room. Siender,
stained-glass windows stretched from the floor to the ceiling and encircled three-quarters of the chamber.
The kaleidoscope of colors made mefed asif | wereinsde aspinning top. Dizzy, | would have sumbled
except | caught aglimpse of something that rooted meto the floor.

A long wooden tablefilled the center of the room. Sitting at the head of the table with two guards
standing behind him was the Commander. His thin eyebrows were pinched together in annoyance. A tray
of untouched food sat by hisside. Also seated around the table were three of the Commander’s
Generds. Two of the Generds were busy eating their lunch, while the third’ sfork hovered in midair. |
focused on the hand; white knuckles equaled white-hot rage. With reluctance | met Genera Brazdll’s

gaze.

Brazdl lowered hisfork, hisface taut. Hiseyesheld lightning. | wasthe target, and like arabbit caught in
the open, | wastoo frightened to move.

“Vaek, you're...” Commander Ambrose began.
“Late,” Vdek finished for him. “1 know. Therewasadight dtercation,” he said. He pulled me closer.

Intrigued, the other two Generals stopped egting. | flushed, ftifling a strong desire to bolt from the room.
Having no contact with any high-ranking officers, | recognized the Generas only by the colors on their
uniforms. My trip to the Commander’ s dungeon was the first time | had been past the borders of MD-5.
Even during thefirst ten years| had lived in Brazdl’ s orphanage, | had only caught brief glimpses of him
and hisfamily.

Unfortunately, after | had turned sixteen, the Sight of Brazell and his son Reyad became my daily
nightmare. | had been flattered by the attention of my benefactor; hisgray hair and short beard framed a
square-shaped, pleasant face that shouted respectability. Stout and sturdy, he was the ultimate father
figureto me. Brazell told me | was the smartest of his*adopted” children and that he needed my help
with some experiments. | readily agreed to participate.

The memory of how grateful and naive | had been sickened me. It wasthree years ago. | had beena
puppy. A puppy still wagging her tail asthe bag’s opening wastied shit.

Two years | had suffered. My mind recoiled from the memories. | sared at Brazell in the war room. His
lipswere pressed tight as hisjaw quivered. He fought to contain his hatred. Faint with fatigue, | saw
Reyad's ghost appear behind hisfather. Reyad’ s dashed throat hung open, and blood dripped down,
gaining hisnightshirt. A distant recollection of atale about murder victims haunting their killers until their
bus ness was sttled filtered through my mind.

| rubbed my eyes. Did anyone else see the ghost? If S0, they hid it well. My gaze did to Vaek. Washe
haunted by ghosts? If that old story was to be believed, he would be svamped by them.



Worry that | might not be completely rid of Reyad pulsed through me, but not atrace of remorse. The
only thing | was sorry for was not having the courage to kill Brazell when | had the chance. Sorry that |
was unable to save my “sstersand brothers’ at Brazell’ s orphanage from turning sixteen. Sorry that |
was unable to warn May and Carra, and help them run away.

The Commander’ s voice brought my attention back to the war room.
“Altercation, Vaek?' He sighed like an indulgent parent. “How many dead?’

“None. | couldn't judtify the disposa of soldiers merely following Generd Brazdll’ s ordersto hunt down
and kill our new food taster. Besides, they weren't very smart. Seems she was on the verge of giving
them the dip when she ran into me. Good thing though, or | might not have found out about the incident.”

The Commander studied me for awhile before turning to Brazell.

It was all Brazell needed. Leaping from his chair, he shouted, “ She should be dead! | want her dead! She
killed my son!”

Vaek said, “But the Code of Behavior...”

“Damn the Code. I'm aGenerd. Shekilled a Generd’ s son and here sheis...” Emotion choked off
Brazdl’svoice. Hisfingerstwitched asif he wanted to wrap his hands around my throat that instant.
Reyad’ s ghost floated behind hisfather, asmirk on hisface.

“It' sadishonor to methat shelives,” Brazell said. “ Aninsult. Train another prisoner. | want her dead!”

Ingtinctively, | stepped behind Vaek. The other Generals were nodding their headsin agreement. | was
too terrified to look at the Commander.

“He has asound argument,” the Commander said without atrace of emotion tainting hisvoice.

“Y ou have never deviated from what’ swritten in the Code of Behavior,” Vaek argued. “ Start now and
you'll begin atrend. Besides, you'll bekilling the brightest food taster we' ve ever had. She' samost
trained.” He gestured to the tray of cold food beside the Commander.

| glanced around Vaek to see the Commander’ s expression. Thoughtful, he pursed hislipswhile he
consdered Vaek’ sargument. | crossed my arms, digging my fingernails deep into my flesh.

Brazdll, sensing a change of heart, took a step toward the Commander. “ She' s smart because | educated
her. | can't believe you' re going to listen to this upstart, conniving, snesky thief—" Brazell sopped. He
had said too much. He had insulted Vaek, and even | knew that the Commander had a specia fondness
for Vaek.

“Brazell, leave my food taster done.”
My breath hissed with relief.

Brazell attempted to argue, but the Commander silenced him. “It’'san order. Go ahead and build your
new factory. Consider your permit approved.” He dangled acarrot in front of Brazell. Was anew
factory worth more than my death?

Silence followed as everyone waited for Brazell to comment. He gave me alook full of venom. Reyad's
ghost grinned, and | guessed from his cat-that-got-the-rat smile that the permit approval wasvery
important to Brazell. More important than he et on to the Commander. The rage and indignation over my



missing the noose was genuine, but he could build hisfactory now, and then kill melater. He knew where
tofind me.

Brazd| |eft the room without saying another word. The amused ghost mouthed the words “ See you next
time” beforefollowing hisfather.

When the other Generals started to protest the permit approval, the Commander listened to their
argumentsin silence. Momentarily forgotten, | studied the two Generds. Their uniformswere similar to
the Commander’ s except that they wore black jackets with gold buttons. Instead of real diamonds on
their collars, each Genera had five embroidered diamonds stitched on their coats over their left breasts.
No medas or ribbons decorated their uniforms. The Commander’ s troops wore only what was needed
for recognition and for battle.

The diamonds on the Generd sitting close to the Commander were blue. He was Generd Hazd in charge
of Military Digtrict 6, just west of Brazell’s MD-5. Generd Tesso' s diamonds were silver for MD—4,
which bordered to the north of Brazdll’s. If adigtrict planned abig project, like building anew factory or
clearing land for farming, a permit approved by the Commander was required. Smaller projects, like
ingtaling anew oven a abakery or building ahouse within the digtrict, only needed gpprova from that
digtrict’'s Generd. Most Generds had a gaff to handle the processing of new permit applications.

It was gpparent from the Generds' complaintsthat Brazdll’ s permit wasin theinitial processing stages.
Discussions with the bordering digtricts had started, but the Commander’ s staff had not yet reviewed and
authenticated the factory’ s plans. Usually once the staff recommended approva, the Commander sgned
off on the application. The Code of Behavior only stated that permission must be received prior to
building, and if the Commander wanted to bypass his own process he could do so.

We had been taught the Code of Behavior at the orphanage. Anyone wishing the honor of running
errandsinto town had to memorize and recite the Code perfectly prior to gaining the privilege. Besides
reading and writing, the education | had received from Brazdll had a so included mathematics and the
history of Ixia stakeover by the Commander. Since the takeover, education was available to everyone
and not just aprivilege for the men of thericher classes.

My education, though, took aturn for the worse when | began “helping” Brazell. Memories threatened to
overwhelm me. My hot skin fdt tight. | trembled, forcing my mind to the present. The Generals had
finished their rebuttal of the Commander’ s decision. Vaek tasted the Commander’ s cold food, and
pushed it closer to him.

“Your concerns are noted. My order stands,” the Commander said. He turned to Vaek. “Y our food
taster had better live up to your endorsements. One dip and you' |l be training her replacement prior to
your reassignment. Y ou' re dismissed.”

Vaek took my arm and steered me from the chamber. We walked down the halway until the door of the
war room clicked shut. Then Vaek stopped. The features on his face had hardened into aporcelain
mask.

“Yeena...”

“Don’'t say anything. Don't threaten or bully or intimidate. I’ ve had enough of that from Brazell. I’ [l make
every effort to be the best taster because I' m getting used to theidea of living. And | don’t want to give
Brazell the satisfaction of seeing me dead.” Tired of examining Vaek’severy facia expresson and
graining to hear every smdl nuancein hisvoicefor cluesto hismood, | moved away from him. He
followed me. When we reached an intersection, Vaek’s hand grasped my elbow. | heard him utter the
word medic as he guided meto the left. Without once looking a hisface, | let him steer metothe



infirmary.

As| wasled to an empty examining table, | squinted a the medic’ sdl-white uniform. The only color on
the uniform was two small red diamonds stitched on the collar. My mind was so muddled with fatigue
that it took me some time to figure out that the short-haired medic was afemale. With agrunt, | stretched
out onthetable,

When the woman left to get her supplies, Vaek said, “I’ [l post some guards outside the door, in case
Brazdl| changeshismind.” Before leaving the infirmary, | saw him spesk with the medic. She nodded and
glanced toward me.

The medic returned with atray full of shiny medica insrumentsthat included ajar of a substance that
looked likejelly. She scrubbed my armswith acohol, making the wounds bleed and sting. | bit my lip to
keep from crying out.

“They’redl superficia, except thisone,” the medic said as she pointed to the elbow | had used to break
the glass. “Thiswound needsto be sedled.”

“Sedled?’ It sounded painful.

The medic picked up the pot of jely. “Relax. It'sanew method for treating deep lacerations. We usethis
glueto sed the skin. Once the wound heals, the glue is absorbed into the body.” She scooped out alarge
amount with her fingers and applied it to the cut.

| winced at the pain. She pinched my skin together, holding it tight. Tearsrolled down my cheeks.

“It was invented by the Commander’ s cook, of al people. There are no side effects and it tastes greet in
tea”

“Rand?’ | asked, surprised.

She nodded. Still holding the skin together, she said, “ Y ou' |l need to wear abandage for afew daysand
keep the cut dry.” She blew on the glue for awhile before releasing her grip. She bandaged my arm.
“Vaek wants you to stay heretonight. I ll bring you dinner. Y ou can get somerest.”

| thought eating might require too much effort, but when she brought the hot food, | redized | was
garving. A strange taste in my tea caused meto lose my appetite in an instant.

Someone had poisoned my tea
Chapter Seven

| waved down the medic.

“Thereissomething in my tea,” | cried. | began to fed light-headed. “Cdll Vaek.” Maybe hehad an
antidote.

She stared at me with her large brown eyes. Her face was long and thin. Longer hair would soften her
features, her short style merely made her resemble aferret.

“It' sdeeping pills. Vaek' sorders” shesaid.

| let out a breath, fedling better. The medic gave me an amused look before she left. My appetite ruined,
| shoved thefood aside. | didn’t need deeping pillsto help me give in to the exhaustion that 1apped up my



remaining srength.

When | woke the next morning, there was ablurry white blob standing at the end of my bed. It moved. |
blinked and squinted until the image sharpened into the short-haired medic.

“Did you have agood night?’

“Yes” | said. Thefirgt night in along time free of nightmares, dthough my head felt asif wool had been
shoved into it, and arank tastein my mouth didn’t promise for agood morning.

The medic checked my bandages, made a noncommittal sound and told me breskfast would be awhile.

As| waited, | scanned the infirmary. The rectangular room held twelve beds, six on each side, and
gpaced S0 that they formed amirror image. The sheets on the empty beds were pulled tight as
bowstrings. Orderly and precise, the room annoyed me. | felt like rumpled bedding, no longer in control
of my soul, my body, or my world. Being surrounded by neatness offended me, and | had a sudden
desire to jump on the empty beds, knocking them out of line.

| was farthest from the door. Two empty beds lay between the three other patients and me on my side of
the room. They were deeping. | had no oneto talk to. The stone wallswere bare. Hell, my prison cell
had more interesting decorations. At least it smelled better in here. | took adeep breath. The clean, sharp
amell of dcohol mixed with disinfectant filled my nose, so different from the dungeon’ sfetid air. Much
better. Or wasit? There was another scent intermixed with the medica aroma. Another whiff and |
realized that the sour odor of old fear emanated from me.

| shouldn’t have survived yesterday. Brazell’ s guards had me cornered. There was no escape. Yet | had
been saved by astrange buzzing noise that had erupted from my throat like an unruly, uncontrollable
offspring. A prima surviva inginct that had echoed in my nightmares.

| avoided thoughts about that buzz because it was an old acquaintance of mine, but the memories kept
invading my mind.

Examining the past three years, | forced myself to concentrate on when and where the buzzing had
erupted, and to ignore the emotions.

Thefirst couple of months of Brazell’ s experiments had merely tested my reflexes. How fast | could
dodge abdl or duck aswinging stick, harmless enough until the ball had turned into aknife and the stick
into asword.

My heart began to pound. With swesty palms| fingered a scar on my neck. No emation, | told myself
gernly, flicking my hands asif | could push away the fear. Pretend you' re the medic, | thought, asking
questionsto gain information. | imagined mysdlf dressed in white, camly gtting next to afevered patient
while she babbled.

What came next? | asked the patient. Strength and endurance tests, she answered. Simple tasks of lifting
weights had turned into holding heavy stones above her head for minutes, then hours. If she dropped the
stone before the time was up, she was whipped. She was ordered to clutch chains dangling from the
ceiling, holding her weight inches above the floor, until Brazell or Reyad gave permissonto let go.

When was the firgt time you heard the buzzing? | prompted the patient. She had rel eased the chainstoo
early too many times and Reyad became furious. So he forced her outside awindow six floors above the
ground, and let her hold on to the ledge with her hands.

“Let’stry it again,” Reyad said. “Now that we' ve raised the stakes, maybe you'll last for the whole



hour.”

The patient stopped speaking. Go on, tell me what happened, | prodded. Her arms had been weak from
spending most of the day hanging from the chains. Her fingers were dick with swest; her muscles
trembled with fatigue. She panicked. When her hands dipped off the ledge, she howled like anewborn.
The howl mutated and transformed into a substance. It expanded out, enveloped and caressed her skin
on al sdes. Shefet asif shewas nestled in awarm pool of water.

Next thing she remembered she was sitting on the ground. She glanced up at the window. Reyad
watched her with hisface flushed. His perfect blond hair an unusua mess. Delighted, he blew her akiss.

The only way she could have survived thefal was by magic. No. Absolutely not, sheinssted. It had to
have been some strange wind currents or landing the right way. Not magic.

Magic, aforbidden word in Ixia since Commander Ambrose came to power. Magicians had been
treated like disease-riddled mosguitoes. They were hunted, trapped and exterminated. Any hint or
suggestion that someone had magic was a death sentence. The only chanceto live wasto escapeto Sitia.

The patient was growing agitated, and the other occupants of the room were staring at her...Me. Small
doses, | told mysdf. | could handle the memoriesin modest quantities. After al, | hadn’t been hurt by the
fdl, and Reyad was sweet to mefor awhile. But hiskindness only lasted until | started failing histests

again.

Todigract mysdlf from the memories, | counted the cracksin the ceiling. | was up to fifty-six when Vaek
arived.

He carried atray of food in one hand and afile folder in the other. | eyed the steaming omelet with
suspicion. “What'sinit?’ | demanded. “More deegping pills? Or another new poison?’ Every musclein
my body had stiffened. | tried unsuccessfully to Sit up. “How about giving me something to make me fed
good for achange?”’

“How about something to keep you alive?’ Vaek asked. He pulled meto astting position and offered a
pipette filled with my antidote. Then he placed thetray of food on my |ap.

“No need for deeping pills. The medic told me you picked up on thet taste last night.” Vaek’ svoice held
anote of gpprovd. “Taste your breskfast and tell meif you would alow the Commander to eat it.”

Vaek hadn't been exaggerating when he said I’ d have no days off. Sighing, | smelled the omelet. No
unusud odors. | cut the omelet into quarters, examining each for any foreign material. Taking asmall
piece from each section, | put them into my mouth one a atime and chewed dowly. Swalowing, |
waited to discern any aftertaste. | sniffed the teaand stirred it with a spoon before sipping. Rolling the
liquid over my tongue, | detected a Sweet taste before | swallowed.

“Unlessthe Commander doesn't like honey in histea, | wouldn't reject this breakfast.”
“Theneatit”

| hesitated. Was Vaek trying to trick me? Unless he had used a poison | hadn’t learned, the breskfast
was clean. | ate every morsel, and then drained the teawhile Vaek watched.

“Not bad,” he said. “No poisons...today.”

One of the medics brought another tray to Vaek. Thistray held four white cups of an olive-colored liquid
that smelled like mint. Replacing my breakfast tray with the new one, Vaek said, “1 want to go over



some tasting techniques. Each of these cups contains mint tea. Taste one.”

Clasping the closest mug, | took asip. An overwhelming flavor of mint pervaded my mouth. | choked.
Vaek grinned. “ Taste anything else?’

| attempted another mouthful. The mint dominated. “No.”

“All right. Now pinch your nosetight and try again.”

After some fumbling with my bandaged arm, | managed to gulp the teawhile holding my nose. My ears
popped. | marveled at the taste. “ Sweet. No mint.” My voice sounded silly so | released my grip.
Immediatdly, the mint eclipsed the sweetness.

“Correct. Now try the others.”
The next cup of mint teahid a sour taste, the third had a bitter flavor, and the fourth was sdty.

“Thistechnique worksfor any drink or food. Blocking your sense of smell diminatesall flavors except
swest, sour, bitter and salt. Some poisons are recognizable by one of those four flavors.” Vaek paged
through hisfolder. “Hereisacomplete list of human poisons and their distinct tastes for you to memorize.
There arefifty-two known poisons.”

| looked through the inventory of poisons. Some of them | had already smelled. My Love was at the top.
Thelist would have saved me from the dizziness, nausea, heedaches and occasiond delusiond effects of
the poison. | brandished the paper intheair. “Why didn’t you just give methislist instead of making me
sample My Love?’

Vaek stopped paging through hisfolder. “What would you learn from alist? K attsgut tastes sweet. What
doesthat taste like? Honey sweet? Apple sweet? There are different levels of sweetness and the only
way to learn them isto taste them yoursdf. The only reason I'm giving you thislist is because the
Commander wants you working as soon as possible.” Va ek snapped hisfolder shut. “ Just because you
aren't going to taste those poi sons now doesn’t mean you won't in the future. Memorize that list. Once
the medic releases you from the infirmary, | will test your knowledge. If you pass, then you can Sart
work.”

“Andif | fal?’
“Then I'll betraining anew taster.”
Hisvoice wasflat, monotone, but the force behind it caused my heart to lock.

Vaek continued. “Brazell will be in the castle for another two weeks. He has more business to attend to.
| can’t have you guarded dl day, so Margg is preparing aroom for you in my suite. I’ll come back later
to see when you'll be discharged.”

| watched Vaek walk to the door. He glided across the room, balanced and athletic. | shook my head.
Thinking about Vaek was the absolute worst thing | could be doing. Instead, | focused on thelist of
poisons clutched in my hand. | smoothed the paper out and hoped my sweat hadn’t smeared the ink.
Rdieved that the writing waslegible, | began to study.

| barely noticed when the medic came to check on my arm. She must have taken the tray of teacups,
because it disgppeared from my lap. | had blocked out al the noise and commotion of the infirmary so
that | jumped when a plate containing around pastry was thrust under my nose.



Thearm that held the plate led to Rand. Hisgrin was glesful.
“Look what | smuggled past Medic Mommy! Go aheed. Eat it before she comes back.”

The warm dessert smelled like cinnamon. Melted white icing dripped down the sides, causing the cake to
gtick to my fingerswhen | picked it up. | examined the pastry closdly, inhaing the aromain search of a
foreign samdl. One small bite reveded multiple layers of dough and cinnamon.

“My God, Yéeena, you don't think I'd poison it?” Rand' s face was pinched tight, asif hewasin pain.

Exactly what I’ d been thinking, but admitting it to Rand would offend him. His motives for being here
were unclear. Seeming nice and friendly, he could be holding agrudge over hisfriend Oscove, the
previous food taster. But then again, he was a potentia aly. Who better to have on my sde? Rand, the
cook, whose food I’ d be eating on adaily basis, or Valek, the assassin, who had a nasty tendency of
poisoning my meds?

“Occupationa hazard,” | tried.
He grunted, il put out. | took abig bite of the pastry.
“Wonderful,” | said, appedling to his ego to give me another chance.

Rand’ sface softened. “ Good, isn't it? My latest recipe. | take along strip of pastry dough, cover it with
cinnamon, rall it up into abal, bakeit, and then spread theicing on whileit's hot. I’ m having some
trouble with the name though. Cinnamon cake? Ball? Swirl?” Rand stopped hisrambling to find achair.
After quite abit of twigting to compensate for his unbendable |eft leg, hefindly settled into acomfortable
position.

Whilel finished the pastry, Rand continued. “Don't tell Medic Mommy | gave you that. She doesn't like
her patients eating anything but athin gruel. She saysthe grud promotes healing. Well, of courseit hasan

effect!” He threw hisarms up, exposing severd burn scarsaround hiswridts. “It tastes so terrible that
anyone would get better just to get adecent med!”

The wild gesture caused the other patients to glance our way. Rand leaned in closer to meand asked ina
quiet voice, “So, Ydena, how areyou feding?’ He looked a me as though he was gppraising aselection
of meet, determining which one would make the best roast.

| waswary. Why would he care?* Gambling again?’ | asked.

Heleaned back. “We re dways gambling. Gambling and gossiping isall we servants do. What seis
there? Y ou should’ ve seen the commotion and betting that went on when you were spotted being chased
by Brazdl’ sgoons”

Appdled, | said, “Nobody cameto help me. The hallways were deserted.”

“That would be involvement in asituation that doesn't affect us directly. Servants don't ever do that.
We relike cockroaches scurrying around in the dark.” Rand’ s dender fingerswaggled. “Shinea
light...poof!” Heflicked hislong fingersfor emphasis. “We disgppear.”

| felt like the unlucky cockroach that got caught by thelight. Always scrambling to stay one step ahead
while the shadow of aboot crept closer.

“Anyway, the odds were against you. Most lost big, while only afew—" Rand paused dramaticaly
“—won big.”



“Sinceyou're here, | suppose you won big.”

Hesmiled. “Ydena, I'm aways going to bet on you. Y ou're like one of the Commander’ sterriers. A
tiny, yappy dog you wouldn’t look at twice, but once it grabs your pant leg, it won't let go.”

“Poison the dog’ s meat and it won't bother you anymore.”
My sour tone deflated Rand’ s grin. “ Trouble?’

Surprised that the castle’' s gossip network hadn't aready started laying odds about Vaek’ stest, |
hesitated. Rand liked to talk, and he could get mein trouble. “No. It’ sjust being the food taster and
al...” | hoped that would satisfy him.

Rand nodded. He spent the rest of the afternoon aternating between reminiscing about Oscove and
digressing about potentia new recipes. When Vaek appeared, Rand stopped talking, hisface paled and
he mumbled something about having to check on dinner. Lurching from hischair, he dmost toppled in his
haste to flee the room. Vaek watched as Rand staggered out of the infirmary.

“What was he doing here?”’

Vaek's expresson remained neutra, but the tillness of his body made me wonder if he was angry.
Carefully choosng my words, | explained to him that Rand had cometo vist.

“When did you meet him?’

A casua question, but again there was an undercurrent to hiswords. “ After | recovered from My Love, |
went in search of food and met Rand in the kitchen.”

“Watch what you say around him. He s not to be trusted. | would have reassigned him, but the
Commander indsted he tay. He isageniusin the kitchen. Some kind of protégé. He started cooking for
the King at avery young age.”

Vaek stared at me with his cold blue eyes, warning me away from Rand. Maybe that’ swhy Vaek
hadn’t liked Oscove. Being alied with someone who had been loyd to the King could cast more
suspicion on me. But letting Vaek scare me off rankled. | stared back at him with, | hoped, an indifferent
look.

Vaek looked away. | wasjubilant. In my mind, | had finally won around.

“Y ou leave theinfirmary tomorrow morning.” Valek was curt. “ Get yoursdlf cleaned up and report to my
officeto takethetest. | won’'t think you' re ready even if you pass, but the Commander ordered meto
have you available by lunch.” He shook his head in annoyance. “It’ sa shortcut. | hate shortcuts.”

“Why?'Y ouwon't haveto risk yoursaf anymore.” | regretted the words as soon as they had left my
mouth.

Vaek'sgaze wasletha. “In my experience, shortcuts usudly lead to death.”

“Isthat what happened to my predecessor?’ | asked, unable to stifle my curiosity. Would Vaek confirm
or deny Rand’ stheories?

“Oscove?’ Vaek paused. “Hedidn't have the ssomach for it.”

Chapter Eight



W hen | awoke the next morning, Vaek'slist of poisonswas il clutched in my hand. | reviewed the
poison inventory until the medic discharged me.

Bruised muscles protested every movement as | headed for the door. | should have been happy to leave
theinfirmary, but my nerves preoccupied me. My stomach felt asif it contained alive mouse, trying to
chew itsway out.

The guards stationed outside the infirmary door startled me. But they weren’t wearing Brazdll’ s colors,
and | belatedly remembered that Vaek had assigned them as protection until | reported to his office.

| glanced around to get my bearings, but had no ideawhich direction led to my room. | had been living in
the castle for eighteen days, but | was still uncertain of itsinner layout. The basic shape of the cagtle itself
eluded me, having never seen it from the outside.

The prison carriage that had brought me to the castle had been a square box with airholes. | had refused
to peer out like some caged animal. When | reached the castle, | squeezed my eyes shut in an attempt to
block out the anguish of being chained, groped and dragged to the dungeon. | guess | could have focused
on potential waysto escape, but | had accepted my punishment when | had killed Reyad.

Asmuch as | hated to ask the guardsfor directionsto my room, | had no choice. Wordlessly they guided
me through the castle. One walked in front, the other followed. Only after the lead man inspected my
roomwas| dlowed insde.

My uniforms hung undisturbed in the armoire. But instead of being hidden insde adrawer, my journd lay
open on the top of the desk. Someone had read my impressions of poisons and other information. The
queasy feding in my gut was replaced by a cold, hard sensation. The mouse had died, reflecting my sour
mood perfectly.

| suspected Vaek. He was bold enough to have gone through my personal papers. He had probably
even reasoned that it was his duty to make sure | wasn't plotting something. After al, | wasjust the food
taster, and not entitled to any privacy.

Grabbing the journa and uniforms, I left my room and headed for the baths. The guards waited outside
while | soaked in the water. | took my sweet time. Vaek and histest could wait; | wasn't going to carry
out hisorderslike someidiotic drone.

Chased by Brazdl’ sguards, finding poison in dmost al of my meals, and being wagered on like some
damn racehorse didn’t cause meto be as angry as| was about Vaek reading my journd.

Arriving a Vaek' soffice, | cut off any smart remark he could make by demanding, “Where€ syour test?’

Amusement touched Va ek’ sface. He rose from behind his desk. Sweeping hisarm with adramatic
flourish, he indicated two rows of food and drinks on the conference table. “Only oneitemisn't
poisoned. Find it. Then eat or drink your salection.”

| tasted each item. | sniffed. | gargled. | held my nose. | took small bites. | spat. Some of the food had
grown cold. Most of the meals were bland, making the poison easy to spot, while the fruit drinks masked
the poison.

Finishing thelast item, | turned to Valek. “Y ou bastard. They'reall poisoned.” What anasty trick; |
should have suspected hewould pull astunt like that.

“Areyou sure?’



“Of course. | wouldn't touch anything on that table.”
Vaek' sgaze was stony as he walked toward me. “I’m sorry, Yelena. You' vefailed.”

My heart plunged into my stomach. The dead mouse resuscitated and began to gnaw holesin my gut. |
Searched the table. What had | missed?

Nothing. | wasright. | challenged VVaek to prove mewrong.
Without hesitation heraised acup. “Thisoneisclean.”
“Drink it.” | remembered that cup. It was laced with abitter poison.

Vaek'shand wavered abit. He sipped. | bit my lip. Maybe | was wrong. Maybe it was the cup next to
it. Vaek held my gaze as herolled the liquid around histongue. He spat.

| wanted to jump, to cheer, to dancelittle circlesaround him. Instead | said, “Blackberry poison.”

“Yes” Vdek sad. He dternated between examining the cup in his hand and absentmindedly staring at
the rows of cold food.

“| passed?’

He nodded, il distracted. Then he walked to his desk, and he gently placed the cup down. Shaking his
head, he picked some papers up only to put them back unread.

“| should have known you would try to trick me.”

My heated tone drew hiseyes. | wished then that I'd remained slent.

“You'redl fired up. And it isn't because of the test. Explain yoursdlf.”

“Explain?Why do | haveto explain? Maybe you should explain why you read my journd.” There, I'd
sdit.

“Journa?’ Vaek looked a mein amazement. “1 didn’t read anything of yours. But if | had, it would have
been within my rights.”

“Why?" | demanded.

Anincredulouslook settled on Vaek’ sface. His mouth opened and closed severa times before hewas
ableto voice histhoughts. “Y elena, you confessed to murder. Y ou were caught straddling Reyad’ s body
with abloody knifein your hand. | searched your file for amotive. There was none. Only areport that
you refused to answer dl questions.”

Valek stepped closer. Helowered hisvoice. “Since | don’t know what motivatesyou to kill, | can’t
predict if you'll do it again or what might set you off. I’'m bound by the Code of Behavior, so | had to
offer you the choice of becoming the new taster.” He drew a deep breath and continued. “ Y ou'll be very
closeto the Commander on adaily basis. Until | can trust you, I'll be watching you.”

My anger leaked away. Why should | expect Vaek to trust mewhen | didn't trust him?
My composure returned. “How do | win your trust?’

“Tdl mewhy you killed Reyad.”



“You're not ready to believe me.”

Vaek averted his gaze to the conference table. | covered my mouth with my hand. Why had | used the
word ready? Ready implied that he would believe me a some point. Pure wishful thinking on my part.

“You'reright,” hesad.

We seemed to be at an impasse.

“| passed your test. | want my antidote.”

Roused into action, Valek drew adose, handing it to me.

“Now what?’ | asked.

“Lunch! We'relate.” He hustled me out the door. | gulped the white liquid as we moved.

Aswe neared the throne room, the noise of many voices speaking at once echoed through the hdls. Two
of the Commander’ s advisers were arguing. Officers and soldiers clumped behind the two advisers. The
Commander leaned againgt anearby desk, listening intently.

The group debated the best way to locate and recapture afugitive. The right sideinsisted upon using an
oversupply of soldiers and tracking dogs, while the left claimed that afew clever soldierswould work.
Bruteforce versusintdligence.

The exchange, while loud, lacked anger. The guards stationed around the room stood relaxed. Surmising
that thistype of debate was common, | wondered if the fugitive was areal person or just part of a
hypothetical exercise.

Vaek moved next to the Commander. | stood behind them. The debate made me squirm because |
couldn’t help imagining mysdlf asthe poor soul being hunted.

| pictured myself running through the woods, out of breath, and straining to hear the sounds of pursuit.
Unable to blend into atown because a new face would aert the soldiers on patrol. Bored soldiers whose
only job wasto watch, who were familiar with the town’ sinhabitants.

Every citizen of the Territory of Ixiahad a specific job. After the takeover, everyone had been appointed
an occupation. A citizen was dlowed to moveto adifferent town or Military Digtrict, but proper forms
were required. A completed transfer request needed approva from the supervisor, and proof that a
position was being held at the new address. Without the proper documents, acivilian found in the wrong
neighborhood was arrested. Visiting other districts was acceptable, but again only as long as the proper
papers were obtained and shown to the soldierson arrival.

Whileworking in isolation with Brazell and Reyad, | had obsessively thought about escape. Thinking of
freedom had been better than dwelling on my life asalaboratory rat. With no family or friends outsde the
manor to hide me, though, the southern lands were my best option, assuming | could penetrate the well
guarded border.

| had crested daborate fantasies of stedling away to Sitia, finding an adoptive family and falling in love.
Corny, sentimental rubbish, but it was my only dlixir. Every day when the experiments began, my mind
would focus on Sitig, finding bright colors, loving gestures and warmth. Holding those imagesin my mind,
| endured Reyad' stests.

But even if | had been given the opportunity to escape, | don't know if | would have seized it. Although |



remembered nothing of my birth family, | did have afamily living within the manor house. The other lost
children who had been taken in. My sisters. My brothers. My children. | learned with them, | played with
them and | took care of them. How could | abandon them? To think of May or Carrataking my place
was too much to bear.

| bit on my finger until | tasted blood, and dragged my thoughts back to the present. | had escaped from
Brazell. He would leave the castle in two weeks and return home, probably to the next round of
experiments with a different [aboratory rat. My heart went out to her, whoever she was. Brazell was
brutd. Shewasinfor arough time. But | had saved her from Reyad.

Pulling my hand away from my mouth, | ingpected the bite mark. Not too deep, it wouldn't scar. | traced
the network of semicircular scarsthat covered my fingers and knuckles. When | looked up, | caught
Vaek staring a my hands. | laced them behind my back.

The Commander raised his hand. Quiet descended in an ingtant. “ Excdllent points from both sdes. We
will put your theoriesto the test. Two teams.” Pointing to the two main debaters, the Commander said,
“You'll bethe Captains. Assemble your team and organize a plan of attack. Recruit as needed. Vaek
will supply afugitive from one of hismen. Y ou have afortnight to prepare.”

The noise leve rose as the Commander headed toward his office with Vaek and | close behind.

Vaek shut the office door, muffling the commotion. “IsMarrok’ s escapeto Stiastill bothering you?” he
asked.

The Commander frowned. “Y es. Soppy work, that pursuit. Marrok must have known you werein
MD-8. You redly need to train a couple of protégés.”

Vaek looked a himin mock horror. “But then | wouldn't be indispensable.”

A quick smile graced the Commander’ s face, before he spotted me lingering near the corner. “Well,
Vaek, you wereright about this one. She survived your test.” Then to me, he said, “ Come here.”

My feet obeyed despite my hysterica heart.

“Asmy officid food taster, you' re to report to me with my breskfast. I'll give you my daily itinerary and
expect you to be present at each medl. | will not accept tardiness. Understand?’

“Yes, Sr.”
Heglanced at Vaek. “ Shelooksfragile. Are you sure she' s strong enough?’
“Yes, Sr.”

The Commander appeared unconvinced. His golden eyestracked from meto Vaek as he contemplated.
| hoped with desperation that he wasn't looking for an excuseto fire me.

“All right. Since | missed lunch, Vaek, you will join mefor an early dinner. Y elena, you start as my food
taster tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, Sir,” Valek and | said in unison. We were dismissed.

We returned to Vaek' s office to gather my extrauniformsand journal. Vaek escorted meto hisliving
quarters, located in the centra part of the castle. Aswe traveled the main hallways, | noticed that the
bright areas of stone on the wall outnumbered the darker zones. A vast array of paintings must have been



taken down. We aso passed severd large, colorless roomsthat had been redesigned as either offices or
barracks.

It occurred to me that the Commander’ s functiond style and stark standards had robbed the castle of its
soul. All that remained was a dead stone building reassigned to purely utilitarian purposes.

| wastoo young to remember what life was like before the takeover, but | had been taught in Brazdll’s
orphanage that the monarchy had been corrupt and its citizens unhappy. The takeover had been just that;
to call it awar would beinaccurate. Most of the King's soldiers had switched loyaty to the Commander.
They had been disgusted with promotions based on bribery and blood tiesinstead of hard work and skill.
Ordersto kill people for minor infractions because amember of the eite was angry caused sour fedings
among the men.

Women had been recruited to the Commander’ s cause, and they made excellent spies. Vaek

nated the key supporters of the King. When the King tried to raise an army to fight the
Commander’ sarmy, he had no defenders. The Commander captured the castle without afight, and little
blood was shed. Most of the nobility had been killed, but afew had escaped to Sitia.

Vaek and | arrived at apair of massive wooden doors, guarded by two soldiers. Vaek spoke with the
guards, instructing them that | was to be allowed access as needed. We entered a short ha lway with two
doors on opposite sides. Valek unlocked the door on the right and explained to me that the other led to
the Commander’ s gpartment.

Vaek' sliving quarters turned out to be an expangve suite of rooms. Coming in from the gloomy halway,
| was struck by the brightness of the main, L-shaped living area. Windows asthin asatiger’ s stripes
alowed sunlight to pour in.

Piles of books occupied every corner and tabletop. Hand-size gray rocks, streaked with white, and
multicolored crystals were scattered throughouit.

Small black statues of animals and flowers glinted with silver. The statues dotted the room. Ddlicate and
intricately detailed, they were smilar to the panthers on Vaek’ s office desk, and were the room’s only
decoration.

A considerable collection of wegpons hung on the walls. Some of the wegpons were old, dust-covered
antiques that hadn’t been used in years, while others shined. Onelong, thin knife till had fresh blood on
the blade. The crimson liquid gleamed in the sunlight, causing a chill to snake through my body. |
wondered who had been on the wrong end of that blade.

To thel€ft of the entrance was astairway, and three doors lined theright wall of theliving area.

Vaek pointed to the first door on theright. “ That room is yours until Brazell leavesthe cadtle. | suggest
you get somerest.” He picked up three books from an end table. “I’ll be back later. Don’t go out. I'll
bring you dinner.” Vaek left, but then came back before the door shut. “Lock the door behind me. You
should be safe here”

Safe, | thought, turning the bolt, wasthelast thing | could ever fed here. Anyone who knew how to pick
alock could sneak in, grab aweapon and have at me. | examined the swords on the wall, and sghed
with some relief. The weapons were anchored securdly. | tugged hard on amace, just to be sure.

The clutter surrounding my door was thicker than around the other two, and | discovered why when |
entered. Clean, box-shaped areas were outlined by the thick dust that still coated the floor, bed, bureau
and desk. The room had been used for storage. Instead of cleaning it, Margg must have just moved the



boxes out and considered her job done.

Margg' s minimal work was anot so subtle hint of her vast didike for me. Perhapsit would be best to
avoid her for awhile.

Inside the room, the bedding wasfilthy. A musty smell permesated. | sneezed. There was asmal window,
and after wrestling with the shutters, | managed to openiit.

The furniture was made of expensive ebony. Intricate carvings of leaves and vines curled down chair legs
and across drawers. When | wiped the dust off the headboard, | uncovered a delicate garden scene with
butterflies and flowers.

After | stripped the bed of itsdirty sheets and stretched out on the mattress, my impression of Margg as
aharmless grump-with-a-grudge evaporated. At that moment | saw that a message had been writtenin
the dust on the desk.

It read, “Murderer. The noose waits.”

Chapter Nine

| vaulted from the bed. The message disappeared from view, but | didn’t fedl any better. Little darts of
fear pulsed from my heart as my mind legped from one horrible scenario to the next.

Was Margg warning or threatening me? Was she planning to earn the money she'd lost betting againgt
me by turning me over to Brazdll’ sgoonsfor afee?

But why warn me? | calmed myself. Once again | had overreacted. From what I’ d seen and heard about
Margg, her message was probably for the satisfaction of seeing me squirm. A peevish gesture because
shewas angry at having to do extrawork for me. | decided it would be best not to give her any
indication that I’ d seen or had been affected by her childish note. Thinking back onit, | would bet that
she had also read my journd, leaving it wide open on the desk just to annoy me.

Vaek had suggested | rest, but | was on edge. | went into Valek’ sliving room. Margg’ s note had
reminded meto stick to my ingtincts and not trust asoul. Then my worries would be minimized to tasting
for poisons and avoiding Brazell.

If only it wasthat smple or | wasthat strong. Naiveté and blind trust may have been driven out of me by
Brazdll and Reyad, but deep down in the small corners of my heart | still clung to the hope that | might
find atruefriend.

Even arat needs other rats. | could empathize with therats. I, too, scurried around, looked over my
shoulder and sniffed for poisoned traps.

Right now, | scrambled just to stay dive until the next day, but someday | would be searching for away
out. Knowledge was power, so | planned to sit tight, to listen and learn al | could. | started with Vaek's
living area. Lifting arock off one of the tables, | began to pick my way through the clutter in his suite,
surface snooping only because | suspected Vaek would booby-trap his drawers.

| found a couple of texts on poisonsthat interested me, but their contents dealt mostly with nation
and intrigue. Some of the books had worn leather bindings and were written in an archaic language thet |
couldn’t decipher. Vaek was either a collector, or he had stolen the books from the dead King'slibrary.

| was at the bottom of the stairs when | spotted a diagram of the castle€' slayout. It had been wedged into



the corner of a picture frame hanging on the right wall of the staircase. Findly, something | could use. As
| examined the map, | fdlt asif atranducent mask had been lifted off my face, dlowing meto seethe
cadtleclearly.

Postponing my explorations of the rooms upstairs, | retrieved my journal. The map was displayed in full
sight. Valek wouldn't be upset that | had seen it. He' d probably be happy that | didn’t need to ask for
directions every time | had to go somewhere new. | cleared a space on the couch, wormed into a
comfortable position and began to copy the map.

| jerked awake. My journd dammed to the floor. Blinking in the candldight, my eyes searched the room.
| had been dreaming of rats. They had poured down from the walls, welled up from the floor and
swarmed after me. A seaof biting rodents that seized clothes, skin and hair in their sharp little teeth.

A shudder shook my body. | lifted my feet off the floor as| scanned the room. No rats, unless | included
Vaek. He was hdfway around the room, lighting the lanterns.

As| watched him finish, | thought about Vaek being afdlow rat. No. Definitely not. A cat. And not just
any ordinary, household cat, but asnow cat. The most efficient predator in the Territory of Ixia. Pure
white, the snow cat was the size of two massive dogs fused together. Quick, agile and lethd, the snow
cat killed beforeits prey even suspected danger. They stayed mostly in the north where the snow never
melted, but had ventured south when food grew scarce.

No onein the history of Ixiahad killed asnow cat. The predator either smelled, heard or saw the hunter
before he could get close enough to strike with a handheld wegpon. They bolted like lightning upon
hearing the twang of abowstring. The best the northern people could do was feed the cats, hoping to
keep them on the snowpack and away from populated areas.

After lighting the last lantern, Vaek turned toward me. “ Something wrong with your room?’ He picked
up atray and handed it to me.

“No. Couldn’'t deep.”

Vaek snorted with amusement. “I see.” He gestured toward the tray. “ Sorry your dinner iscold. | was
detained.”

Automeatically testing for poisons, | took a couple of small spoonfuls. | glanced at Vaek to seeif hewas
offended by the gesture. He was not. Hisface gtill held an amused expression. Between bites, | asked
Vaek if anyone ese had akey to hissuite.

“Just the Commander and Margg. Will that help you deep better?’
Ignoring his question, | asked, “Is Margg your persona housekeeper?’

“Mine and the Commander’ s. We wanted someone we could trust. Someone instantly recognizable. She
was with us before the takeover, so her loyalty isbeyond doubt.” Vaek sat at hiswriting desk, but
turned his chair to face me. “Remember when you were in the war room?’

Confused by the change in subject, | nodded.
“There were three Generasin the room. Brazell, you knew, but can you identify the other two?’

“Tesso and Hazal,” | answered, proud that | had remembered.



“Can you describe them? Hair color? Eyes?’

| hesitated as | thought back. They had worn Generals' uniforms, and they had been eating lunch. |
shook my head. “I think Genera Tesso had abeard.”

“Y ou identified them by their uniformsand didn’t look &t their faces. Correct?’
13 Yaﬂ

“That'swhat | thought. That’ sthe problem with the uniform requirement. It makes aperson lazy. A guard
will see a housekeeping uniform and just assume that person belongsin the castle. It’ stoo easy for
someone to sneak about, which iswhy | keep the Commander surrounded at al times by loyal people.
And why Margg isthe only housekeeper permitted to clean the Commander’ s and my suites and

offices”

Vaek' stone made mefed asif | had been transported to aclassroom. “Why not dismissdl the servants
in the castle and use your own people?’

“ Soldiers make up the mgjority of our army. Civilianswho joined prior to the takeover were made
advisers or given other prominent positions. Some of the King' s servants were aready on our payrall,
and the others we paid double what they earned working for the King. Well-paid servants are happy
savants”

“Doesthe entire castle’ s aff get paid?’

“yYes”

“Including thefood taster?’

“No.”

“Why not?’ | hadn’t even thought about receiving wages until Vaek mentioned it.

“Thefood taster is paid in advance. How much isyour lifeworth?’

Chapter Ten
N ot expecting an answer, Vaek swiveled back to his desk.

Ah, well, he had apoint. | finished the cold food. When | set the tray aside to go to my room, Valek
turned back to me.

“What would you buy with the money?’

A list rushed from my mouth, surprisng even me. “A hair brush, nightclothes, and I’ d spend some at the
fegtiva.”

| wanted nightclothes because | wastired of degping in my uniform. | didn’t dare degpinmy
undergarmentsfor fear I’ d haveto run for my lifein the middle of the night. And the annud firefestival
was gpproaching. It was sort of an anniversary for me. It had been during the previousfire festival that |
hed killed Reyad.

Although the Commander outlawed dl forms of public religion, he encouraged the festivas asaform of
boosting morae. Only two annual festivals were permitted.



| had been in the dungeon during the last ice festival, missing the indoor event where artists and craftsmen
displayed their work. Theice festival was dways held during the cold season when there was nothing to
do but huddle by the fire and make crafts. It was alocal event with each town hosting its own festival.

Thefirefestival wasamassive carniva that traveled from town to town during the hot season. The
festival began in the far north, where the warm weather lasted afew short weeks, and then wound its
way south.

Traditionaly, additional performances and contests were scheduled for the weeklong celebration at the
castlein the middle of the hot season, and | was hoping | might be permitted to attend. Vaek had
indicated to me that he would be teaching me additiond tasting techniquesin the afternoons, but the rest
of the time between meals had, so far, been mine,

| had dwaysloved going to thefirefestival. Brazdl had given the children in hisorphanage asmall
allowance so we could go each year. It had been the most anticipated event at Brazell’s manor house.
Wewould practice dl year to qudify for the various contests, and save every penny possible for the
entry fee.

Vaek'spractica voice interrupted my thoughts. “Y ou can get some nightclothes from the seamstress,
Dilana. She should have included them with your uniforms. Asto therest, you' || have to make do with
what you canfind.”

Vaek’ swords brought home the redlities of my life; meaning fire festivas were not included. | might get a
chanceto seethefestiva, but | wouldn’t be able to sample the spicy chicken steaks or taste the wine.

Sighing, | picked up my journa and went into my room. A dry, warm breeze caressed my face. | cleaned
the rest of the dust, but | only wiped away half of Margg's message. She had beenright inaway. The
noose did wait for me. A normal life was not in my future. Her message would serve as areminder to me
to not get too comfortable.

| was either going to screw up and be replaced as the food taster, or | was going to foil an assassination
attempt with my own death. | might not technicaly die from abroken neck, but the haunting image of an
empty noose would dways plague me.

The next morning | hovered outside Dilana sworkroom. She sat in asmall patch of sunlight, humming
and sewing. Her golden curls gleamed. Unwilling to disturb her, | turned to go.

“Yelena?’ shecdled.
| stepped back into view.

“My goodness, girl, just comein. You' re dwayswelcome.” Dilanaput her sewing down, and patted the
chair next to her. When | joined her in the sunlight, she exclaimed, “Y ou're asthin as my finest thread.
Sit. Sit. Let me get you something to eat.”

My protests didn’t stop her from bringing me alarge dice of buttered bread.

“My Rand sends me a steaming loaf of honey bread every morning.” Her light brown eyes glowed with
affection.

| knew shewould stand over me until | took a bite. Not wanting to hurt her fedlings, | suppressed my
dedireto taste the bread for poisons. Only when my mouth was full was she satisfied.



“How can | help you?’ she asked.
Between bites, | asked about nightclothes.

“My goodness! How could | have forgotten? Y ou poor dear.” She bustled around the room, assembling
quite acollection.

“Dilana,” | said to stop her. “I only need afew things.”

“Why didn’t you come sooner? Margg should have said something to me.” Dilanawas genuingly upset.
“Margg,” | began, then quit. | wasn't sure how Dilanafelt about her.

“Margg’ samean old grump, aspiteful hag and an overgrown bully,” Dilana declared.

| blinked at her in surprise.

“Sheingantly didikes anyone new, and she' sbasicaly a plague on the rest of us.”

“But shewasniceto you.”

“She hounded me for weeks after | first arrived. Then | snuck into her wardrobe and tightened al her
skirts. It took her two weeks of physica discomfort to figure out what was happening.” Dilana swooped
down next to me, smiling. “Margg can't sew a gtitch, so she had to tuck in her pride and ask for my help.
Since then she' streated me with respect.”

Dilanagrabbed my hand in hers. “Unfortunately, you' re her new target. But don't let her get to you. If
Margg's nasty, be nasty right back. When she seesyou' re not easy prey, she'll lose interest.”

| had trouble bdieving that this lovely woman was capable of such underhandedness, but her smileheld a
glimmer of mischief.

She draped a pile of nightclothes over my arms, and added an array of brightly colored ribbons.

“For thefestival, my dear,” she said, answering my quizzica look. “To augment your beautiful dark hair.”

“Have you found afugitive for the exercise?’ the Commander asked Vaek as soon asVaek arrived in
hisofficefor lunch.

| was tasting the Commander’ s food when Vaek once again destroyed my tentative sense of well-being.
Granted, | had been working asthe officia food taster for the last ten days, but my stomach had finaly
stopped its painful contractions whenever | was near the Commander.

“Yes. | know the perfect person for the job.” Vaek settled into the chair facing the Commander.
“Who?’
“Yeena”

“What!” Having given up al pretense of minding my own business, my exclamation echoed the
Commander’s.

“Explain,” the Commander ordered.



Vaek smiled at hisreaction asthough he knew al aong what the Commander would say. “My people
aretrained to avoid capture. Assigning one of them wouldn’t befair to the search party. Therefore, we
need a person not skilled in the art of evasion, but who isintelligent enough to bring some chalenge to the
exercise”

Vaek stood to continue his lecture. “ The fugitive needs an incentive for agood chase, yet must return to
thecastle. | can't use ared prisoner. None of the servants have any imagination. | briefly considered the
medic, but she' s needed herein case of emergencies. | was about to assign one of your soldierswhen |
thought of Yelena”

Vaek gestured toward me. “ She' ssmart.” He counted with hisfingers to emphasize hiswords. “Shé'll
have an incentive to perform well, and an incentive to return.”

“Incentives?’ A frown creased the Commander’ sface.

“Thefood taster receives no wages. But for thisextrajob, and otherslikeit in the future, she can be paid.
Thelonger she evades capture, the higher the payment. Asfor the incentiveto return, that should be
obvious”

It wasto me. The daily antidote to Butterfly’s Dust kept me dive. If | didn't return to the castle by the
next morning, they would be searching for a corpse.

“Andif | refuse?’ | asked Valek.

“I'll recruit one of the soldiers. But I'll be disappointed. | thought you would appreciate the challenge.”
“Maybel don't...”

“Enough.” The Commander’ s voice was curt. “It’ s preposterous, Vaek.”

“That' sthe whole point. A soldier would make predictable moves. She's an unknown.”

“Y ou might outguess our fugitive, but the people |’ ve assigned to the exercise aren't that quick. I'm
hoping to find someone who can be trained as your assistant. | understand what you' re waiting for, but |
don’t believeit' | happen anytime soon. We need someone now.” The Commander sighed. It wasthe
most emotion I’ d witnessed from him. “Vaek, why do you constantly undermine my ordersto instruct an
asSgant?”’

“Because s0 far | have disagreed with your choices. When the suitable candidate appears, then dl efforts
totran himwill befully endorsed.”

The Commander glanced at the tray in my hands. Taking the food, he ordered me to fetch some hot tea.
A thinly disguised ruse to berid of mewhile they argued. | was more than happy to oblige.

On my way to the kitchen, | mulled over the possibility of playing fugitive for Vaek. My first reaction had
been negative; | didn’'t need any more problems. But as| contemplated the challenge of eluding
searchers, combined with the chance to earn some money, the exercise started to look like an excellent
opportunity. By thetime | reached the kitchen, | hoped Vaek would win. Especidly since | would be
outsde the castlefor aday, and any skills | learned from being afugitive might prove useful in the future.

“Something wrong with lunch?’ Rand asked, hurrying toward me, concern pulling the corners of his
mouth tight.

“No. Just need some hot tea”



Rdief softened hisface. | wondered why he was so worried that lunch had been unsatisfactory. Animage
of ayounger Rand rebelling against the Commander by ruining food as aform of sabotage entered my
mind. | dismissed the thought. Rand wouldn't serve inferior food,; hisego centered on hisedible

creations. There must be something e se between him and the Commander. Uncertain that our new
relationship would survive asking persond, perhaps sensitive, questions, | held my tongue.

I’d known Rand for amaost two weeks now, but | till hadn’t figured him out. His moods ran the gamut
and changed without notice. Rand liked to talk. He dominated most conversations and asked only afew
persond questions. | doubted he redly heard my answers before he rambled on again.

“Whileyou're here,” Rand said, pulling awhite cake from one of the cooling racks that hung on the wall
like shelves, “can you try this? Let me know what you think.”

He cut me adice. Iced with whipped cream, the layers of vanilla cake were separated by amixture of
raspberries and cream.

| tried to mask that my first bite tasted for poison. “Good combination of flavors,” | said.

“It'snot perfect, but | can’t pinpoint the problem.”

“Thecreamisalittletoo sweet,” | said, taking another bite. “And the cakeisdightly dry.”

“I'll try again. Will you come back tonight?’

“Why?'

“I need an expert opinion. It'smy entry for the firefestiva’ s baking contest. Are you going?’

“I’'m not sure” When | had mentioned the festiva the other night, Vaek hadn’t said that | couldn’t go.
“A bunch of usfrom the kitchen are going. Y ou can come with usif you want.”

“Thanks. I'll et you know.”

On my way back to the Commander’ s office, an unpleasant thought wove itsway into my mind. | had
been staying closeto Vaek because Brazell was till in the castle and wasn't dated to leave until after the
fedtivd. If | played fugitive, what would happen if Brazell found out? What if | accidentally encountered
him at thefestivd ?

Coming to the conclusion that | was safer within the castle walls until Brazell |eft, | decided to decline
both Vaek’sand Rand’ s offers. But by thetime | ddivered the teato the Commander, Vaek had
aready won his argument. He quoted cash incentives to me before | could say aword.

The sumfor remaining “freg’ for an entire day was alarge amount.

“The exerciseis scheduled to take place during thefirefestival. A busy timefor the soldiers. Should we
postponeit until after?’ Vaek asked the Commander.

“No. The added commoation will increase the level of difficulty for our pursuers.”

“Well, Y elena, that gives you only afew daysto prepare. Fair enough, Snce some prisoners plan an
escape route, while others see an opportunity and bolt. Areyou interested in the challenge?’ Valek
asked.

“Yes” Theword sprang from my gut beforetherational “no” in my mind could escape. “ On the



condition that Brazell not be informed of my participation.”

“Isn’'t having aroom in my persona suite an indication that I’ m properly concerned with your
wel-being?’ Vdek’ svoice huffed. | redized that | had insulted him.

When | had offended Rand, | quickly tried to make amends. With Vaek, | tried to think of another
comment to annoy him further, but | couldn’t produce one that quick.

“Speaking of Brazell,” the Commander interrupted. “He gave me agift. A new dessert that his chef
invented. Hethought | might likeit.”

Commander Ambrose showed us awooden box full of thick, brown squares stacked on top of each
other liketiles. They were smooth and shiny, but the edges|ooked asif they had been cut with adull
knife, ragged and shedding brown flakes.

Vaek picked up apiece and sniffed it. “1 hope you didn’t try any.”
“It’ stoo blatant, even for Brazell, to be poisoned. But, no. | didn't.”
Vaek handed the container to me. “Y elena, take some pieces out a random and taste them.”

| sorted through the squares and selected four. They were each about the size of my thumbnail and al
four fit on the palm of my hand. If | hadn’t been told they were adessert, | probably would have guessed
they were pieces of brown candle wax. My fingernail left an impression on the top, and my fingertips felt
dightly greasy after handling them.

| hesitated. These were from Brazell, and | didn’t remember his cook being especidly inventive. |
shrugged off my trepidation. | had no choice.

Thinking wax, | anticipated tasting wax. | bit into the hard cube expecting it to crumble between my teeth.
It must have been the expression on my face that caused the Commander to rise, because | didn't say a
word. The sensationsin my mouth had me enraptured.

Instead of crumbling, the dessert melted, coating my tongue with a cascade of flavor. Sweet, bitter, nutty
and fruity tastes followed one another. Just when | thought | could say it was one, | would taste them all
again. Thiswas unlike anything | had ever encountered. Before | knew it, al four cubes were gone. |
longed for more.

“Unbdievablel What isit?’
Vaek and the Commander exchanged puzzled looks.
The Commander sad, “Brazdl| called it Criollo. Why? Isthere poisonin it?’

“No. No poisons. It'sjust...” The proper wordsto describeit falled me. “Try it,” wasal | could
manage.

| watched the Commander’ s face as he bit into one of the squares. His eyeswidened and his eyebrows
arched in surprise. Histongue dashed along hislips and teeth as hetried to suck al the remaining flavor
from them. He grabbed another piece.

“It'ssweet. Different. But | don't taste anything unbelievable about it,” Vaek said, wiping the brown
flakesfrom his hands.

It was my turn to exchange looks with the Commander. Unlike Vaek, he had an appetite for fine cuisine.



He recognized excellence when he tasted it.

“I'll bet that little rat won't last an hour,” Margg’' s muffled voice said through the kitchen door. | had been
about to enter when | had heard her.

“I'll givefifty to one to anyone stupid enough to think therat’ |l 1ast the day. And one hundred to oneto
the sucker who thinks shewon't be caught.” After Margg called the odds, the room erupted with sounds
of betting.

| listened with growing horror. Margg couldn’t be talking about me. Why would Vaek tell Margg about
the exercise? It'd be al over the castle by tomorrow. Brazell would find out.

“I'll bet amonth’ swagesthat Y elenastaysfree dl day,” Rand’ s voice boomed out. The rest of the
kitchen gtaff grew quiet.

My emotions seesawed from betrayd to pride. They were betting on me, and | couldn’t believe Rand
had bet a month’ swages. He had more confidence in methan | did in mysdlf. | tended to agree with
Margg on thisone.

Margg'slaughter echoed on thetiled wals. “Y ou' ve been in the kitchen too long, Rand. The heat’s
cooked your brain to mush. | think you' re starting to like the little rat. Better lock up your kniveswhen
she'shereor shemay...”

“All right, that’ senough,” Rand said. “Dinner’ sover. Everyone out of my kitchen.”

| moved down the hallway and out of sight. Since | had promised Rand | would taste his cake, | looped
back to the kitchen after everyone had gone. Rand was Sitting at one of the tables chopping nuts. There
was adlice of hisraspberry-and-cream cake on the table.

He pushed the plate to me. | tasted it.

“Much better. The cakeisincredibly moist. What' s different?’ | asked.

“| added pudding to the batter.”

Rand was unusualy quiet. He didn’t mention the betting. | wasn't going to ask.

Hefinished chopping the nuts. After cleaning up, he said, “1 better get some deep. We re going to the
fedtiva tomorrow night. Are you coming?’

“Who'sgoing?’ | galed. | hated to miss out on thefirgt night of thefestival. Hated to let Brazell ruin the
only fun I’d have. Although, if Margg was going aswell, I'd stay with my origina decision.

“Porter, Sammy, Lizaand maybe Dilana” Rand' stired eyeslit up ever so dightly when he said Dilana’s
name. “Why?’

“When areyou leaving?’ Again my heart was reedy to overrule the logical and safe choice.

“After dinner. It' sthe only time everyoneisfree. The Commander dways orders an easy medl for the
first night of festival 0 the kitchen staff can leave early. If you want to come, just meet us here
tomorrow.”

Rand headed to his rooms, which were adjacent to the kitchen, and | went back to Vaek’ s suite.



The dark apartment was empty. Locking the door, | groped around and found someflint. Asl lit the
lanterns, | passed by Vaek’s desk and noticed a paper lying on top. Glancing around to make sure
Vaek wasn't hiding in the shadows, | looked at the sheet. Names had been written on it, and then
scratched out. My name had been circled. Underneath was the comment that | would make a perfect
fugitivefor theexercise,

Thiswas probably how Margg had known. | remembered seeing her reading papersin Vaek’s office
before. Depending on how long these papers had been here, she could have known for awhile. That
woman was going to get mekilled. If 1 survived long enough, I’ d haveto face her. Unfortunatdly, it would
haveto wait until after | played fugitive for Vaek.

Asfor my escape plan, | searched through Valek’ s piles of books. | remembered seeing some
appropriatetitles, and | was rewarded by finding two on the techniques of pursuit, and one on the best
ways to elude capture. Nobody said | couldn’t do alittle research. Borrowing Valek’ stexts, | took a
lantern and retired to my room.

| studied the books until my vison blurred with fatigue. Changing into my new nightclothes, | extinguished
the lantern and collgpsed into bed.

| was jolted awake by the frightening awareness that someone wasin my room. |nstant, Swesat-soaked
fear gripped me. A black shape loomed over me. Y anked out of bed, | dammed into the wall. One, two,
three gasps passed. Nothing more happened. The assault had stopped, but | remained pinned.

My eyes adjusted to the dark. | recognized my attacker’ sface. “Vaek?’

Chapter Eleven

V dek’ sface, inches from mine, resembled astatue, silent, cold and devoid of emotion. My door had
been left gar, and even the faint glow of lantern light dipping through the gap at the threshold couldn’t
lend hisblue eyes any warmth.

“Vdek, what' swrong?’

Without warning, hereleased me. Too late | realized that he had held me suspended above thefloor. |
landed in aheap at hisfeet. Wordless, Vaek left my room. | staggered upright, feding asif | had too
many arms and legs, and managed to catch up to him in the living room. He stood in front of his desk.

“If thisisabout the books...” | said to hisback, guessing that he was angry with mefor borrowing his
manuas

Heturned. “Books? Y ou think thisis about books?” His voice held amazement for abrief moment
beforeit turned sharp and cutting. “I’ ve been afoal. All thistime | admired your surviva inginctsand
intelligence. But now...” He paused, and then looked around the room asif searching for the right words.

“I overheard some servants discussing you as the fugitive. They were placing wagers. How could you be
S0 supid, soindiscreet? | considered killing you now to save mysdf the trouble of hunting for your dead

bodly later.”

“I didn’t tell asoul.” | dlowed anger to color my voice. “How can you think | would jeopardize my own
life?”

“Why should | believe you? The only other person who knew was the Commander.”



“Wdll, Vaek, you re the spymaster. Couldn’t someone have overheard the conversation? Who e se has
accessto thisroom? Y ou left your notesin full view on your desk.” Before he could leap to another
wrong conclusion, | hurried on. “They were conspicuous. If | noticed them with just aquick glance, then
they begged for ingpection to someone seeking information.”

“What are you saying?Who are you accusng?’

A ridge of flesh grew above Vaek’ s nose as his eyebrows pinched together. Alarm flashed across his
face before being doused by his stone guise. Hisfleeting expression told me agreet ded. Either Valek
had been so convinced that | had gossiped to the servants that he hadn’t considered other options, or he
couldn’t accept the possihility of abreach in his security. For once | had thrown him off balance, if only
for asecond. Someday | would dearly love to see himin an ungainly hesp at my fest.

“I have my suspicions,” | said. “But I’ [l accuse nobody without proof. It sunfair, and who would believe
me?’

“No one.” Valek snatched agray rock from his desk and hurled it toward me.

Stunned, | froze as the sone whizzed past and exploded on the wal behind me. Gray debris pelted my
shoulder and rained to thefloor.

“Except me.” He sank into achair. “Either I'm addicted to risk or you' re starting to make sense and we
have aleak. Aninformer, agossp, amole. Whoever heis, we need to find him.”

“Or her”

Vaek frowned. “Do we play it safe and find another fugitive? Or cancel the exercise? Or continue as
planned and make you both fugitive and bait? Enticing our spy to reved himsalf.” He grimaced. “ Or
hersdf.”

“Y ou don't think Brazdl will come after me?’

“No. It'stoo soon. | don’t expect Brazell to try to kill you before hisfactory isup and running. Once he
getswhat he wants, then it’ sgoing to get interesting around here.”

“Oh good. | can barely stay awake now from dl the boredom.” My voice dripped with sarcasm. Only
Vaek would consider an attempt on my life afascinating diversion.

Heignored my remark. “It’ syour choice, Yelena”

My choice wasn't contained in one of Vaek’ s scenarios. My choice was to be someplace where my life
wasn't in danger. My choice wasto be where | didn’'t have an n for aboss, and some unknown
person trying to make my dready intense life even more complicated. My choice was freedom.

| sighed. The safer course of action was the most tempting, but it wouldn't solve anything. | had learned
the hard way that avoiding problems didn’t work. Run and hide were my trademark impulses, which only
led to being trapped in a corner with no recourse other than to blindly strike out.

The results were not dways favorable. Thelack of control unnerving. My surviva ingtinct seemed to have
amind of itsown. Magic. Theword floated at the edge of my mind. No. Someone would have noticed
by now. Someone would have reported me. Or would he if that someone was Brazell? Or Reyad?

| shook my head, banishing the thoughts. It wasin the past. | had more immediate concerns. “Okay. I'll
dangle on the hook to see what fish swims out. But who' s going to hold the net?’



“l'will.”
| let out adow breath. Thetight feeling around my stomach eased.

“Don’t dter your plans. I'll take care of everything.” Vaek picked up the paper with my nameonit. He
dipped the corner of the pageinto alantern, setting it on fire. “I should probably follow you to thefire
fedtival tomorrow night. Unless|ogic has made you decide to turn down Rand' s offer and stay in the
castle” Helet the burning paper float to the floor.

“How did you—" | stopped. | wasn’t going to ask. It waswell known that he didn’t trust Rand, so |
shouldn’t be surprised that Vaek had an informant in the kitchen.

Vaek hadn't said | couldn’t go. | made asudden decision. “I’'m going. It'sarisk. Sowhat? | take arisk
every timel sip the Commander’ stea. At least thistimel might get achanceto enjoy mysdlf.”

“It'shard to have fun at the festival without money.” Vaek crushed the dying embers of the paper under
his boot.

“I'll manege”
“Would you like an advance on your wage as fugitive?’

“No. I'll earnthemoney.” | didn’t want Valek to do me any favors. | was unprepared for thoughtfulness
from him. For Vaek to soften even alittle might destroy our strange tug-ofwar relationship, and | was
reluctant for it to dter. Besides, thinking kind thoughts about Vaek could be extremely dangerous. |
could admire his skills, and be relieved when he was on my sidein afight. But for arat to like the cat?
That scenario ended only one way. With one dead rat.

“Suit yoursdf,” Vaek said. “But let me know if you change your mind. And don't concern yoursdlf about
the books. Read dl the books you want.”

Heading back to my room, | paused with my hand resting on the doorknob. “Thanks,” | spoketo the
door, unwilling to look a Vaek.

“For the books?’
“No. The offer.” My eyestraced the wood grain.

“You'rewedcome”

The cagtle hummed with activity. Smiling servants rushed through the corridors, laughter echoed off the
sonewalls. It wasthefirst day of thefire festival, and the castl€' s staff hurried to complete their chores
s0 they could attend the opening celebration. Their excitement was contagious, and even after arestless
night of deep, | was beginning to fed like a child again. Determined to push the ugly image of someone
gaking me at the festival to afar, dark corner of my mind, | dlowed mysdlf to savor the anticipation of
the evening’ sevents.

| fidgeted through an afternoon lesson with Vaek. He was trying to teach me how to spot atall. It was
mostly commonsense advice, and some techniquesthat | had aready read about in one of his books, and
my mind wandered. | wasn't planning on looking over my shoulder al night. Sensng my mood, Vaek
ended the sesson early.



Soon after, | grabbed a clean uniform and the colored ribbons Dilana had given me and headed toward
the baths. At thistime of day, the steaming pools were empty. | washed fast, and sank into one of the
baths. Inching my way into the hot liquid, | let each muscle relax, oohing and aahing until the water
reached my neck.

Only when the skin on my fingers began to wrinkle did | leave the water. | had been avoiding the mirror
for amonth. Now, curious, | scanned my reflection. Not as skeleta, dthough | needed to gain some
more weight. My cheeks were hollow and my ribs and hipbones poked through my flesh. What had once
been dull, uncombable black hair now shone. The scar on my right elbow had turned from bright red to a

deep purple.

Swallowing, | looked far into the mirror. Had my soul returned? No. Instead, | saw Reyad' s smirking
ghogt floating behind me, but when | turned around he was gone. | wondered what Reyad wanted.
Revenge most likely, but how would you confront aghost? | decided not to worry about it tonight.

Changing into aclean uniform, | braided the brightly colored ribbonsinto my hair, | let the endsfall past
my shoulders and loosely down my back.

When | reported to the Commander to taste hisdinner, | expected atart comment on my unmilitary
hairstyle. All | received was one raised eyebrow.

After dinner, | raced to the kitchen. Rand greeted me with ahuge smile. The staff was still cleaning, ol
hel ped scrub the countertops and floors to avoid the avkwardness of just standing around waiting. Rand
reigned over an immeaculate kitchen, and only when the kitchen was spotless was the staff dismissed.

While Rand changed out of his stained uniform, | watched asmdl group of people talking among
themselves asthey waited for him. | knew them all by sight and reputation, but hadn’t spoken to any of
them. Occasiondly, one or two glanced warily in my direction. | suppressed asigh, trying not to let their
nerves bother me. | couldn’t blame them. It wasn't asecret that | had killed Reyad.

Of the group, Porter was the oldest. He was in charge of the Commander’ s kennels. Another holdover
from the King' sreign, he had been deemed too valuabl e to be replaced. He scowled more than he
smiled, and Rand was his only friend. Rand had told me stories about Porter in an “I can’t believe anyone
would believe such nonsensg” tone of voice, but wild rumorsthat Porter had menta links with the dogs
made him an outcadt.

The uncanny way the dogs responded and understood Porter seemed abnormal. Almost magica. The
suspicion of magic was enough for everyoneto treat Porter like he had a contagious disease. Still no one
had proof, and his rapport with the animals was useful. Something the Commander prized.

Sammy was Rand' s fetch boy. A thin child of twelve, his sole purpose was to obtain anything Rand
needed. I’ d seen Rand ydl a Sammy then hug him in the space of a heartbest.

Lizawas aquiet woman only afew years older than me. She was the castl€ s pantler, in charge of the
pantry’ sinventory. Liza plucked at her uniform deeve like she was nervous, but | guessed talking with
Porter was better than being near me.

When Rand emerged from hisrooms, we |eft the castle. Sammy raced ahead of the group, too excited to
stay with usfor very long. Porter and Liza continued their discussion, while Rand and | trailed behind.

Thenight air was refreshing. | could smdll the clean scent of damp earth tinged with the distant aroma of
wood smoke. It was my first trip outside in dmost a year, and before we went past the gatein the
immense, stone buttress that surrounded the castle complex, | peered back. Without amoon it wastoo



dark to see any detail besidesthe few lighted windows and the towering walls. The complex appeared
deserted. If Vaek followed, | couldn’t spot him.

When we cleared the gate, a breeze greeted us asthe day’ s hot air cooled. | walked with my arms held
dightly away from my body, allowing the air to flow past me. My uniform rippled in thewind and my hair
blew. I inhaed, enjoying the fresh evening scent. We walked through the grass field that surrounded the
guard walls. No buildings were permitted within a quarter mile of the castle. The town, once named for
Queen Jewel, was renamed Castletown after the takeover. Jawelstown had been built by the King in the
valey south of the castle complex asagift for hiswife.

Thefirefestiva’ stents had been set up in the fields just west of Castletown.
“Isn’'t Dilanacoming?’ | asked Rand.

“She' saready there. Some big emergency came up this afternoon. When the dancers opened the
costume boxes they discovered that some anima had eaten holesin dl of the outfits. They caled Dilana
to help mend them before the opening ceremony.” Rand laughed. “I bet the panic that reigned after they
opened the boxes would have been fun to watch.”

“Funfor you, but not for the poor woman in charge of costumes.”
“True” Now dlent, he limped beside me. Because of our dower pace, wefell farther behind the others.
“Where' syour cake?’ | hoped | hadn’t ruined his good mood.

“Sammy ran it down this morning. The baking contest isjudged on thefirst day so they can sdll the
entrieswhile they’re fresh. | want to check the results. How come you’ re not entering any competitions?’

A smple question. One of many about the festival that | had been avoiding with some success since Rand
and | becamefriends. At first | suspected hisinterest to be an attempt to gain some insder information
for the next round of betting. But now that the gambling wasfinished, | redized hisinterest was genuine.

“No money for the entry fees,” | said. The truth, but not the entire story. | would need to completely trust
Rand before | would tdl him about my history with the fire festival.

Rand clucked histonguein disgust. “It doesn’t make sense not to pay the food taster. Otherwise, what
better way to obtain information about the Commander than to bribe the taster?” He paused, then turned
to me, hisface serious. “Would you sdll information for money?’

Chapter Twelve

| shivered a Rand’ s question. Was he asking just to ask or was he offering to pay mefor information?|
imagined Valek’ sreaction if he discovered that | had taken abribe. Having no money was better than
facing hiswrath.

“No. | wouldn’t,” | said.

Rand grunted. Wewalked in an unnatural silencefor awhile. | wondered if Oscove, the old food taster,
had taken money for information. It would explain why Vaek hadn’t liked him and why Rand suspected
Vaek of killing Oscove.

“If you'dlike, I'll pay the entry feefor you. Y our help has been invaluable, and I’ ve certainly won enough
money on your resourcefulness,” Rand said.



“Thanks, but I’m not prepared. It'd be awaste of money.” Besides, | was determined to enjoy the
festiva without money just to proveto Vaek that it could be done.

Despite promising myself | wouldn't, | glanced back over my shoulder. Nothing. | tried to convince
mysdlf that not seeing Vaek wasagood thing. If | could spot him, then anyone could. Still, the nagging
feding that maybe he had decided to et me take my chances wouldn't quit. Stop it, | told myself. Don’'t
worry. Then again, I'd be anidiot to walk around the festival blind to danger.

| felt asif | balanced on ahigh wire, trying not to fal. Could | watch for trouble and have fun at the same
time?| didn’t know, but was determined to try.

“Which competition would you have entered?’ Rand asked.

Before | could answer, he waved hishandsin front of me. “No! Don't tell me! | want to guess.”
| smiled. “Go ahead.”

“Let’'ssee. Smdl, thin and graceful. A dancer?’

“Try agan.”

“Okay. You remind me of apretty bird, willing to st on the windowsiIl aslong as nobody comestoo
close, but prepared to fly away if somebody does. A songbird. Perhapsyou' reasinger?’

“Y ou've obvioudy never heard me sing. Aredl your guesses going to come with alengthy discussion of
my personality?’ | asked.

“No. Now be quiet, I'm trying to think.”

The glow from the festival was growing brighter. | heard the distant buzz of music, animals and people
blended together.

“Long, thin fingers. Maybe you re amember of aspinning team?’ Rand guessed.
“What' saspinning team?’

“Usudly there s one shearer, one carder, one spinner and one weaver in ateam. Y ou know, sheep to
shawl. The teamsrace to see who can shear asheep’ swool and turn it into agarment firgt. It's pretty
amazing to watch.” Rand studied me for awhile. | began to wonder if he had run out of guesses.

“A jockey?’

“Doyou redly think | could afford to buy aracehorse?’ | asked in amazement. Only the very wedthy
citizens had horsesto race for sport. The military used horses for the transportation of high-ranking
officersand advisers only. Everyone e se walked.

“People who own racehorses don't ride them. They hire jockeys. And you' re the perfect Size, so stop
looking a melikel’m daft.”

Aswearived a thefirst of the massive multicolored tents, our conversation ceased as we absorbed the
frenzied activity and panoramic sights that assaulted us. When | was younger, | used to stand amid the
chaos and feast on the energy of thefirefestival. | had aways thought the name of the festival was
perfect, not because it occurred during the hot season, but because the sounds and smells pulsated like
heat waves, making my blood szzle and pop. Now, after spending closeto ayear in adungeon, | felt the
force damming into me asthough | were abrick wall. A wall whose mortar threstened to crumble from



the overload of sensations.

Torches blazed and bonfires burned. We walked into adice of captured daylight. The performance and
competition tents were scattered throughout the festival, with small open stands tucked in and around
them like children clinging to their mothers' skirts. From exotic gemsto flyswatters, the merchants sold an
array of goods. The aroma of food cooking made my stomach grumble as we passed severa barbecue
pits, and | regretted having skipped dinner in my haste to get here.

Entertainers, contestants, spectators and laughing children ebbed and flowed around us. Sometimes the
press of people hurried us dong from behind and sometimes we struggled to go forward. We had lost
track of the others. If he hadn’t linked hisarm in mine, | probably would have been separated from Rand
aswell. Didractions peppered thefestival. | would have followed the lively music to its source or lingered
to watch a skit, but Rand was determined to see the results of the baking contest.

Aswe moved, | examined facesin the crowd, searching for green-and-black uniforms even though
Vaek had said Brazdll wouldn’t be athrest. | thought it prudent to avoid him and his guards altogether.
Unsure of who | was looking for, | watched for unusua faces. It was the wrong way to detect atall.
Valek had taught me that the best agents were unremarkable in gppearance and didn’t draw attention to
themsalves. But | figured if a skilled spy followed me, my chances of spotting him or her was smadll.

We met up with Porter and Lizain asmdl tent filled with a sweet aromathat made my stomach ache with
hunger. They weretalking to alarge man in acook’ s uniform, but they stopped when we entered.
Surrounding Rand, they congratulated him on hisfirgt-place win. The heavy man declared that Rand had
broken afestival record by winning five yearsin arow.

While Rand examined the array of baked goods lining the shelves, | asked the man who had won in
Military Didtrict 5. | was curiousif Brazell’s cook had won with his Criollo recipe. The man’s brow
creased with concentration, causing his short, curly black hair to touch histhick eyebrows.

“Brondawon it with aheavenly lemon pie. Why?’

“| thought Generd Brazdl’ s chef, Ving, might win. | used to work at the manor.”

“Wadl, Ving won two years ago with some cream pie and now he enters the same pie each year, hoping
it'll winagain.”

| thought it odd that he hadn’t entered his Criollo, but before | could deduce areason, Rand jubilantly
swept us out of the tent. He wanted to buy everyone aglass of wineto celebrate hisvictory.

We sipped our wine and wandered around the festival. Sammy materialized on occasion from the crowd
to report some wonder with great delight, only to rush off again.

Twice | spotted awoman with a serious expression. Her black hair was pulled into atight bun. Wearing
the uniform of ahawk mistress, she moved with the grace of someone used to physical exercise. The
second time | saw her she was much closer, and | made eye contact. Her admond-shaped, emerald eyes
narrowed, staring boldly back a me until | looked away. There was something familiar about her, and it
was sometime before | figured it out.

She reminded me of the children in Brazdll’ s care, and was more similar to my own coloring than to the
paeivory complexion of most of the Territory’ s people. Her skin was bronze. Not tanned from the sun
but anatura pigmentation.

Then our aimless group was snared in aflow of spectators heading into a big red-and-white-striped tent.



It was the acrobatics tent, where trampolines, tightropes and floor mats were covered with brightly
costumed men and women. They weredl trying to pass the qudifying round. | watched as one man
performed a beautiful series of flips on thetightrope, only to be disqudified when hefell during hissolo
tumbling run.

Out of the corner of my eyel saw Rand watching me. His expression triumphant.
“What?' | asked.

“You're an acrobat!”

“I was an acrobat.”

Rand waved his hands. “ Doesn't matter. | wasright!”

It mattered to me. Reyad had tainted acrobatics. The timewhen | felt satisfaction and enjoyment from
performing was gone, and | couldn’t imagine getting any happiness from it now.

From the benchesin the tent, our smdll kitchen group watched the contestants. Grunts of effort,
sweat-soaked costumes and thumping feet made melong for the days when dl that worried me was
finding timeto practice.

Four of usin Brazdll’ s orphanage had taken up acrobatics. We had scavenged and begged for materias
to set up a practice area behind the stables. Our mistakes sent us crashing to the grass until the stable
master took pity on our bruised bodies. One day we arrived to find athick coating of dung-scented
straw carpeting our practice area.

Brazd|’ s teachers had encouraged usto discover something we could excd in. While some found singing
or dancing to betheir calling, | had been fascinated by the acrobatic displays snce my first fire festival.

Despite hours of practice, | failed during the quaifying round a my inaugural competition. The
disappointment stabbed my heart, but | healed the ache with resolve. | spent the next year covered with
black-and-blue marks, nursing sprains too numerous to count. When the festival returned, | passed the
qudifiersand theinitia round only to fall off the tightrope in the second. Each year | worked hard and
advanced steadily. | won through to the fina round the year before Brazdll and Reyad claimed me as
their [aboratory rat.

Brazell and Reyad didn’t allow meto practice acrobatics, but that didn’t stop me from dipping avay
whenever Reyad was on some mission for hisfather. What did stop me was getting caught by Reyad a
week before the festival, when he arrived home early from atrip. | was concentrating so hard that | failed
to notice him astride hishorse until | finished my tumbling routine. His expression, amixture of anger and
elation, caused the beads of sweat on my skinto turn into ice crystas.

For disobeying his orders, | was forbidden to go to the festival that year. And as an added deterrent to
disobedience, | was punished for the duration of the festival. Each evening for five nights, Reyad forced
meto strip. With acrud grin on hisface, he stared at me as | stood shivering despite the warmth of the
night. He draped heavy chainsfrom ameta collar around my neck to meta cuffs on my wristsand
ankles. | wanted to scream, to beat him with my fists, but | wastoo terrified to anger him further.

Pleasure at my fear and humiliation made his face flush as he drove me with asmal whip to perform
acrobatics of hisown devising. A lashing sting on my skin was the reprimand for moving too dow. The
chains battered my body as they sivung with my movements. Their weight dragged at my limbs, making
each tumble an exhausting ordedl. The cuffs began to rub my wrists and ankles raw. Blood streaked



down my aamsand legs.

When Brazdl| participated in the experiments, Reyad meticuloudy followed hisfather’ sindructions, but
when he was done with me the indifferent exercises turned vicious. Sometimes he would invite hisfriend,
Mogkan, to assist him, and they made my hell a contest to see who invented the best way to test my
endurance.

| wasin congtant fear that | would madden Reyad enough to force him to crossthe only line he seemed
to have drawn. For dl the torture and pain heinflicted, he never raped me. So | somersaulted and
cartwhedled with chains just to keep him from crossing that line.

Rand’s heavy arm fell across my shoulders. | flinched back into the present.

“Ydena What'swrong?’ Rand' s eyes, full of concern, searched mine. “Y ou looked like you were
having anightmare with your eyes open.”

“Sorry.”
“Don’'t gpologizeto me. Here...” He handed me a steaming mest pie. “ Sammy brought these for us.”

| thanked Sammy. When my attention focused on him, his eyes grew wide, and his young face whitened.
He averted his gaze. Without thinking, | took asmall bite and tasted for poison. Finding nothing, | ate and
wondered what wild stories had been told about me to cause Sammy’ sfearful reaction. Children

Sammy’ s age usudly enjoyed scaring each other with imaginative horror tales.

We used to frighten oursalves at the orphanage after the lanterns had been blown out and we werein bed
waiting for deep. Whispered stories about monsters raging and magician’ s curses made us gasp and
giggle. Wetold gruesome tales about the older “ graduates’ of the orphanage, who just seemed to
disappear. No explanation was given to us of where they were working, and we never encountered any
of them in town or in the manor house. So we created horrible scenarios about their fates.

How | missed those nights with the other children when | wasfindly ableto rest after spending aday with
Reyad. He had isolated me from the others. Taken from the girls dorm, | had been given asmall room
next to Reyad' s suite. At night, with my body aching and my spirits crushed, | would lie awake and recite
thosetalesin my mind until | fell adeep.

“Yelena, wecan go.”

“What?’ | looked at Rand.

“If thisis upsetting you. We can go. There' sa spectacular new fire dance.”

“Wecan stay. | wasjudt...reminiscing. But if you want to seethefire dance, I'll go dong.”
“Reminiscing? Y ou must have hated being an acrobat.”

“Oh no, | loved everything about it. Flying through the air, the complete control over my body as| spun
and twirled. Thethrill of knowing | was going to land the perfect dismount before | even hit the ground.” |
stopped. The confusion on Rand’ s face made me want to laugh and cry at the sametime. How could |
explain to him that it wasn't the acrobatics that upset me but the events that they had triggered? Reyad's
cruel punishment for practicing. Sneaking out to participatein thefestiva the following year, which had
led to Reyad' s death.

| shuddered. Those memories of Reyad were like atrap in the corner of my mind, and | was't ready to



soring it. “ Someday, Rand, I'll explain. But for now | would like to see the fire dance.”

He hooked his arm around mine as our kitchen group left the tent and joined in the flow of people.
Sammy raced ahead, shouting over his shoulder that he would save us some good seats. A drunken man
bumped into me and | sscumbled. He mumbled an apology and sduted me with hismug of de. Trying to
make abow, helanded in aheap at my feet. | would have stopped to help him, but | was distracted by
the gppearance of blazing staffs of wood. | felt apulsating rhythm vibrating through the soles of my feet as
the fire dancers spun the flaming props around their heads and paraded into the tent. Amazed by the
dancers’ intricate movements, | stepped over the drunk.

But with the excitement and press of people through the entrance, Rand’ s grip was broken. | wasn't
concerned until | found mysalf surrounded by four immense men. Two of the men wore blacksmith's
uniforms, while the other two wore farmer’ swork uniforms. Excusing mysdif, | tried to dip past them, but
they only pressed closer, trapping me.

Chapter Thirteen

T error welled in my throat; | wasin trouble. | screamed for help. A gloved hand clamped over my
mouth. Biting into the leather, | tasted ashes, but couldn’t reach skin. The blacksmiths grabbed my arms
and pushed me forward, while the farmerswalked in front, blocking me from sight. In al the commotion
around the dance tent, nobody noticed my abduction.

| struggled, dragged my feet and kicked. Their pace never dowed. | was lugged farther away from the
lights and safety of the festival. Craning my neck, | looked for away to escape. The blacksmith next to
me moved closer to block my meager view. Histhick beard wasfilled with soot and half of it had been

singed off.

We stopped behind adark tent. The farmers stepped aside and | saw a shadow pull away from the
fabric.

“Did anyone notice? Did anyone follow you?” the shadow asked with awoman'svoice.
“It went perfect. Everyone was focused on the dancers,” the blacksmith with the legther gloves replied.
“Good. Kill her now,” the woman ordered.

A knifeflashed in Leather Gloves shand. | renewed my struggle, managing to bresk freefor an instant.
But the farmers pinned my arms while Singed Beard grabbed my legs. They held me suspended above
the ground. Leather Gloves raised hisweapon.

“No knives, you idiot! Think of the bloody mess. Usethis.” She handed Legther Gloves along thin strap.
In ablink the knife disappeared. He wrapped the garrote around my neck.

“Nooo...” | screamed, but my protest was cut off along with my air supply as he tightened the strap.

I ntense pressure squeezed my neck. | jerked my limbsin vain. White dots swirled before my eyes. A
faint buzzing sound dribbled from my lips. Too faint; the surviva inginct that had saved me from Brazell’s
guards and Reyad’ storture was too weak thistime.

Over theroar of blood in my ears, | heard the woman say, “Hurry up! She's sarting to project.”

Ready to step off the edge of consciousness, adrunken voice said, “Excuse me, sirs, do you know
where| can get arefill?’



The pressure on my neck lessened as L eather Glovesdrew hisknife. | et my body go limp and was
rewarded by being dumped on the ground. The other three men stepped over meto face the intruder.
Suppressing the urge to gasp for breath, | sucked in ar with desperation. | muffled my efforts, unwilling
to let anyone know | could till bregthe.

From my new position, | saw L eather Gloves lunge toward the drunk. The clang of meta rang through
the air asthe knife stabbed into the man’s pewter beer mug instead of his chest. With ahard jerk of his
wrigt, the mug blurred into motion. The knife flew through the air, imbedding into the fabric of the tent.
Then the drunk struck Leather Gloves on the head with the mug. Leather Gloves crumpled to the ground.

The others, mere steps away when their companion went down, rushed the intruder. The farmers
grabbed his upper arms and shoulders while Singed Beard punched him twice in the face. Using the
farmersto support hisweight, the drunk lifted both legs off the ground and wrapped them around Singed
Beard s neck. With aloud snap, Singed Beard fell.

Still clutching hismug, the drunk swung it to the right into one farmer’ sgroin. Asthe farmer doubled over,
the drunk brought the mug up, smashing it into the farmer’ sface.

Then the intruder swept his beer mug to the left and dammed it into the other farmer’ s nose. Blood
gushing, the farmer yelped in pain and released his grip on the drunk. The drunk launched a second blow
to thefarmer’ stemple. The farmer collapsed to the ground without a sound.

The fight had lasted seconds. The woman hadn’t moved at al, her intent gaze had been focused on the
skirmish. Recognizing her as the dark-skinned woman | had spotted twice before at the festival, |
wondered what she would do now that her goons were beaten.

Regaining some strength, | contemplated my odds of reaching the knife in the tent before shedid. The
drunk wiped blood off hisface. Bodies were littered around hisfeet.

| tried to stand on shaky legs. The woman’s head snapped toward me asif she had forgotten | wasthere.
Then she sarted to sing. Her sweset, mel odious tune wound its way through my mind. Relax, it said, lie
down, betill. Yes, | thought as| sank back down. My body mellowed. | felt asif she were tucking me
into bed, drawing the blanket up to my chin. But then the blanket was yanked over my head, pushing
against my mouth and nose, suffocating me.

| thrashed, wildly clawing my face to remove the imaginary blanket. Out of nowhere, Vaek appeared
before me, yeling in my ear, shaking my shoulders. Stupidly, belatedly, | redized he was the drunk. Who
else but Vaek could win afight againgt four large men when armed only with abeer mug?

“Recite poisonsin your mind!” Vaek shouted.

| ignored him. Lassitude overcame me. | ceased fighting. All | wanted to do was sink into the darkness
and follow the music to its depths.

“Recitel Now! That's an order!”

Habit saved me. Without thought, | obeyed Vaek. Names of poisons marched through my mind. The
music stopped. The pressure on my face eased, and | could breathe again. | gasped noisly.

“Keep reciting,” he said.

The woman and the knife had disappeared. Vaek pulled meto my feet. | swayed, but he steadied me
with an arm on my shoulder. | clutched his hand for a second, suppressing the urge to throw myself
sobbing into hisarms. He had saved my life. When | regained my balance, Vaek went back to the men. |



knew Singed Beard was dead, but | was unsure of the others.

Vaek turned one prone form over and cursed. “ Southerners,” he said with disgust. He moved around the
others, feeling for pulses. “Two dive. I'll have them taken to the castle for questioning.”

“What about thewoman?’ | croaked. Taking was painful.
“Gone”
“Will you seerch for her?”’

Vaek gave me astrange look. “ Y elena, she's a southern magician. | took my eyes off her, so there sno
way | canfind her now.”

He grabbed my arm and steered me toward the festival.

My muscles trembled as the shock of the attack worked through my body. It took awhile for hiswords
tosgnkin.

“Magician?’ | asked. “I thought they were banished from Ixia” Killed on sght was morelikeit, but |
couldn’t bring mysdlf to say those words aoud.

“Although very unwelcome, somevigt Ixiaanyway.”
“But, | thought...”

“Not now. I'll explain later. Right now | want you to catch up with Rand and hisfriends. Pretend nothing
has happened. | doubt she'll try again tonight.”

The bright firelight stabbed my eyes. Vaek and | stayed in the shadows until we spotted Rand near the
acrobatics tent. He was searching for me and calling my name. Vaek motioned for meto join my friend.

| had taken only two stepswhen Vaek said, “Y elena, wait.”

| turned. Vaek waved me closer. When | reached him, his hand reached toward my neck. | stepped
back, but recovered and stood still. His hand brushed my skin as he pulled the garrote off my throat. He
handed it to me asif it was a poisonous snake. Shivering in disgug, | flung it to the ground.

Rand' srdlief, when he saw me emerge from the crowd, rolled off him like abresking wave. | hesitated.
Why would he be so concerned? For al he knew, | had only been logt. | caught a sweet whiff of wine as
Rand approached.

“Y elena, where have you been?’ Hiswords durred.

| hadn’t redlized he had drunk that much wine, which would explain why he had been so desperate to
find me. Alcohal poisoned the mind, exaggerated the emotions.

“Thetent was too crowded. | needed some air.” My voice caught on the word air asthe horror of being
strangled swept through me. | glanced back at the shadows. Was Valek still watching or had he goneto
arrest those men? And where was the dark-skinned woman? Earlier, | had been so happy to get out of
the castle, but now | wanted nothing more than to have strong stone walls around me, and to be safely
back in Vaek’ ssuite. Now, that was an odd combination, the words Va ek and safe in the same thought.

“I thought I"d catch up with you later,” | lied to Rand as| scanned the festival crowd. | didn’t enjoy
deceiving him. After al, he was my friend. Maybe even agood friend who had been concerned enough



to search for me when | had been separated from him, and who probably would have been the only
person to be upset by my murder. Despite his fight on my behalf, | was certain that Vaek would have
only been annoyed at having to train anew food taster.

The fire dance had just ended and people poured from the tent. The rest of the kitchen group waited
outside. Dilana had joined them. Rand dropped my arm like alump of dough and went over to her. She
smiled at him, teasing him about chasing after the food taster when he had promised to meet her.

Drunkenly, he begged for her forgiveness, explaining that he couldn’t afford to lose me since | had helped
him win the baking contest. She laughed. Throwing one of her heartwarming smilesmy way, Dilana
hugged Rand, and arm in arm they headed back to the castle.

Therest of usfollowed. | found mysalf once again last in the procession, but thistime | had Lizaasa
companion.

She scowled a me. “I don’'t know what Rand seesin you,” she said.
Not afriendly way to start a conversation. “Excuse me,” | said, keeping my tone neutral.

“He missed the fire dance looking for you. And ever since you came around, the kitchen routine has been
destroyed. The staff’ sflustered.”

“What are you talking about?’

“Before you showed up, Rand’ s mood swings were predictable. Cheerful and content when Dilanawas
happy and the gambling was profitable, moody and sullen when they weren't. Then...” Liza stressed the
word. Her plain cornmeal face creased into an ugly expression, which sheaimed at me. “Y ou befriend
him. He sarts snarling at the kitchen staff for no reason. Even winning abig payoff, Rand’ s lill
depressed. It' sfrudtrating. We ve come to the conclusion that you must be trying to steal him away from
Dilana. We want you to stop, leave him aone and stay out of the kitchen.”

Lizahad picked the worst time to accost me. Having just escaped a brush with death had put matters
into perspective. | wasn't in the best frame of mind. Pure rageflared; | grabbed her arm and spun her
around to face me. We stood nose to nose.

“Y ou have concluded? The combined brainpower of the kitchen staff probably couldn’t light acandle.
Our friendship isnone of your business. So | suggest you rethink your hypothesis. If there’ saproblemin
the kitchen, then deal with it. Y ou're wasting your time whining about it to me.” | pushed her away. |
could tell by her shocked expression that she hadn’t expected such afierce response.

Too bad for her, | thought as | hurried to catch up with the others, leaving her to walk done. What did
shewant me to do? Had she assumed that | would meekly agree to stop talking to Rand just to smooth
thingsin the kitchen? | wasn't going to let her unload her problems on me; | was dready overloaded with
my own. Like why would amagician from Sitiawant to kill me?

At the castle, | said good-night to Rand and Dilana and rushed to Vaek’ s suite. Asmuch as | wanted to
beinside, | cgjoled one of the outer-door guards to check Vaek’sroomsfor intruders before | went in.
Murder attempts combined with an overactive imagination made me jumpy, fearing ambushes. Even
gtting on the couch in the middie of the living room with every lantern blazing, | didn’t fed safe until Vaek
arrived near dawn.

“Haven't you dept?’ he asked. A fist-size, dark purple bruise on hisjaw contrasted againgt his pale skin.

“No. But neither haveyou,” | said peevishly.



“I can deep dl day. Y ou need to taste the Commander’ s breakfast in an hour.”
“Wheat | need are answers.”

“Towhat questions?’ Vaek began to extinguish the lanterns.

“Why isasouthern magician trying to kill me?’

“A good question. The very same one | was going to ask you.”

“How should I know?’ | shrugged in frugtration. “Brazdl’ sguards | could understand. But magiciangd! It's
not like I ve been going around making southern magicians angry.”

“Ahhh...that’ sashame. Since you have ared taent for angering people.” Valek sat a his desk and
rested hishead in hishands. “ A southern magician, Y dena, a master-level southern magician. Do you
know that there are only four master magiciansin Sitia? Four. And since the takeover, they’ ve stayed in
Sitia. On occasion they send aminion or two with minor magica abilitiesinto the Territory to see what
we' re up to. So far each spy has been intercepted and dealt with. Commander Ambrose will not tolerate
megicinIxia”

The magicians of the King's era had been consdered the lite. Treated like royalty, they had been quite
influentia with the King. According to the history of the takeover, Vaek had nated every one of
them. | wondered how, especidly since he couldn’t capture that woman tonight.

Vaek stood up. He grabbed agray rock off his desk. Tossing the stone from hand to hand, he paced
around the living room.

Remembering Vaek’ s near misswith thelast rock he' d held, | pulled my feet off the floor and hugged my
kneesto my chest, hoping to make mysdlf asmaller target.

“For the southernersto risk one of their master magicians, the reason hasto be...” Valek shook the
stone in his hand, searching for the right word. “Momentous. So why are they after you?’ He sighed and
sank down on the couch next to me. “Well, let’ stry to reason this out. Y ou obvioudy have some
southern blood in your heritage.”

“What?’ | had never thought about my heritage. | had been found on the street, homeless, and been
taken in by Brazell. Speculation about my parents had only been on whether they were dead or had just
abandoned me. | had no memories of my life prior to my arrival at the orphanage. Mostly, | had been
thankful that Brazell gave me shdlter. For Vaek to make such a matter-of-fact statement stunned me.

“Your coloring isahit darker than the typica northerner. Y our features have a southern quaity. Green
eyesarevery rarein the Territory, but are more common in Sitia” Vaek misread my frozen expresson.
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of. When the King was in power, the border to Sitiawas open to commerce
and trade. People moved freely between the regions, and marriages were inevitable. | would guess you
were |eft behind right after the takeover when people panicked and fled south before we closed the
border. It was complete mayhem. | don’t know what they were expecting when the Commander came
to power. Masskillings? All we did was give everyone auniform and ajob.”

My mind redled. Why hadn’t | been more curious about my family? | didn’t even know what town | had
been found in. We had been told daily of our good fortune, reminded that we had food, clothes, shelter,
teachers and even asmdll alowance. It had been repeatedly pointed out that many children with parents
weren't aswdll off aswe were. Wasit aform of brainwashing?

“Wadll, anyway, | digress,” Vaek said into the silence. He stood and resumed his pacing. “1 doubt it was



missing family members. They wouldn't want to kill you. Isthere anything e se, besides murdering Reyad,
that you did in the past? Witnessed a crime? Overheard plansfor arebelion? Anything a al?’

“No. Nothing.”

Vaek tapped therock againgt hisforehead. “Then let’ s assume this has to do with Reyad. Perhaps he
wasin league with some southerners and your killing him ruined their plans. Maybe they’ re scheming to
retake Ixia Or they think you know something about this plot. But I’ ve heard nothing about Sitia
attacking us. And why would they? Sitia knows the Commander is content to stay in the north and vice
versa” Vaek rubbed ahand over hisface before continuing.

“Perhaps Brazedll has gotten creative in his old age and hired southernersto kill you; thereby
accomplishing hisdesire to see you dead without implicating himself. No. That doesn’t make sense.
Brazdl | would have hired thugs, no need for amagician. Unless he has connections |’ m not aware of,
whichishighly doubtful.” VVaek looked around the room. Only haf of the lanterns had been extinguished.
Setting the rock down, he finished the job just asthe timid predawn light started to brighten the room.

He stopped asif he had a sudden thought and scowled at me.
“What?’
“Magicianswill come north to smuggle one of their own kind to safety,” Vaek said. He studied me.

Before | could protest, he asked, “ Then why kill you? Unless you' re a Soulfinder, they wouldn’t want
you dead.” Vaek yawned and gently fingered the bruise on hisface. “I’mtoo tired to think straight. I'm
going to bed.” Hewalked to the stairs.

Soulfinder? | had no ideawhat that was, but more important concerns needed to be addressed.
“Vaek.”

He paused with afoot on thefirst step.

“My antidote.”

“Of course.” He continued up the steps.

While hewas upgtairs, | wondered how many timesin the future | would have to ask for the antidote.
The knowledge that it was keeping me dive poisoned my mind as surely asthe Butterfly’ s Dust poisoned

my body.

Asthe early morning light brightened, | thought of my bed with longing. Vaek could deep, but | had to
taste the Commander’ s breakfast soon.

Vaek came downdairs. Handing me the antidote, he said, “'Y ou might want to wear your hair down
tajw.”

“Why?’ | ran my fingersthrough my hair. The ribbons| had braided were torn and knotted.

“To cover the marks on your neck.”

Before going to the Commander’ s office, | hurried to the baths. | had just enough time to wash and
change into a clean uniform before | had to appear at breakfast. The garrote had |eft abright red ring



around my neck that | couldn’t cover no matter how | styled my hair.

On my way to the Commander’ s office, | saw Liza She sat her mouth in afirm frown and looked away
when she passed. Oh well, | thought, another person I’ d angered. | regretted having taken my ire out on
her, but | wasn’'t about to apologize. After al, she had started the argument.

Most mornings the Commander ignored my arrival. | would taste his breskfast, and then sort through his
box of Criollo, randomly sdlecting apiece to verify that no one had poisoned it during the night. Each
morning my mouth watered as | anticipated the taste of the bitterseet dessert. Its nutty flavor coating my
mouth was the one pleasure | could ook forward to during my day. | had argued with Valek that |

should test it every time the Commander wanted some, but the Commander hoarded his supply. He
rationed out one piece of Criollo after every meal. And | had heard through Rand that the Commander
had aready requested more from Brazdll, long with a copy of the recipe from his cook, Ving.

Each morning after placing the Commander’ s breakfast tray on hisdesk, | would pick up hisdaily
schedule and |eave without aword being uttered. But this morning, when | set the tray down, hetold me
togt.

Perched on the edge of the hard, wooden chair facing his desk, | felt afeather of fear brush my stomach.
| laced my fingerstight together to keep my face impassve.

“Vaek hasinformed methat you had an incident last night. I'm concerned that another attempt on your
lifewill jeopardize our exercise” The Commander’ s golden eyes regarded me as he sipped histea. “ Y ou
have presented Vaek with apuzzle, and he has assured me that keeping you dive will aid in a speedy
resolution. Convince methat you' |l be ableto play fugitive without getting yoursdf killed. According to
Vaek, you failed to recognize him even after he bumped into you.”

My mouth opened, but | closed it as| considered hiswords. A hastily explained or illogica argument
would not sway the Commander. Also, | had been given an easy out. Why should | risk my neck for his
exercise? | wasn't askilled spy; | hadn't been ableto identify Vaek even when | knew he was following
me. But then again it was my neck the murderous assailants were efter. If | didn’t try to draw them out on
my own terms, they’ d pick the time and location. | weighed the argument in my head, feding asthough |
was forever on atightrope, unable to decide which way led to the perfect dismount. Walking back and
forth until some outside force came dong to push me oneway or the other.

“I’'m new to the hunt-and-chase game,” | told the Commander. “For someone untrained, trying to spot a
tall inanoisy, crowded festival isadifficult task. It' s like asking a child to run when she hasjust learned
how to walk. In the woods, done and trying to avoid everyone, picking up atail will be eesier and within
my abilities” | slopped. No response from the Commander, so | continued, “1f we can lure thismagician
out, maybe we can discover why shewantsto kill me.”

The Commander sat as ill asafrog that watched and waited for afly to come closer.
| played my last card. “ And Vaek has assured me he will be following.”
My use of the Commander’ sword was not lost on him.

“Wewill proceed as planned. | don't expect you to get far, so | doubt we'll seethismagician.” Hesad
the word magician asif it left afoul tastein hismouth. “1 do expect you to keep quiet about thisentire
affair. Congder it an order. You're dismissed.”

“Yes, Sir.” | left hisoffice.



| spent the remainder of the day collecting and borrowing provisonsfor the exercise, which was
scheduled to begin the next morning at dawn. | visited Dilana s workroom and the smithy. Just
mentioning Vaek’ s name produced remarkable results from the blacksmiths, who hurried to procure the
items| said Valek needed.

Dilanawould have given me anything | requested. She seemed disappointed that | only wanted to
borrow aleather backpack.

“Keepit,” shehad said. “No one has clamed it. It s been underfoot since | started.”

| kept her company as she mended uniforms, told me the latest gossip and fussed about how | needed to
est more.

My last stop was the kitchen. With the hope of finding Rand alone, | waited until after the staff had
cleaned up dinner. He was standing at a counter, working on menus. Each week’ s menus had to be
approved by the Commander before Rand could give them to Liza, who made sure the required food
and ingredientswere available.

“Y ou look better than | fed,” Rand said in a soft tone. He held his head like afull cup of water, moving
dowly asif to avoid spilling over. “1 don't have anything for you to taste today. | haven’t had the energy.”

“That’'sokay.” | noted hiswhite face and the dark smudges under hiseyes. “1 won’t keep you. | just
need to borrow some things.”

Interested, Rand amost returned to hisjovid sef. “Like what?’

“Bread. And some of that glue you invented. Medic Mommy used it to seal acut onmy arm. It's
wonderful uff.”

“The glue! One of my best recipesyet! Did shetell you how | discovered it? | wastrying to make an
edible adhesve for this mammoth, ten-layer wedding cake and—"

“Rand,” | interrupted, “I would love to hear the story, and you must promise to tell me another time. But
we're both short on deep.”

“Oh, yes. You'reright.” He pointed to astack of loaves and said, “ Take what you need.”
While| collected bread, he rummaged around in adrawer, then handed me ajar of white glue.
“It'snot permanent. The gluewill stick for about aweek then it losesits grip. Anything se?’

“Um. Yes” | hegtated, reluctant to make my last request, which was my main reason for wanting to be
aonewith Rand.

“What?’
“l need aknife”

Hishead jerked. | could see a spark behind his eyes as the memory of how | had killed Reyad flashed
through hismind. | saw the gearsin his head turning as he weighed our fledgling friendship againg this
unusua request.

| fully expected him to question me asto why | needed aknife. Instead he asked, “Which one?’

“The scariest-looking one you' ve got.”



Chapter Fourteen

T he next morning, | headed out the south gate just as the sun crested the Soul Mountains. Soon a
glorious sweep of sunlight rushed over the valley, indicating the start of the Commander’ s exercise. My
heart pulsed with excitement and fear. A strange combination of fedings, but they fueled my steps. |
scarcely felt theweight of my backpack.

| had worried that the items contained in my knapsack could be considered cheating. After much thought,
| decided that a prisoner intent on escaping from the dungeon would save some of her bread rations,
smuggle awespon from the guard room and stedl the other items from the blacksmiths. And if | was
sretching things abit, then so what. No one had told me | must flee with nothing.

My determination to “escape’ had increased since the plan had first been proposed. The money was
merely abonus at this point. | wanted to prove the Commander wrong. The Commander, who thought |
wouldn’t get far, who had been concerned my desth would jeopardize his exercise.

Before leaving the castle complex, | had stopped for amoment to view the main building in the daylight.
My first impression was that a child had built the palace with histoy blocks. The base of the castle was
rectangular. It supported various upper levels of squares, triangles and cylinders built atop one another in
ahaphazard fashion. The only attempts a symmetry were the magnificent towers at each corner of the
cadtle. Streaked with brilliantly colored glass windows, the four towers siretched toward the sky.

The cagtle sunusua geometric design intrigued me, and | would have liked to view it from other angles,
but Valek had instructed meto leave the complex a dawn as | only had an hour’ s head start. Then, the
soldiers and dogsin pursuit would try to discover which gate | had exited, tracking me from there. Valek
had taken one of my uniform shirtsin order to give the dogs my scent. | had asked him who would taste
the Commander’ sfood while | was gone, and he' d given me some vague reply about having others
trained in the art of poisoning who were too vauable to be used on aregular basis. Unlike me.

My southern route was an obvious direction, but | didn’'t plan to maintain it for long. | hoped the soldiers
would assume | was headed straight for the border. The castle complex wasin Military Digtrict 6 and
quite close to the southern lands, wedged between MD—7 to the west and MD-5 to the east. The dead
King, who had built the complex, had preferred the milder weether.

Alternating between jogging and walking, it wasn't long before | entered Snake Forest, avoiding
Cadtletown. While studying some of Vaek’s maps the previous night, | had noticed that the forest
surrounded Castletown on three sides. The northern district of the town faced the castle. Snake Forest
also spread out to the east and west like athin belt of green.

At the officid southern border, Commander Ambrose' s soldiers had cleared a hundred-foot-wide swath
from the Soul Mountainsin the east dl the way to the Sunset Ocean in the west. Since the takeover it
wasacrimefor anyone, Ixian or Sitian, to crossthisline.

| jogged through the forest, making a conspicuoustrail. Breaking branches and scomping footprintsin the
dirt, I remained southbound until | reached asmall stream. My hour head start was dmost up. | knelt by
the stream’ s bank and reached into the water. Pulling out ahandful of mud, | let the water drain through
my fingers. | hunched over the stream and smeared the wet sediment on my face and neck. Since |l had
pulled my hair into abun, | rubbed mud on my ears and the back of my neck. I hoped the men would
guess| had kndlt herefor adrink. After ssamping footprints near the stream’ s bank to midead my
pursuersinto thinking | had walked into the water, | traced my route back until | found a perfect tree.

About six feet from my path, aVevatt' s smooth trunk rose high into the air. Thefirst sturdy branch off



the main trunk stretched fifteen feet above my head. Trying not to disturb the ground surrounding my
scent path, | removed my backpack and pulled out one of the items | had borrowed from the
blacksmiths. It wasasmall meta grappling hook. | tied it to the end of along thin rope coiled inside my

bag.

With my head start gone, a sudden image of guards and dogs exploding from the castle flashed through
my mind. Hagtily | threw the hook up to the branch. It missed. | caught it on the way down. Frantic, |
threw the hook again. Missed. | calmed my raging pulse and focused on the task. The hook snagged the
branch. Confident the hook was secure, | tied the extraline around my waist so it wouldn't drag and put
on my backpack. Grabbing the rope with both hands, | pulled my weight off the ground and wrapped my
legs around the dack.

It had been along time since | had climbed thisway. All the way up the rope, my arm, shoulder and back
muscles complained over my year-long inactivity. Once | reached the top, | straddled the branch and
repacked the rope and hook in my backpack.

A strong breeze blew from the west. Wanting to stay down-wind of the dogs, | spent the next half hour
climbing east through the trees until | waswell away from my origind path. For once, my smdl szeand
acrobatic abilities proved a benefit.

When | came across a Cheketo tree, | found a secure nook near the trunk and undung my backpack.
The Cheketo' sleaf was the biggest that grew in the Snake Forest. Its circular-shaped green leaf, spotted
with brown, was perfect for my needs. | sat il for aminute, listening for sounds of pursuit. Birds chirped
and insects buzzed; | heard the quick rustling of leaves as adeer moved. | detected the faint baying of
dogs, but it might have been just my imagination. Therewas no sign of Vaek. But knowing him, he had
to be close behind.

Taking Rand’ s glue from my pack, | stripped leaves off the tree. When | had enough, | removed my shirt
and glued the leaves onto it. Fedling saf-consciousin just my deeveless undershirt, | worked fadt.

| covered the shirt, then my pants, boots and backpack with leaves. Finaly, | glued alarge leaf onto my
hair and two smaler ones onto the backs of my hands, leaving my fingers free to move. Rand’ swarning
that the glue only held for aweek passed through my mind, and | smiled as| envisoned hisreaction when
he saw me walking around the castle with leaves attached to my head and hands.

| didn’t have amirror, but | hoped | had camouflaged my entire body in green and brown. | wasn't
concerned with the small black patchesthat might show through; it was the bright red of my uniform shirt
that would immediately give me away.

Too nervousto stay in one placefor long, | continued to climb east asfast and quiet as| could. My
eastern direction wandered. Since | was unwilling to let my scent touch the ground, | had to detour either
north or south on occasion. My grappling hook and rope were employed many times as | used them to
bring branches within reach, or to swing from tree to tree. My muscles protested the abuse, but | ignored
them. Laughing to myself whenever | overcame adifficult hurdle, | enjoyed the pure freedom of traveling
abovetheground. | grinned as| swesated through the entire morning. Eventudly | knew | would haveto
head south again because that was the only place afugitive could find safety and asylum.

Sitiawelcomed the refugees from Ixia. Their government had had an open relationship with the King,
trading exotic spices, fabrics and foods for metds, precious stones and coal. When the Commander
ceased trade, Ixialost mainly luxury itemswhile Sitid s resources became limited. Worry that Sitiawould
try to conquer the north for needed resources had diss pated when the Sitian geologists discovered that
their Emerald Mountains, a continuation of the northern Soul Mountains, wererich in oresand minerals.



Now, it seemed, Sitiawas content to keep awary eye on the north.

Soon my climb through the trees intersected awell-used path in the forest. | saw deep wagon rutsin the
hard-packed dirt. The road was probably apart of the main east-west trading route, which turned north
for afew milesto detour around Lake Keyra before resuming its easterly direction. The lake was just
over the border of MD-5.

Settling on asturdy branch within sight of the path, | leaned back on the treg’ strunk, rested and ate my
lunch while deciding where to go next. After awhile, the soothing noises from the forest dmost lulled me

to deep.

“See anything?’ A male voice beneath me disrupted the quiet.

Startled, | grabbed the branch to keep from faling. Caught, | froze in shock.

“No. All clear,” another man’ svoice replied from adistance. His tone was rough with annoyance.

There had been no barking to alert me; it must be the other team. | had been so worried about the dogs
that | had forgotten about the smaller team. Too cocky, | thought. | deserved to be caught early.

| waited for them to order me down, but they remained quiet. Looking below, | searched the forest but
couldn’t locate them. Maybe they hadn’'t seen me after dl. After abit of rustling, two men emerged from
the dense underbrush. They, too, wore green and brown camouflage, dthough their snug overdlsand
face paint were more professond than my glued-together ensemble.

“Stupid idea, coming east. She' s probably at the southern border by now,” Rough Voice grumbled to his
partner.

“That' swhat the dog boysfigured, even though the houndslost her scent,” said the second man.
| smiled. I'd outsmarted the dogs. At least | had managed to accomplish that much.
“I don't know if | follow the logic of going east,” Rough Voice said.

The other man sighed. “Y ou’ re not supposed to follow thelogic. The Captain ordered us east; we go
east. He seemsto think she' |l head deeper into MD-5. Familiar territory for her.”

“Wall, what if she does't come back? Another stupid idea, using the food taster,” Rough Voice
complained. “ She' sacrimind.”

“That’ snot our concern. That'sValek’ s problem. I'm sure if she got away he would take care of her.”

| wondered if Vaek waslistening. We both knew he wouldn't need to hunt me down; al he had to do
waswait the poison out. | found the conversation helpful, especialy the fact that it wasn't common
knowledge that I’ d been poisoned.

“Let’sgo. We're supposed to rendezvous with the Captain at the lake. Oh, and try to keep the noise
down. Y ou sound like a panicked moose crashing through the woods,” the smarter man chided.

“Oh yeah. Like you could hear me over your specidly trained ‘ woodland-anima footsteps,” Rough
Voice countered. “It waslike listening to two deer humping each other.”

The men laughed and in awink disappeared into the underbrush, one on each side of the path. | strained
to hear them moving but couldn’t tdll if they were gone. | waited until | couldn’t bear theinactivity. The
men had decided my next move. The lake wasto the east. Climbing through the trees, | headed south.



As | worked my way aong, an odd, creepy feding burrowed its way into my mind. Somehow | became
convinced that the men | had seen on the path were following me, hunting me. An uncontrollable urgeto
move fast pushed on melike astrong hand on the back of my neck, propelling me forward. When |
couldn’'t stand it any longer, | threw al precautions of keeping hidden and quiet aside. | dropped to the
ground and bolted.

When | burgt into asmall clearing in the trees, | topped. The overpowering feding of panic had
disappeared. My sides stitched with pain. Dropping my pack, | collapsed onto the ground, gasping for
breath. | cursed mysdlf for such panicky behavior.

“Niceoutfit,” afamiliar voice said. Dread and fear gave methe energy to jJump to my fest.

Nooneinsght. Yet. | ripped open my backpack and pulled the knife. My heart performed somersaults
inmy chest. | turnedin dow circlesas| scanned the forest, searching for the voice of death.

Chapter Fifteen

L aughter surrounded me. “Y our wegpon won't do you any good. | could easily convince you that it was
your heart you want to plunge that knifeinto instead of mine.”

| spotted her across the clearing. Clad in aloose, green camouflage shirt cinched tight at the waist and
identica colored pants, the southern magician lounged againgt atree with her arms crossed in front of her,
her posture casual.

Expecting the southern magician’ s goons to attack me from the forest, | kept the knife out in front of me,
turningindrdes

“Reax,” themagician said. “We redone.”

| stopped circling but retained afirm grip on my weapon. “Why should | trust you? Last time we met,
you ordered mekilled. Even supplied that handy little strap.” The sudden redlization that she hadn’t
needed her thugs at al legped into my mind. | began reciting poison namesin my head.

The magician laughed like someone amused by asmadl child. “That won't help you. The only reason
reciting worked at the festival was because Vaek wasthere.”

She stepped closer. | waved the knife in athreatening gesture.

“Ydena, relax. | projected into your mind to guide you here. If | wanted you dead, | would have pushed
you from the trees. Accidents are less trouble than murdersin Ixia A fact you' rewell aware of.”

| ignored her jibe. “Why didn’'t | have an *accident’ at the festival? Or at another time?’

“I need to be close to you. It takes alot of energy to kill someone; I’ d rather use mundane methods if
possible. Thefestiva wasthefirst timel could get closeto you without Vaek nearby, or so | thought.”
She shook her head in frustration.

“Why didn’'t you kill Vaek with your magic at the festival?’ | asked. “Then | would have been easy
prey.”

“Magic doesn't work on Vaek. He sresstant to its effects.”

Before| could ask for more information, she hurried on. “1 don't have time to explain everything. Vaek
will be here soon so I [l makethisbrief. Y eena, I'm here to make you an offer.”



| remembered my last offer, to be the food taster or to be executed. “What could you possibly offer me?
| have ajob, color-coordinated uniforms and abossto die for. What more could | need?’

“Asylumin Sitia,” she said, her tonetight. “ So you can learn to control and use your power.”
“Power?” Theword squeaked out of my mouth before | could stop it. “What power?’
“Oh, come on! How could you not know? Y ou’ve used it at least twice at the castle.”

My mind whirled. She wastalking about my surviva ingtinct. That strange buzzing that possessed me
whenever my lifewasin serious jeopardy. My body numbed with dread. | fet asif she had just told mel
hed atermina disease.

“I was working undercover nearby when | was overcome by your screaming, raw power. Once | was
able to pinpoint the source to Commander Ambrose’ sfood taster, | knew arescue effort to smuggle you
south would beimpossible. Y ou’ re ether with Vaek, or he' s been one step behind you. Even now, I'm
taking an extraordinary risk. But it' stoo dangerous to have awild magician in the north. It'samazing you
lasted this long without being discovered. The only choice left wastermination. A task that proved more
difficult than I’ d first imagined. But not impossible”

“And now |I'm supposed to trust you? Do you think I'd meekly follow you to Sitialike alamb to the
daughter?’

“Yedena, if youweren't playing fugitive, which brought you out of the castle and away from Vaek, you'd
be dead by now.”

| wasn't sureif | believed her. What would she gain by helping me? Why go to dl thiseffort if she had the
power to kill me? Something € se must be motivating her.

“You don't believe me.” She grunted in frugtration. “ Okay, how about alittle demongtration?” Shetilted
her head to the side and pressed her lipstogether.

A searing, hot pain whipped through my mind like lightning. Wrapping my arms and hands around my
heed, | tried in vain to block the ondaught. Then afist-size force dammed into my forehead. | jolted
backward and fell to the ground. Sprawled on my back, | felt the pain disappear asfast asit had arrived.
Through vison blurred with tears, | squinted at the magician. She still stood near the edge of the clearing.
She hadn’t touched me, a least not physicaly. The weight of her mental connection felt like awool cap

encompassing my skull.

“What the hell wasthat?’ | demanded. “What happened to the singing?’ | was dazed by her attack, the
ar on my body feding asif it had liquefied, and when | moved to asitting position the dense air swirled
and lapped at my skin.

“I sang at thefestival because | wastrying to be kind. Thiswas an effort to convince you that if | wanted
you dead, | wouldn’t be wasting my time talking to you now. And | certainly wouldn’t wait until you were
in Sitia” Her head cocked asif shelistened to an invisible person whispering in her ear.

“Vaek hasdropped dl pretense of stedth. He straveling fast. Two men pursue him, but the men believe
they’ re chasing you.” She paused and her mouth settled once again into ahard line as she concentrated.
“I can dow the men down, but not Vaek.” Shefocused her faraway gaze on me. “Are you coming with
me?’

| couldn’t speak. The thought that her idea of kindness was Singing someone to desath had left me quite
distracted. | sared a her in complete astonishment.



“No.” | had to force the word ouit.

“What?’ 1t wasn't the answer she' d expected. “ Y ou enjoy being the food taster?’
“No, | don't, but I'll dieif I gowith you.”

“You'll dieif you gay.”

“I'll take my chances.” | stood, brushed the dirt off my legs and retrieved my knife. Thelast thing |
wanted to do was explain to the magician about the poison in my blood. Why give her another weapon
to be used againgt me? But with her mental link to me, | only had to think about the Butterfly’s Dust and
she knew.

“There are antidotes,” she said.
“Can you find one before morning?’ | asked.

She shook her head. “No. We would need more time. Our healers would need to understand where the
poisonishiding. It could bein your blood, or in your muscles or anywhere, and they would need to
know how it killsin order to banishit.”

When she saw my complete lack of understanding, the magician continued, “ The source of our
power—what you call magic—islike ablanket surrounding the world. Our minds tap into this source,
pulling adender thread down to enhance our magica abilities, to turn them on. Every person hasthe
latent ability to read minds and influence the physica world without touching it, but they don't have the
ability to connect with the power source.”

She sghed, looking unhappy. “Y dena, we can't have your wild power flaring uncontrolled. Without
knowing it, you' re pulling power. Instead of athread, you' re grabbing whole sections and bunching the
power blanket around you. Asyou grow older you will have amassed so much power that it will explode
or flame out. Thisflameout will not only kill you, it will warp and damage the power source itsdlf, ripping
aholein the blanket. We can't risk aflameout and soon you' Il be untrainable. That iswhy we have no
choice but to terminate you before you reach that point.”

“How long do | have?’ | asked.

“Oneyear. Maybe alittle more if you can control yourself. After that you'll be beyond our help. And we
need you, Y dena. Powerful magiciansare scarcein Sitia”

My mind raced over my options. Her display of power had convinced me she was more of athreat than
| had ever imagined and that | would be acompleteidiot to trust her at al. However, if | didn’t go, she'd
kill mewherel stood.

So | delayed theinevitable. “ Give me ayear. A year to find apermanent antidote, to find away to
escapeto Sitia. A year free from worrying that you' re plotting my deeth.”

She stared deep into my eyes. Her mental touch pressed harder in my mind as she searched for asign
that | might be deceiving her.

“All right. Oneyear. My pledgeto you.” She paused.

“Goon,” | said. “1 know you want to end this meeting with some kind of threat. Maybe a dire warning?
Fed free. I’'mused toit. | wouldn’t know how to dedl with aconversation that didn’t include one.”



“Y ou put on such abrave front. But | know if | took another step toward you, you' d wet your pants.”

“With your blood.” 1 brandished my knife. But | couldn’t keep astraight face; the boast sounded
ridiculous even to my own ears. | snickered. She laughed. The release of tenson made me giddy, and
soon | waslaughing and crying.

The magician then grew sober. Cocking her head again, she listened to her invisible companion. “Vaek is
close. | must go.”

“Tell meonemorething.”

“What?'

“How did you know I’ d be the fugitive? Magic?’

“No. | have sources of information that I’m unableto reved.”

| nodded my understanding. Asking for details had been worth atry.
“Becareful, Ydena” shesad, vanishing into the forest.

| redlized that | didn’t even know her name.

“Irys,” shewhispered in my mind, and then her mentd touch withdrew.

As| thought about everything she had told me, | realized | had many more questionsto ask her, dl more
important than who had leaked information. Knowing she was gone, though, | suppressed the desireto
cal after her. Instead, | dropped to the ground.

With my body shaking, | replaced my knifein the backpack. | pulled out my water bottle and took along
drink, wishing the container wasfilled with something stronger. Something that would burn my throat on
itsway down. Something to focus on besides the digointed and lost feding that threatened to consume
me

| needed timeto think before Vaek and the two men caught up with me. Taking out the rope and
grappling hook, | searched once again for a suitable tree and reentered the forest canopy. Moving south,
| let the physical effort of climbing kegp my body busy while | sorted through dl the information the
meagician had given me.

When | reached another path in theforest, | found a comfortable position on atree branch within sight of
thetrail. | secured mysdf to the trunk of the tree with my rope. The magician had promised me oneyear,
but I didn’'t want to tempt her with an easy target. She could change her mind; after dl, what did | know

about magicians and their pledges?

Sheclamed | had power. Magical power that | had ways thought of as my surviva ingtinct. When |
had been in those dire Stuations, | had felt possessed. Asif someone else more cagpable of dealing with
the crisistook temporary control over my body, rescued me from death and then left.

Could the strange buzzing sound that erupted from my throat and saved my liferedly bethe same as

Irys s power? If S0, | must keep my magic asecret. And | had to gain some control of the power to

keep it from flaming out. But how? Avoid life-threstening Stuations. | scoffed at the notion of evading
trouble. Trouble seemed to find me regardiess of my efforts. Orphaned. Tortured. Poisoned. Cursed with
magic. Thelist grew longer by the day.



| didn't have the time to resolve these complex issuesthat circled without end in my mind. Focusing my
thoughts on the present, | studied the trail below. Small saplings threatened to retake the narrow forest
path; it must have been one of the abandoned roadways used to trade with Sitia

| waited for Vaek. He would demand an explanation about my encounter with the magician, and | was
ready to give one.

My only warning of Vaek’sarrival was agentle rustling of the branch above mine. | looked up to see
him uncoiling from the upper branch like asnake. He dropped soundlessly beside me.

Green camouflage seemed to be the outfit of choice today. Vaek’ swas skintight and came equipped
with ahood to cover his hair and neck. Brown and green paint streaked his face, causing the bright blue
of hiseyesto stand out in stark contrast.

| looked down at my own ragtag outfit. Some of the leaves had frayed at the edges, and my uniform had
sustained many tears from climbing through the trees. Next time | planned to flee through the woods, I'd
persuade Dilanato sew me an outfit likeVaek's.

“You'reunbdievable” Vaek sad.
“Isthat good or bad?’

“Good. | assumed you would give the soldiers agood chase, and you did. But | never expected this.”
Vaek pointed a my leaf-covered shirt and swept hisarmswide, indicating the trees. “And to top it all
off, you encountered the magician and somehow managed to survive.” Sarcasm tinged Vaek’svoice
during hislast comment.

Hisway of asking for an explanation, | supposed.

“I don't know what exactly happened. | found mysdlf tearing through the woods until | reached a
clearing, where she waswaiting. The only thing shetold mewasthat | had ruined her plansby killing
Reyad, and then pain dammed into my skull.” The memory of her attack was till freshinmy mind, soll
alowed the full horror of it to show on my face. If Vaek ever suspected what had really happened, |
wouldn't live the year the magician had granted me. And mentioning Reyad’ s name supported one of
Vaek' stheories about why the magician was after me.

| took adeep breath. “| started reciting poisons. | tried to push the pain away. Then the attack stopped,
and she said you were getting too close. When | opened my eyes she had disappeared.”

“Why didn't you wait for mein the clearing?
“I didn’t know where she had gone. | felt safer in the trees, knowing you' d be able to find me.”
Vaek consdered my explanation. | covered my nervousness by sorting through my backpack.

After along while, he grinned. “We certainly proved the Commander wrong. He thought you' d be caught
by midmorning.”

| smiled with relief. Taking advantage of his good mood, | asked, “Why does the Commander hate
magicians so much?’

The pleased expression dropped from Vaek’ sface. “ He has many reasons. They werethe King's
colleagues. Aberrations of nature, who used their power for purely selfish and greedy reasons. They
amassed wedth and jewels, curing the sick only if the dying’ sfamily could pay their exorbitant fee. The



King's magicians played mind games with everyone, taking ddlight in causing havoc. The Commander
wants nothing to do with them.”

Curious, | pushed on. “What about using them for his purposes?’

“Hethinks magicians are not to be trusted, but I'm of two minds about that,” Vaek said. He gazed out
over theforest floor as hetalked. “1 understand the Commander’ s concern, killing al the King's
magicians was agood gtrategy, but | think the younger generation born with power could be recruited for
our intelligence network. We disagree on thisissue, and despite my arguments the Commander has—"
Vaek stopped. He seemed reluctant to continue.

“Haswha?’
“Ordered that those born with even the dightest amount of magical power bekilled immediately.”

| had known about the execution of the southern spies and the magicians from the King' s era, but
imagining babies being ripped from their mother’ s arms made me gasp in horror. “ Those poor children.”

“It'sbrutal, but not that brutal,” Vaek said. A sadness had softened his eyes. “ The ability to connect with
the power source doesn't occur until after puberty, which isaround age sixteen. It usualy takes another
year for someone other than their family to notice and report them. Then, they either escapeto Sitig, or |
find them.”

Hiswords had the weight of awooden beam pressing down on my shoulders. | found it difficult to
breathe. Sixteen waswhen Brazdl |l had recruited me. When my surviva ingtinct had started to flare,
defending againgt Brazell and Reyad' storture. Had they been trying to test me for magic? But why didn’t
they report me? Why hadn’'t Vaek come?

| had no ideawhat Brazell wanted. And knowing now about my power only added yet another way |
could die. If Vaek discovered my magic, | wasdead. If | didn’t find away to go to Sitia, | was deed. I
someone poisoned the Commander’ sfood, | was dead. If Brazell built hisfactory and sought revenge for
his son, | was dead. Dead, dead, dead and dead. Death by Butterfly’ s Dust was beginning to look
attractive. It was the only scenario where | would get to choose when, where and how | died.

| would have sunk into adeep, brooding bout of salf-pity, but Vaek grabbed my arm and put afinger to
hisgreenlips.

The distant sounds of hoofbests and men talking reached my ears. My first thought was that it was an
illusion sent by the magician. But soon enough, | saw mules pulling wagons. The width of the wagons
filled the entire path, saplings and bushes thwacked againgt the whedls. Two mules pulled one wagon,
and one man dressed in abrown trader’ s uniform led the team. There were six wagons and six men who
conversed among themselves as they traveled.

From my post inthetree, | could seethat the first five wagons were loaded with burlap sacks that might
have been filled with grain or flour. The last wagon held strange, oval-shaped yellow pods.

Snake Forest was just bustling with activity today, | thought in wonder. All we needed wasthefire
dancersto jump from the treesto entertain us al.

Vaek and | sat ill in our tree as the men passed below us. Their uniforms were soaked with swest, and
| noticed afew of them had rolled up their pants so they wouldn't trip. One man’s belt was cinched tight,
causing the extramateria to bunch around hiswaist, while another’ s somach threatened to rip through
his buttons. These poor traders obvioudy didn’t have a permanent residence. If they had, their



seamdgtress would never have permitted them to walk around looking like that.

When they were out of sight and hearing range, Vaek whispered, “Don’t move, I'll be back.” He
dropped to the ground and followed the caravan.

| fidgeted on my branch, wondering if the other two men Irys had said were tracking Vaek would find
me before he returned. The sun was disappearing in the west, and cooler air wasreplacing the day’ s
heat. Muscles giff from inactivity throbbed asthelast of my energy faded. The strenuous day of climbing
caught up to me. For thefirst time the possibility of spending anight donein the forest made me
apprehengve; | had never imagined saying freethislong.

At lagt, Vaek returned and waved me down from the tree. | moved with care, fumbling with the rope
around my waist as my abused muscles trembled with fatigue.

He carried asmall sack, which he handed to me. Inside were five of the yellow pods that had been
stacked in the last wagon. | took one out. Now that | could seeit up close, | noticed that the elongated,
ova pod was about eight inches in length, with close to ten furrows running from one end to the other. It
was thick around the middle. With two hands wrapped around its center, my fingersjust overlapped.

| was amazed by Vaek’ s ability to sted them in the daylight from amoving wagon. “How did you get
these?’

“Trade secret,” Vaek said with agrin. “Getting the pods was easy, but | had to wait for the men to water
their mulesto look in the burlap sacks.”

When | did the pod back in with the others, | saw that in the bottom of the sack was a pile of dark
brown pebbles. Reaching deeper, | pulled ahandful into the waning light. They looked like beans.

“What'sthis?’ | asked.

“They' refrom the sacks,” he explained. “1 want you to take these back to Commander Ambrose. Tell
him | don’t know what they are or where they came from and I’ m following the caravan to see where

they'regoing.”
“Arethey doing something illegd?’

“I’'m not sure. If these pods and beans are from Sitia, then yes. It'sillegd to trade with the south. One
thing | do know, those men aren't traders.”

| was about to ask him how he knew this, when the answer clicked in my mind. “ Their uniforms don't fit.
Borrowed maybe? Or stolen?’

“Mogt likdly stolen. If you' re going to borrow auniform, | would think you' d find onethat fits.” Vaek
was quiet for amoment, listening to the sounds of the forest. | could hear the droning of the insects grow
louder asthe sun set.

“Ydena, | want you to find those two men you saw this afternoon, and have them escort you back to the
cadtle. | don’'t want you done. If the magician plans on attacking you again, she' |l haveto deal with two
more, and | doubt she' d have the energy. Don't tell anyone about your tree climbing, the magician or the
caravan. But give acomplete report about everything to the Commander.”

“What about my antidote?’

“The Commander keeps a supply handy. He Il giveit to you. And don’t worry about your incentive.



Y ou' ve earned every penny. When | get back, I’ll make sure you get it. Now, | need to keep moving or
I’ll spend the rest of the night catching up to the caravan.”

“Vaek, wait,” | demanded. For the second time today someone wanted to disappear before explaining
everything to my satisfaction, and | was growing weary of it.

He stopped.

“How do | find the others?” Without the sun, my sense of direction failed. | wasn't sureif | could find my
way back to the clearing, much less to the castle on my own.

“Just follow this path.” He pointed in the direction the wagons had come from. “| managed to shake them
off my tail before| caught up with you. The soldiers were heading southwest; they’ re probably staking
out thistrail. Technicdly, that' sthe best strategy.”

Valek jogged away dong the path. | watched him go. He moved with the light grace and speed of a
deer, hismusclesrippling under hisformfitting camouflage.

When hewas out of sight, | crunched my feet on the |loose stones of thetrail, making noise. Twilight
robbed the trees of color as darkness descended. Uneasiness settled over me. Every rustle caused my
heart to jump, and | found mysalf peering over my shoulder, wishing Vaek was here.

A shout pierced the air. Before | could react, alarge shape rushed me, tackling me to the ground.

Chapter Sixteen
“G ot you!” said the man sitting on top of me.

Even with my face pressed into the stones, and my mouth full of dirt, | recognized hisrough voice from
earlier inthe day. He yanked my arms behind me. | felt cold metd biteinto my wristsas| heard the snap
and clink of manacles.

“lsn't that abit much, Janco?’ asked Janco’s partner.

Janco moved off me, and | was hauled to my feet. In the semidarkness, | saw the man that held me was
thin, with agoatee. He wore hisdark hair buzzed in the typica military style. A thick scar ran from his
right templeto hisear. Thelower haf of hisright ear was missing.

“Shewas too damn hard to find. | don’t want her getting away,” Janco grumbled.

His companion was about the same height but twice aswide. Thick, sculpted muscles bulged through his
camouflage uniform. Small, damp curls clung to his head, and from this distance his eyes held no color
except the black of hispupils.

| wanted to flee. It was amost dark; | was manacled and aone with two strange men. Logicaly, | knew
that these were the Commander’ s soldiers, and they were professionals, but that didn’t stop my pulse
fromracing.

“Y ou made us look bad,” Janco said. “Every soldier out hereis probably going to be reassigned. We'll
al be cleaning out latrines’ cause of you.”

“That’ s enough, Janco,” Colorless Eyes said. “We won't be scrubbing floors. We found her. And take a
look at that getup. No one expected her to go camo, that’swhy she was so hard to find. But, still, the
Captain’ s gonna shit when he seesthigl”



“And the Captain’ s back at the castle?’ | asked, trying to prompt them in that direction.
“No. He sleading aline farther southwest. We' Il have to report to him.”

| Sghed at the delay. | had hoped for a quick trip back. “How about you send Janco hereto find the
Captain, while we head to the castle?”’

“Sorry, but we' re not permitted to split up. We' re required to travel in pairs, no exceptions.”
“Um...” Janco started.

“Yelena” | supplied.

“Why are you so anxiousto get back?’ he asked.

“I'm afraid of the dark.”

Colorless Eyeslaughed. “ Somehow | doubt that. Janco, take the cuffs off her. She' snot going to run
away. That'snot the point of thisexercise.”

Janco hesitated.

| said, “Y ou have my word, Janco. | won't run if you take off the manacles.”

He grumbled some more but unlocked the cuffs. | wiped the dirt from my face. “ Thanks.”
He nodded, and then pointed to his partner. “He's Ardenus.”

“Ari, for short.” Ari extended his hand, giving me an honor. If asoldier offered his hand, hewas
acknowledging me asan equd.

| shook it gravely, and then the three of us headed southwest to find their Captain.

Thetrip to the castle was amost comica. Almogt. If my gtiff and sore muscles hadn't protested my every
step, and if the bone-deep ache of pure exhaustion hadn’t pulled at my body like astone cloak, | would
have been amused.

Janco and Ari’ s Captain fumed and blustered when we caught up with him. “Well, well, well. Look at
what our two sweetheartsfinaly found,” Captain Parffet said. His bald head was beaded with sweat that
rolled down the sides of hisface, soaking his collar. Hewas old for a Captain, and | wondered if hissurly
disposition was the reason for hislack of promotion.

“I"’m supposed to have the best scoutsin Commander Ambrose' sguard,” Parffet shouted at Ari and
Janco. “Maybe you can enlighten us as to which procedure you followed that took you over seventeen
hoursto find the bitch!” Parffet continued hisverba bashing. Even in the darkness| could see hisface

turning purple.

| tuned him out and studied hisunit. A couple of faces smirked, agreeing with their Captain, somewere
resgned, asif used to histantrums, and others wore bored and tired expressions. One man, who had
shaved his entire head except for his bangs, stared with an uncomfortable intensity a me. When | made
eye contact, he jerked his glance to the Captain.

“Nix, put the bitch in manacles,” Parffet ordered, and the man with the bangs pulled metal cuffs off his



belt. “1 see our two primadonnas can't be bothered to follow this unit’s standard procedures.”

AsNix approached, | searched for a chanceto dip awvay. My promise to Janco had only extended to a
“handsfreg’ trip back to the castle. Ari, sensang my frame of mind, placed alarge hand on my shoulder,
anchoring meto hissde.

“We have her word, Sir, that shewon't run off,” he said in my defense.
“Like that means anything.” Parffet spat on the ground.

“Shehasgiven her word,” Ari repeated. A low rumblein hisvoice reminded me of ahuge dog growling a
warning.

Parffet grudgingly allowed procedure to be modified, but savored his bad temper by harassing the rest of
his soldiersinto formation, initiating afast march back to the castle.

| walked wedged between Ari and Janco like some prized trophy. Ari explained that the Captain didn’t
handle surprises well, and had been frustrated by my daylong romp in the forest.

“It doesn't help that we found you. He didn’t promote us to his unit like the others. We were assigned by
Vdek,” Janco said.

Parffet’s mood turned blacker when the dog team overtook our procession. Chaos erupted as barking
dogs and more guards tangled together. | experienced amoment of panic when the canines rushed me.
Asit turned out, they greeted me with wagging tails and licking tongues. Their pure joy wasinfectious. |
smiled, and scratched their ears, stopping only when Parffet scowled and shouted for order.

The dogswore no callars. The kennel master was part of the tracking team. The dogs reassembled on
Porter’scommand, following his orders without fail. The commander of the dog team seemed
disappointed that Porter’ s dogs hadn’t found mefirgt, but she took it with better grace than Ari’s Captain
had. Sheintroduced hersalf as Captain Etta and walked beside me to ask questions about my “run.” |
liked her easy, respectful manner. Her mop of dark blond hair pushed the limits of military regulation.

| stuck to the truth as much as | could during our conversation. When it came to questions regarding
where my scent had disappeared, | lied. | explained that | had walked northward in the water for awhile
before heading eest.

Etta shook her head. “We were so focused on you heading south. Parffet was right to look east.”
“My eventual destination was south, but | wanted to try and confuse the dogs before | turned.”

“Y ou succeeded. The Commander won't be pleased. Good thing Ari and Janco found you. Had you
stayed out till morning, both teams would have been demoted.”

The last two milesto the castle were ablur. Using every ounce of my dwindling energy to keep my feet
moving forward, | concentrated all my strength on keeping up with the soldiers. When we stopped, it
took me a moment to redlize that we had entered the castle complex.

It waswdll past midnight. The noise of our arrival bounced and amplified off the Slent sonewals. The
dogsfollowed Porter to the kennels while the weary parade of soldierstrod up the steps toward the
Commander’ s office. We finished our march among the empty desks of the throne room.

Lantern light blazed from the open door of the Commander’ s office. The two soldiers standing guard
wore amused expressions, but remained quiet and sill. Parffet and Etta shared alook of resignation



before going in to report to the Commander. | found achair and collapsed into it, accepting the risk that |
might have difficultiesregaining my fest.

Soon the Captains returned. Parffet’ s face was creased in adark frown, but Ettal s showed no emotion.
They dismissed their units. | was summoning the energy to stand, when Etta came over and helped meto
my feet.

“Thanks,” | said.
“The Commander awaits your report.”

| nodded. Ettaleft to rgjoin her unit, and | headed toward the office. | hesitated in the doorway; | was
used to the semidarkness of the throne room, and the lantern light ssung my eyes.

“Comein,” Commander Ambrose ordered.

| stood before his desk. He sat immobile and impassive as aways, his smooth, ethereal face barren of
wrinkles. A stray thought plucked at my mind, and | wondered about his age. Gray streaks painted the
Commander’ sshort hair. Hisrank aone suggested an older man, but his dight build and youthful face
made me guess his age was closer to forty. About seven years older than Vaek, if my estimation of
Vaek’'s age was accurate.

“Report.”

| described my actionsfor the day in detail, including my tree swinging and the magician. Giving the same
version of my encounter with the southerner that | had told Vaek, | concluded my report with the
caravan and Vaek’sordersthat | return. | waited for the Commander’ s questions.

“So Ari and Janco didn’t capture you?’ he asked.

“No. But they were the only oneswho even came close. They passed right below atreel hidin, and
were skilled enough to track Vaek for awhile.”

The Commander stilled for amoment. His golden eyes|ooked past me as he absorbed the information.
“Where arethe items VVa ek procured?’

| opened my backpack, and placed the pods and beans on his desk.

He picked up ayellow pod and rotated it in his hands before returning it. Grabbing a handful of beans, he
hefted them, fedling their weight and texture. After sniffing one, he broke the bean in hdf. Theinsdewas
asunreveding asthe outside had been.

“They're not native to Ixia. They must befrom Sitia. Y eena, take them with you and do some research.
Find out what these are and where they’ re grown.”

“Me?” Stunned, | had expected to dump them on the Commander and forget about them.

“Yes. Vdek is congantly reminding me not to underestimate you, and once again you' ve proven yoursdlf.
General Brazell gave you agood education. I’ d hate to seeit go to waste.”

| wanted to argue, but | was curtly dismissed. Sighing, | dragged my unwilling body to the baths. Painfully
peding off my leaf-covered clothes, | washed the mud from my face and neck before submerging into a

Seaming pool.
There, | luxuriated in the warmth, stretching my aching muscles under the hot water to loosen them.



Hoping to dissolve some of the glue from my hair, | dipped my head back, pulled my bun apart and let
thelong black strands float on the surface. The gentle sounds of Iapping lulled me.

Strong hands grabbed my shoulders. | jerked awake under the water. Liquid filled my mouth and nose. |
pushed the hands away in apanic. They released their grip for asecond. | began to sink. Ingtinctively, |
clutched my unknown assailant’ sarms. Before | could curse my stupidity, | was yanked out of the bath
and dumped onto the cold floor.

| sprang to my feet to meet the next assault. But there stood Margg with a disgusted expression anchored
on her broad face. Water dripped from her hands and had soaked her deeves. | shivered and pulled wet
clumpsof har off my face.

“What the hell do you think you'redoing?’ | yelled.
“Saving your worthlesslife,” she snarled.
“What?’

“Don’'t worry. | took no pleasurein it. Frankly, | would have rejoiced to see you drown. Justice finally
served! But the Commander ordered meto find you and see to your needs.” Margg grabbed atowel
from the table and threw it a me. “Y ou may have the Commander and Vaek fooled into thinking you're
smart. But how smart can you beto fall adeep in adeep pool of water?’

| tried to think of arude retort, remembering Dilana s advice to be nasty right back. Nothing. My brain
felt waterlogged with fatigue. Theideathat Margg had just saved my life kept doshing around in my
head. It was such aforeign concept that | couldn’t find a proper place to dock it.

Margg snorted, hatred oozing from her. 1 followed my orders. Some might even agree that rescuing you
was beyond the call of duty. So don’t you forget it, rat.”

She spun around to leave. Her skirts wrapped around her legs, and she stumbled through the door. So
much for adramatic exit, | thought as| toweled dry.

| felt no gratitude toward Margg for saving my life—assuming that was what she’ d done. She might have
pushed me under in spite, then “saved” me. And | didn’t owe her afavor. She had left mein apuddle of
my own vomit after | had taken My Love, had refused to clean out my roomin Vaek’ s suite, had written
me anasty message in the dust, and even worse, was probably leaking information about meto Brazell.
If she had saved me from drowning, then, in my mind, it was a payback for some of thoseindiscretions,
but not for dl. Asl saw it, she still owed me. The hot soak hel ped restore some flexibility to my muscles.
| peded the leaves from my hands. Although green il clung to parts of my hair, | thought with some
artful braiding | might be ableto hideit.

Thewalk back to Vaek’s suite seemed endless. In azombie-like state of mind, | passed through
countless halways, intersections and doorways. My steps were fueled by the single-minded desire of
getting to bed.

For the next few days| fell into aroutine. | tasted the Commander’ s medls, went to the library for
research and took adaily walk around the castle complex. My day as afugitive had caused meto crave
the outdoors, and if | couldn’t swing through the trees, at least | could explore the grounds.

| used the map of the castle that | had copied in my journd to find the library. It wasamultilevel suite of
rooms, burgeoning with books. The smell of decay and dust floated in the air dong with a sense of



abandonment. | was saddened by the knowledge that this tremendous source of information was going to
waste because the Commander discouraged his people from educating themsel ves beyond what was
necessary for their jobs.

Within hismilitary structure, a person was trained specificaly for their position only. Learning just for the
sake of learning was frowned on, and greeted with suspicion.

Once | had ascertained that the library was truly aforgotten place, | brought the pods and beansthere
instead of carrying the heavy books back to my room. | found asmall nook tucked away in a corner.
The nook had awooden table which faced one of the large, egg-shaped windows that randomly
perforated the back wall of thelibrary. Sunlight streamed into the nook and, after clearing the table of
dugt, it became my work area.

Cutting one of the ydlow podsin half, | discovered it wasfilled with awhite mucilaginous pulp. A taste of
the pulp reveded it to have a sweet and citrus flavor with ataint of sour, asif it was starting to rot. The
white flesh contained seeds. | cleaned the pul p from the seeds and uncovered thirty-six of them. They
resembled the beans from the caravan. My excitement diminished as| compared seed againgt bean in the
sunlight. The pod seed was purpleinstead of brown, and when | bit into the seed, | spit it out as a strong
bitter and astringent taste filled my mouth. Nothing close to the dightly tart and earthy taste of the brown
beans.

Assuming that the pods were afruit and the beans edible, | pulled out every botany book | could find in
thelibrary and piled them on my table. Then | went through the shelves again. Thistime, | grabbed any

volume with information about poisons. A much smaller stack; Vaek had probably taken the interesting
ones back to hisoffice. My third trip through the shelves was an effort to find books on magic. Nothing.

| paused by an empty shelf, an oddity in thistightly packed library, and wondered if it had contained
manual s about magic. Congdering how the Commander viewed magic, it waslogicd to destroy any
pertinent information. On awhim, | explored the lower levels of the bookcase under the empty shelf.
Thinking that a book from the empty shelf could have did back behind the other books, | took out al the
texts on the lower shelves. My efforts were rewarded by the discovery of adim volume entitled Magica
Power Sources. | hugged the book to my chest as paranoia gripped me. Scanning the library, | made
sure no one was there. With sweaty pams, | hid the book in my backpack. | planned to read it | ater,
preferably in my room with the door locked.

Giddy with my illicit acquisition, | searched the various rooms of the library until | found acomfortable
chair. Before dragging it back to my nook, | beet the dust from its purple velvet cushions. It was the most
elegant seat | had seen in the castle, and | wondered who had used it before me. Had the dead King
been a bibliophile? The considerable collection of books said as much. Either that or he had shown his
librarian great favor.

| spent many hoursin that chair reading through the botany books and discovering nothing. | planned to
decipher the pod and bean puzzle while | researched information for myself. The tedious work was at
least broken into small sessions by my tasting the Commander’ s medls and by my afternoon strolls
around the castle,

It had been four days since the exercise, and that afternoon my walk had a purpose. | scouted for aplace
with aview of the east gate, but where | wouldn’t be obvious to the flow of people passing through.

Vaek gill hadn’t returned from his mission, and closing ceremonies had been performed the night before
at thefirefedtiva, ending the weeklong celebration. Rand, looking hungover, had informed methis
morning that Brazdll and his retinue would findly leave the castle, viathe east gate, to go home. My



desireto see Brazd|’ sretreating back with my own eyes had driven me to seek the perfect position.

The barracks for the Commander’ s soldiersfilled both the northeast and southwest corners of the castle
complex. In the northeast barracks, the L-shaped building extended from the north gate to the east gate,
and alarge rectangular training area had been built next to the east leg of the building. Therewasa
wooden fence around the yard and, when training wasin progress, the fence attracted the castle's
various residentsto stop along it to watch the exercises. That afternoon | joined in with agroup of
observers, who not only had aclear view of thefighting drills, but the east gate aswell.

Rand’ sinformation proved accurate. Soon | was rewarded by a parade of green-and-black—clad
soldiers. | could see Brazdl on his dappled mare, riding among his most trusted advisers, at the end of
the procession. Brazell’ sretinue ignored the people around them.

As| watched Brazd |’ s back, Reyad’ s ghost appeared next to me. He smiled as he waved goodbye to
hisfather. A shudder vibrated down my spine. | glanced around. Did anyone e se see him? The group of
peoplethat | had been standing with had dispersed. Had Reyad scared them off? But when | looked
again, hisghost was gone.

A hand touched my arm. | flinched.

“Good riddanceto that lot,” Ari said, tilting his head toward the east gate. Seeing him for thefirst timein
the sunlight, | noticed that Ari’ s eyes were such apale blue that in the darkness his eyes had seemed to
hold no color.

Ari stood with Janco on the other side of the fence. Both wore the deeveless shirts and short pants that
the soldiersliked to train in. Sweat-soaked and streaked with dirt, their faces and bodies sported new
cutsand bruises.

“Bet you're as glad aswe are to see them go,” Janco said. Resting his wooden training sword on the
fence, he rubbed the swest off hisface with the bottom of his shirt.

“Yes | am,” | said.

Looking toward the east gate, the three of us stood in companionable slence for amoment, watching
Brazell’ s entourage disgppear through the gate.

“Wewant to thank you, Yedena,” Ari said.
“What for?’
“The Commander promoted usto Captains. He said you gave us agood report,” Janco said.

Surprised and pleased that the Commander would heed my words, | smiled at them. | could see Ari and
Janco shared aloyalty to one another, an obvious bond of friendship and trust. Three years ago, | had
felt that kind of kinship with May and Carra a the orphanage, but Reyad had torn me away, and the
empty spaceingde me still ached. Rand had given me friendship, but there was ill adistance. | longed
to connect with someone. Unfortunately, my life asthe food taster made it impossible. Who would take
the risk of connecting with mewhen my odds of living through the next year werelittle to none?

“WEe re scouting for the Commander’ s dlite guard now,” Janco said with pridein hisvoice.
“We owe you one. Anytime you need help, just let usknow,” Ari said.

Hiswords gave me abold idea. Brazell might be gone, but he was till athrest. | thought fast, searching



for reasonswhy my plan wouldn't be to my benefit.
“I need help,” | said.
Surpriseflashed over their faces. Ari recovered firdt. “With what?’ he asked warily.

“I need to learn how to defend mysdlf. Can you teach me self-defense and how to use aweagpon?’ | held
my breath. Was | asking too much? If they said no, | hadn’t lost anything. At least | had tried.

Ari and Janco looked at each other. Eyebrows twitched, headsttilted, lips pursed and hands made small
movements. | watched their silent conversation in amazement asthey discussed my request.

“What kind of weapon?’ Ari asked. Again that hesitation evident in hisvoice.

My mind raced. | needed something that was small enough to hide within my uniform. “A knife” | said,
knowing I’ d have to return Rand' sto the kitchen.

Morefacid expressonswere exchanged. | thought Ari might be agreeing, but Janco looked queasy, asif
theideadidn’t sit well with him.

Findly, | couldn’'t takeit anymore. “Look,” | said. “I’ll understand if you refuse. | don’'t want to get you
into trouble, and | know how Janco feds about me. | bdieve his exact wordswere: “ She'sacrimind.’
So, if the answer isno, that’ s finewith me.”

They stared at mein astonishment.

“How did you—" Janco started to say, but Ari punched him on thearm.
“She overheard usin the forest, you dope. How close were you?’
“Fifteen feet.”

“Damn.” Ari shook his head, which caused histight blond curls to bounce. “We re more worried about
Vaek. We ll train you if he doesn't object. Agreed?’

“Agreed.”

Ari and | shook hands. When | turned to Janco, he seemed deep in thought.
“A switchblade!” he declared, grabbing my hand.

“What?' | asked.

“A switchblade would be better than aknife,” Janco said.

“And wherewould | carry this...switchblade?’

“Strapped to your thigh. Y ou cut ahole in your pants pocket. Then if you' re attacked, you pull it out, hit
the switch, and anine-inch blade legpsto your disposal.” Janco demonstrated the motion to me and
mock stabbed Ari, who clutched his somach dramatically and fell over.

Perfect, | thought. Thrilled by the idea of learning to defend myself, | asked, “When do we Sart?’

Janco scratched his goatee. “ Since Vaek isn't back we could start with some basic salf-defense moves,
nothing objectionable about that.”



“Moves she could have learned by watching the soldierstrain,” Ari said, agreeing with his partner.

They decided. “Right now,” they said in unison.

Chapter Seventeen

Standing next to the two oversize soldiers, | felt like a plum wedged between a couple of cantal oupes.
Misgivings crept into my mind. The notion that | could defend mysalf against someone of Ari’sbuild
seemed ridiculous. If he wanted, he could pick me up and throw me over his shoulder, and there was
nothing | could do about it.

“Okay. Firg, we'll start with some sdlf-defense,” Ari explained. “No wegpons until the basc movesare
inginctive. Y ou're better off fighting hand to hand than widlding awegpon you don't know how to use. A
skilled opponent would smply disarm you. Then your troubles would be doubled. Not only would you
be under attack, but you' d have to counter your own weapon.”

Ari leaned his practice sword next to Janco’s, scanning the training yard. Most of the soldiers were gone,
but smal clumps of men till worked.

“What are your strengths?” Ari asked.

“ Strengths?’

“What areyou good at?’

Janco, sensng my confusion, prompted, “Areyou afast runner? That'sahandy skill.”
“Oh.” | findly understood. “I’'mflexible. | used to be an acrobat.”

“Perfect. Coordination and agility are excellent skills. And...” Ari grabbed me around thewaist. He
threw mehighinto theair.

My limbsflailed amoment beforeingtinct kicked in. Still inmidair, | tucked my chin, amsand legsclose
to my body, executed a somersault to aign mysdlf, and landed on my feet, wobbling to regain my
balance.

Outraged, | turned on Ari. Before | could demand an explanation, he said, “ Another advantage of having
acrobatic training isthe ability to stay on your feet. That maneuver of yours could mean the difference
between life and desth. Right, Janco?’

Janco rubbed the vacant spot where the lower half of hisright ear used to be. “It helps. Y ou know who
elsewould make agrest fighter?’

Ari’ sshoulders sagged, asif he knew what Janco was going to say next and resigned himsdif toit.
Intrigued, | asked, “Who?’

“A dancer. With the proper training, the fire dancers at the festival could take on anyone. With ablazing
gaff spinning around, | wouldn’t go against one with any weapon.”

“Except apail of water,” Ari countered.

He and Janco then launched into an intense argument, debating the technica aspectsof afight againgt a
fiery staff wielded by an enraged dancer. Although fascinated by the discussion, | had to interrupt them.
My time was limited. The Commander’ s dinner would soon be served.



With only occasiona sarcastic comments about fire dancers, Ari and Janco spent the remainder of my
firgt lesson teaching me to block punches, then kicks, until my forearms were numb.

Ari hated the exercise when another soldier approached. His and Janco’ s relaxed postures tightened.
They shifted to defensve stances, as Nix, the guard from Captain Parffet’ sunit, came closer. The skinon
Nix’ s bald head was sunburned, and histhin fringe of black hair lay damply on hisforehead. An
overpowering stench of body odor preceded him, gagging me. Hislean muscles reminded me of a
dender coil of rope, dangerous when pulled tight.

“What the hell do you think you're doing?’ Nix demanded.

“That' s—what the hell do you think you' re doing, Sir?” Janco corrected him. “We outrank you. And, |
think a saute would be anice touch.”

Nix sneered. “You'll lose your promotion when your boss finds out you' re associating with acriminal.
Whose brainlessideawasit to make her into amore effective killer? When another dead body shows
up, you'll be accomplices.”

Janco took amenacing step toward Nix, but Ari’s meaty hand on his shoulder stopped him. With
undertones of athrest laced into hisvoice, Ari said, “What we do with our free timeis none of your
business. Now, why don’t you shuffle off to Parffet. | saw him heading toward the latrines. HE || need
you to wipe his ass soon. It’ sthe one skill you' re most suited for.”

Nix was outnumbered, but he couldn’t resst a parting shot. “ She has a history of killing her benefactor.
I’d watch my necksif | wereyou.”

Ari’sand Janco’ s eyes stayed on Nix’' s back until he left the yard. Then they turned to me.
“That'sagood start,” Ari said, ending the lesson. “ See you tomorrow at dawn.”
“What about Nix?’ | asked.

“No problem. We can take care of him.” Ari shrugged it off, confident in his ability to deal with Nix. |
envied Ari’ s self-assurance and physica power. | didn’t think | could handle Nix, and | wondered if
there was another reason, besides killing Reyad, that made Nix hate me.

“| taste the Commander’ s breakfast at dawn,” | said.

“Thenright after.”

“What for?’ | asked.

“The soldiers run laps around the compound to keep in shape,” Janco answered.

“Jointhem,” Ari said. “Do at least five circuits. Moreif you're able. We |l increase the amount until
you' ve caught up to us.”

“How many lgpsdo you run?’
“Hfty.”

| gulped. Asl returned to the castle, | thought of the work and time | would need to devote to training.
Learning self-defense would require the same commitment | had applied to my acrobatics. | couldn’t go
halfway. It had seemed like agood idea at thetime. | had been giddy with fairy-tae visons of easily
fighting off Brazdll’ sguards. But the more | thought abouit it, the more | redlized thiswas't something to



do onawhim.

| wondered if | would be better off spending my time learning about poisons and magic. Inthe end, al the
physicd training in the world wouldn't save me from Irys smagical powers.

My feet dragged on the ground, and my body felt asif it were pulling awagon full of sones. Why
couldn’'t | just go for it? Why was | constantly considering each option, searching both sides of an
argument for gapsin thelogic? Like somersaulting on the trampoline, plenty of ups and downs but no
forward motion. | longed for the days when awrong decison wouldn't cost memy life.

By the time | reached the Commander’ s office, | had concluded that | had other enemies besidesthe
magician, and being able to defend myself might save my life someday. Knowledge, whatever the form,
could be as effective as aweapon.

Soon &fter | arrived, one of the tutors bustled into the office, dragging ayoung girl with him. At age
twelve every child was assigned a profession based on their capabilities, and then they were sent to the
appropriate tutor for four yearsto learn.

Thetutor’ sred uniform had black diamonds stitched on the collar, making it the direct opposite of an
adviser’ sblack uniform. The girl wore the smple red jumper of astudent. Her brown eyes were shiny
with unshed tears. Her facia expressions alternated between terror and defiance as she battled to
compose hersdlf. | guessed she was about fifteen years old.

“What' sthe problem, Beevan?’ the Commander asked, annoyance tainting hisvoice.
“This disobedient child isaconstant disruption to my class”
“Inwhat way?’

“Miaisaknow-it-al. She refuses to solve mathematica problemsin the traditional manner and hasthe
gdl to correct mein front of the entire class.”

“Why areyou here?’
“I want her disciplined. Whipped, preferably, and reassgned asa servant.”

Beevan' srequest caused silent tearsto spill down Mia s cheeks, athough she maintained her composure,
which wasimpressive for someone so young.

The Commander steepled hisfingers, consdering. | cringed for the girl, having her tutor bother the
Commander for this dispute would not help her. Beevan must have gone over the training coordinator.

“I'll handleit,” the Commander findly said. “You're dismissed.”

Beevan wavered for amoment, opening and closing his mouth severd times. His pinched expression
reveded that this was not the response he had expected. Nodding stiffly, he left the office.

The Commander pushed his chair away from the desk and gestured to Miato come around. Now eye
level with her, he asked, “What’ syour side of the story?’

With athin quavering voice, she answered, “I’m good with numbers, Sir.” She hesitated asif expecting to
be corrected for making abold statement, but, when none came, she continued, “1 was bored solving
mathematical problems Tutor Beavan'sway, o | invented new and faster ways. He' s not good with
numbers, Sir.” Again she stopped, flinching as though she was anticipating ablow. “I made the mistake of



pointing out hiserrors. I'm sorry, Sir. Please don’'t whip me, Sir. I'll never do it again, Sir. I'll follow
Tutor Beevan's every command.” Tears flowed down her bright pink cheeks.

“No, youwon't,” the Commander replied.

Terror gripped the girl’ sface.

“Relax, child. Ydena?

Startled, | spilled someof histea | had been holding histray. “Yes, Sir.”
“Fetch Adviser Weatts”

“Yes, Sir.” | put the tray on the desk and hurried through the door. | had met Watts once. He wasthe
Commander’ s accountant, who had given me the money | had earned playing fugitive. He was working
at hisdesk, but immediately followed me back to the office.

“Wetts, do you still need an assstant?’ the Commander asked.
“Yes, Sir,” Wattsreplied.

“Mia, you have one day to prove yoursdf. If you don't dazzle Adviser Watts with your mathematical
kills, then you' Il have to return to Beevan'sclass. If you do, then you can have the job. Agreed?”’

“Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” Mid s pretty face was radiant as shetrailed behind Watts.

| marveled at the Commander. Being compassionate, hearing Mia s Sde of the story, and giving her a
chance, were the exact opposite of how | imagined the encounter would play out. Why would a man with
such power take the time to go that extra step? He risked upsetting Beevan and the coordinator. Why
would he bother to encourage a student?

His stack of reports reclaimed the Commander’ s attention, so | dipped out the door, heading toward the
library to continue my research.

After awhile, the sun began to set. | picked out a promising botany book to take with me as| was
reluctant to have alantern light betray my presencein thelibrary.

The candldight cast adisma glow in the corridors. | watched my shadow glide along thewalsas|
headed for Vaek’ s suite, wondering if | should move back to my old room in the servants wing. Now
that Brazell was gone, there was no logical reason for me to remain with Vaek. But the thought of living
inthat smal room, where | wouldn't have anyone to argue with or to discuss poisoning methods with, |eft
ahallow feding indde me. That same empty pang I’ d been having on and off these last four days.

Only the cold darkness greeted me when | entered Valek’ s suite. My disappointment surprised me, and |
realized | had been missing him. | shook my head at the foreign concept. Me? MissVaek? No. |
couldn’t dlow mysdf to think that way.

Instead, | focused on my survivd. If | wanted to discover an antidote to Butterfly’ s Dugt, paging through
books on counter-acting poisonswhile sitting in Vaek’ sliving room wouldn't be the smartest idea. Of
course, the decision might not be mine to make. Once Vaek found out Brazell had gone, he' d probably
order me to move back anyway.

After | had lit the lanternsin Vaek’ s suite, | relaxed on the couch with the botany book. Biology had
never been afavorite subject of mine, and | soon found my mind wandering. My wesk effortsto remain



focused werelost to my daydreams.

A muffled dam brought my attention back to the present. It sounded like abook hitting the floor. |
glanced down, but my volume remained in my lap, opened to a particularly boring passage about fruit
trees. | scanned the living room to seeif one of Vaek’ suntidy piles of books had falen over. Sghing a
hismess, | couldn’t tell if something had toppled or not.

A frightening thought crept into my mind. Maybe the noise had come from upstairs. Maybe it hadn’t been
abook but a person. Someone sneaking in to wait until | fell adeep to kill me. Unableto sit ill, |
grabbed alantern and dashed into my room.

My backpack rested on the bureau. Rand hadn’t asked for hisknife yet, so | hadn’t returned it. Pulling
the blade from the pack, Ari’ swords about misusing aweapon flew through my mind. It was probably
foolish to take the knife, but | felt more confident with it in my hand. Armed, | returned to the living room
and considered my next move. Slegp would be impaossible tonight until | investigated the upstairs rooms.

Blackness from above pressed down on my meager light as | ascended the staircase. Curving to the
right, the stairs ended in a Sitting room. Piles of boxes, books and furniture were scattered throughout the
room in ahaphazard fashion, casting odd-shaped shadows on the walls. | maneuvered with caution
around the hegps. My blood dammed in my heart as| shone my lantern into dark corners, searching for
an ambush.

A flash of light caused ayip to escape my lips. | spun, only to discover it was my own lantern reflecting in
thetall thin windowsthat striped the far wall.

Three rooms were located to the right of the Stting chamber. A quick heart-pumping check of the
box-filled rooms revedled they were empty of ambushers and identical to the three off the downstairs
living area.

Totheleft of the upstairs Stting areawas along halway. Doorways lined the right side of the corridor
opposite asmooth stonewall. The hall ended in a set of locked double wooden doors. Carved into the
ebony wood was an €l aborate hunting scene. By the thin coating of white powder on the floor beneath
the doors, | guessed this was the entrance to Vaek’ s bedroom. The powder would show footprints,
aerting Vaek to an intruder. | breasthed easier seeing the powder undisturbed.

As| systematicaly checked the remaining rooms aong the corridor, the growing redization that Vaek
was atrue pack rat struck me. | had dwaysimagined ns as creatures of the dark, traveling light
and never staying in one place for too long. Valek’ s suite resembled the house of an old married couple
who had filled their roomswith dl the things they had collected over the years.

Digtracted by these thoughts, | opened the last doorway. It took me some time to properly register what
| saw. Compared to the others, the room was barren. Onelong table lined the back wall, centered under
alarge, teardrop-shaped window. Gray rocks streaked with white—the same stones | had been tripping
over inVaek’ sliving room and office for the past month and a haf—were arranged by size on the floor.

A thick layer of dust scrunched under my boots when | walked into the room. On the table, carving
chisdls, metd sanding filesand agrinding whedl occupied the only dust-free spots. Small Satuesin
various stages of cresetion were interspersed among the tools. To my delight, | redlized that the gray
rocks, when carved and polished, metamorphosed into a beautiful, lustrous black, and the white stresks
transformed into brilliant silver.

Setting the lantern on the table, | picked up afinished butterfly with silver spots sparkling from itswings.
It fit into the palm of my hand. The detail was S0 exquistethat it appeared the butterfly might beet its



wingsand lift into the air & any moment. | admired the other statues. The same devoted care had been
gpplied to each. Lifdike animds, insects and flowers lined the table; apparently, nature provided the
artist’ sfavorite subjects.

Stunned, | redlized Vaek must bethe artist. Herewasaside of Vaek | never imagined existed. | felt as
though | had intruded upon his most persona secret. Asif | had uncovered awife and children living up
here in happy seclusion, complete with the family dog.

| had noticed the figurineson Valek’ s desk and, at least once aday, | glanced at the snow cat in the
Commander’ s office, attempting to understand why he had selected that particular statue for display. |
now understood its sgnificance. Vaek had carved it for the Commander.

The shuffle of feet made mewhirl around. A black shape rushed me. My knife was yanked from my
grasp and pressed againgt my neck. Fear clenched my throat tight, suffocating me. Thefamiliar fegling
triggered a sudden flashback of soldiers disarming and dragging me off Reyad’ s dead body. But Vdek's
face showed mirth instead of wrath.

“Snooping?’ Vaek asked, stepping back.
With effort, | banished my fear and remembered to start breathing again. “I heard anoise. | cameto...”

“Investigate.” Vaek finished my sentence. “ Searching for an intruder is different from examining statues.”
He pointed with the knife to the butterfly clutched in my hand. “Y ou were snooping.”

143 Y&”

“Good. Curiosty isacommendabletrait. | wondered when you would explore up here. Find anything
interesting?’

| held up the butterfly. “It’ s beautiful.”
He shrugged. “ Carving focuses my mind.”

| placed the statue on the table, my hand lingering over it. | would have enjoyed studying the butterfly in
the sunlight. Grabbing the lantern, | followed Vaek from the room.

“I redly did hear anoise” | said.

“I' know. I knocked abook over to see what you would do. | didn’'t expect aknife, though. Isit the one
missng from the kitchen?’

“Did Rand report it?” | felt betrayed. Why hadn't he just asked for it back?

“No. It just makes sense to keep track of large kitchen knives, so when one goes missing you' re not
surprised when someone attacks you with it.” Vaek handed the knife back. “Y ou should returniit.
Kniveswon't help you againgt the cdiber of people after you.”

Vaek and | descended the stairs. | lifted the botany book from the couch.
“What does the Commander think of the pods?’ Vaek asked.

“Hethinksthey’re from Sitia. He returned them to me so | could discover what they are. I’ ve been doing
research in thelibrary.” | showed Vaek the book.

Hetook it from me and flipped through the pages. “ Find anything?’



“Not yet.”

“Y our actions as our fugitive must have impressed the Commander. Normaly, he would have assigned
this sort of thing to one of his science advisars.”

Vaek’ swords made me uncomfortable. | wasn't convinced that | could discover the origin of the pods
and beans. Theideaof failing the Commander made me queasy. | changed the subject. “Where did the
caravan go?’

Vaek paused, undecided. Findly, he said, “Brazdl’s new factory.” If Vaek had been surprised by his
discovery, it didn’t show on hisface.

It occurred to me that despite al the discussion about Brazdll’ s permit, | didn’t know what he was
planning to make. “What' s the product?’

“It’ s supposed to be afeed mill.” Vaek handed the book back to me. “And | don’t know why hewould
need those pods and beans. Maybe they’ re a secret ingredient. Maybe they’ re added to the feed to
enhance the cow’ s milk supply. Then every farmer would buy Brazdll’ sfeed instead of growing hisown.
Or something dong that line. Or maybe not. I’'m not an expert.” Vaek pulled at hishair. “I’ll haveto
study his permit to see what I’'m missing. Either way, | assigned some of my corpsto stake out the route
and infiltrate the factory. At this point | need more information.”

“Brazd| |eft the cagtle this afternoon.”
“I passed hisretinue on my way back. Good. One lessthing to worry about.”

Vaek crossed to his desk and began sorting through his papers. | watched his back for awhile, waiting.
He didn’t mention my moving out. | finaly worked up the nerveto ask. “ Should I return to my old room
now that Brazdll’sgone?’ | berated myself for my choice of words. | should have been firmer, but it was
too late.

Vaek stopped. | held my breath.

“No,” hesaid. “You'redill in danger. The magician hasn't been dedt with yet.” His pen resumed its
course over the paper.

Strong relief flushed through my body like ahot wave, darming me. Why did | want to stay with him?
Remaining was dangerous, illogical, and, by every argument | could muster, the worst situation for me.
The book on magic was ill hidden in my backpack, which went with me everywhere because | feared
Vaek would pull one of his stunts and surprise me.

Damnit, | thought, angry at mysdf. Asif | didn’t have enough to worry about. | shouldn't missValek; |
should try harder to escape. | shouldn’t figure out the bean puzzle; | should sabotageit. | shouldn’t
admire and respect him; | should vilify him. Shouldn’t, should, shouldn’t, should. So easy to say but so
hard to believe.

“Exactly how do you ded with amagician?’ | asked.
Heturned around in his seat and looked at me. I’ ve told you before.”
“But their powers...”

“Have no effect on me. When | get close, | can fed their power pressing and vibrating on my skin, and
moving toward them islike waking through thick syrup. It takes effort, but | dwayswinin the end.



Always.”

“How close?’ Vaek had been in the cagtle both times | had unknowingly used magic. Did Vaek
suspect?

“| haveto bein the sameroom,” Vaek sad.

Relief washed through me. Hedidn't know. At least, not yet. “Why didn’t you kill the southern magician
at thefestivd?’ | asked.

“Yéeena, I’'m not invincible. Fighting four men while she threw every ounce of her power at mewas
exhaugting. Chasing her down would have been afruitless endeavor.”

| thought about what he said. “1s being resistant to magic aform of magic?’ | asked.
“No.” Valek' sface hardened.

“What about the knife?’ | pointed to the long blade hanging on the wall. The crimson blood gleamed in
thelantern light. In thethreeweeks|’d lived in Vaek’ s suite, it hadn't dried.

Vaek laughed. “That wasthe knife | used to kill the King. He was amagician. When his magic couldn’t
stop mefrom plunging that knifeinto his heart, he cursed me with hisdying breeth. It was rather
melodramatic. He willed that | should be plagued with guilt over his murder and have hisblood stain my
hands forever. With my peculiar immunity to magic, the curse attached to the knifeinstead of me.” Vaek
looked at the weaponswall thoughtfully. 1t was ashame to lose my favorite blade, but it does make for
anicetrophy.”

Chapter Eighteen

My lungs blazed. Flushed and swesat-soaked, | lagged behind the main group of soldiers, my throat
burning with every gasp. It was my fourth |ap around the castle complex. One moreto go.

| had hovered by the northeast barracks right after tasting the Commander’ s breskfast. When alarge
clump of soldiersran past, | spotted Ari, who waved metojoinin. | worried that the other guards would
resent my presence, but there were servants, stable boys and other castle workers mixed in with the
soldiers.

Thefirst two laps quickened my pulse and shortened my breath. Pain began in my feet during the third
lap and traveled up my legs by the fourth. My surroundings blurred until al | saw wasthe small patch of
ground right in front of me. When | limped to my finishing point, ending my agony, | found athick row of
hedges and threw up my breskfast of sweet cakes. Straightening, | saw agrinning Janco givemea
thumbs-up as he jogged by. He didn’t even have the decency to look winded, and his shirt was ill dry.

As| wiped vomit off my lip, Ari paused beside me. “Training yard, two o’ clock. See you then,” he said.

“But...” | said to nobody as Ari jogged away. | could hardly stand, | couldn’t imagine doing anything
more strenuous.

Inthetraining yard that afternoon, Ari and Janco leaned againgt the fence watching two men sparring with
swords. Theloud ring of metal striking metal echoed. Thefighters had drawn the attention of every
soldier. | redized with surprise that one of the men was Vaek. | hadn’t seen him since early that morning,
and | had assumed he was resting after being up late the night before.



Vaek wasliquid in motion. As| watched him, oneword cameto my mind: beautiful. His movements had
the speed and cadence of a complex dance performance. In comparison, his adversary resembled a
newborn colt, lurching and jerking hisarms and legs asif thiswere hisfirst time on hisfeet. Vaek's
smooth lunges and graceful parries disarmed his opponent in no time.

Pointing with his sword, he sent his beaten foe to asmall group of men, and motioned for another to
attack.

“What'sgoing on?’ | asked.
“Vaek'schalenge” Janco said.
“What' sthat?’

“Vaek has declared achalengeto anyonein Ixia. Beat him in afight with the weapon of your choice, or
hand to hand, and you can be promoted to his second-in-command.” Ari gestured to Vaek, now
engaged in combat with athird man. “It’s become asort of graduation from basic training for the soldiers
to fight Vaek at least once, athough you can try as many times asyou like. The Captains watch the
matches and recruit the more promising soldiers. And if you manage to impress Vaek with your skills, he
may offer you apost in hiselite intelligence corps.”

“How did you guysdo?’ | asked.
“Okay,” Ari demurred.

“Okay!” Janco snorted. “ Ari came close to beating him. Vaek was pleased. But Ari would rather bea
scout than aspy.”

“I want dll or nothing,” Ari said with aquiet intengty.

We continued to watch. Ari and Janco made technical comments about the different fights, but | couldn’t
tear my eyesfrom Vaek. With the sunlight glinting off his sword, he dispatched two more men. He
tapped them with the flat of hisweapon, just to let them know he had broken through their defenses
without shedding any blood. The next opponent approached with aknife.

“Bad choice,” Ari said.
Vaek put down his sword and unsheathed his blade. The match was over in two moves.
“Vdek excdsin knifefighting,” Janco commented.

Thelast chadlenger was awoman. Tal and agile, she wielded along wooden staff. Ari cdled it abow.
She held her own againgt Vaek, and their sparring lasted longer than any of the previous six fights. With
aloud crack, her bow snapped in two, ending the match. Asthe crowd dispersed, Vaek spoke with the
woman.

“That'sMaren,” Ari said. “If she doesn't disappear into Vaek’ s corps, you should ask her to teach you
the bow. With your smaller size, it would extend your reach againgt atdler attacker.”

“But you can’t conceal abow,” | said.

“Not around the castle. But if you’ re hiking through the woods, you wouldn't ook out of place holding a
walking stick.”

| looked &t Maren and considered the possibilities. Would she agree to help me? Probably not. What



would she stand to gain?

Asif reading my thoughts, Ari said, “Maren’s aggressive and encouraging. Every new femae recruit gets
her persond attention whether they want it or not. Since so many women fail dueto therigorsof training,
shetriesto coach them through. We ve more women in the guard now than ever because of her. We
tried to get her to teach us—a bow would make a good weapon for a scout—but she has no interest in
training men.”

“But I'm not anew recruit, I’ m the food taster. Why would she waste her time with me? | might be dead
by tomorrow.”

“Aren’'t we grumpy today,” Janco said cheerfully. “Too much exercise thismorning?’
“Shut up,” | said. Unfazed, hisgrin only widened.
“All right, that’ senough. Let' sget started,” Ari said.

| spent the rest of the afternoon learning to punch someone without bresking my hand and practicing the
proper technique of kicking. Thefirst two knuckles of both hands turned bright red as| punched into a
training bag over and over. Magtering the front kick was a chdlenge since my tiff thigh muscles hindered

my flexibility.
When Ari findly dismissed me, | aimed my battered body toward the castle.

“Seeyou inthemorning,” Janco said with agleeful sound in hisvoice.

| turned to tell him whereto stick it and came face-to-face with Vaek. | held my breath. He had been
watching us. | felt salf-conscious.

“Your punchesaredow,” he said. Taking my hand, he examined the bruises, which were sarting to
purple. “ At least your techniqueis good. If you hold weightsin your handswhile you train, your punches
will be much quicker without them.”

“| can continue?’ | asked in dishdli€f.

He till held on to my hand, and | couldn’t summon the will-power to pull it back. The warmth of his
touch coursed through my body, temporarily vanquishing my aches and pains.

With the memory of his stunning physica display freshin my mind, | gazed at his strong face. Hisflashing
and dangerous blue eyes had aways taken my attention. | had learned to read hisfacid expressonsasa
survival tactic but | had never really looked at him in thisway before. Hewas a study in contradiction.
The man who carved dedlicate statues was a so capable of disarming seven opponents without breaking a
sweat. My interactions with Vaek resembled a performance on the tightrope. One minute | was
confident and balanced, and the next insecure and ungtable.

“I think it' san excdllent idea,” he said. “How did you get the power twinsto agree to teach you?’
“Power twins?’

“Combine Ari’ s strength with Janco’ s speed, and they would be unbeatable. But, so far, | haven't had to
test my theory since they haven't tried to fight me together. No one said | couldn’t have more than one
second-in-command. Y ou’ re not going to give me away, are you?’

“No.”



Vaek gave my hand asmall squeeze, and then released his grip. “Good. They’ re probably the best
ingtructors at the castle. How did you meet them?”’

“They were the men who found me in the forest. The Commander promoted them, and | took advantage
of ther gratitude.” My hand tingled where he had touched it.

“Opportunistic and underhanded, | loveit.” Valek laughed. He wasin agood mood as he walked beside
me to the castle. Probably a rush from beating so many opponents. Before we reached the east entrance,
he stopped. “ There' s one problem.”

My heartbesat increased to double time. “What?’

“Y ou shouldn't train so visibly. Word spreads quickly. If Brazell finds out and makes afuss, the
Commander will order you to stop. And it’ Il make the Commander suspicious.”

We entered the cool, dark air of the castle. It was ardief to be out of the hot sun.

“Why don't you make use of al those empty storeroomsin thelower leve of the castle? Y ou can till run
lapsin the morning for exercise,” Vaek sad.

Grest, | thought sarcadticaly, jogging was the one aspect of training | would have been willing to give up.
However, Vaek wasright, working with Ari and Janco in the middle of the yard had dready attracted
negetive attention. Mainly Nix, whose scowls and nasty glares burned on my skin.

Vaek was quiet as we traveled through the castle. | was headed to the Commander’ s office to taste his
dinner. Hewaked with me.

“Mentioning Brazell reminds methat I’ ve been wanting to ask you about that Criollo that the Commander
enjoys. Do you likethe taste of it?’

| chose my wordswith care. “Yes, it'san excellent dessert.”
“If you stopped egting it, how would you fed ?’

“Wadl...” | heditated, unsure where this conversation was leading. “ Truthfully, | would be disgppointed. |
look forward to eating a piece every morning.”

“Haveyou ever craved the Criollo? Vaek inquired.

| finally understood where his pointed questions were leading. “Like an addiction?’
He nodded.

“I don't think so, buit...”

“But what?’

“I only et it once aday. The Commander has a piece after every medl, including his evening snack. Why
this sudden concern?” | asked.

“Jugt afeding. It might be nothing.” Vaek was slent during the rest of thetrip.
“Wdll, Vaek, any new promotions?” the Commander asked aswe entered his office.

“No. But Maren shows promise. Unfortunately she doesn’t want to bein my corps or even be my



second. Shejust wantsto beat me.” Vaek grinned, ddlighted by the chalenge.

“And can she?’ the Commander inquired. His eyebrowsrose.

“With time and the proper training. She's deadly with her bow; it’sjust her tactics that need work.”
“Then what do we do with her?’

“Promote her to Genera and retire some of those old wind-bags. We could use some fresh blood in the
upper ranks.”

“Valek, you never had agood grasp of military structure.”

“Then promote her to First Lieutenant today, Captain tomorrow, Mgor the next day, Colond the day
after, and Generd the day after that.”

“I'll take it under advisement.” The Commander flashed me an annoyed glance. | was dawdling, and he
had noticed.

“Anything es2?’ he asked Vaek.
| finished tasting, placed the Commander’ stray on the desk, and headed for the door.

Vaek grabbed my arm. “1’d liketo try an experiment. | want Y elenato taste the Criollo every time you
do for aweek, then the next week I'll tasteit for you. | want to seeif anything happensto her when she
stops esting the dessert.”

“No.” The Commander raised ahand when Vaek started to argue. 1 recognize your concern, but |
think it smisplaced.”

“Humor me”
“We can try your experiment once Rand duplicates the recipe from General Brazell. Acceptable?’
“Yes, Sr.”

“Good. | want you to join mein ameeting with Generd Kitvivan. We rejust starting the cooling season,
and he' saready worried about snow cats.” The Commander’ s eyesfound me. “Y elena, you're
dismissed.”

“Yes, Sir,” | sad.

After sopping at the baths to wash, | visited the kitchen to borrow alarge seve and bowl, which |
carried to the library. The remaining four pods had turned brown and were starting to rot, so | opened
them, scraped out the browning pulp and seeds into the colander, and placed it into the bowl. Its bottom
and sides were suspended above the insde of the bowl by the metal handles. The strong odor from the
seeds permeated the room. | set the bowl on the windowsill, and opened the window to air out the smell.
My experiment wasn't based on any scientific research; | just wanted to seeif the pulp would ferment.
Maybe Brazell was using it to make some kind of acoholic beverage.

My careful reading of the various botany books hadn’t reveded anything useful so far. The poison
books, while interesting, had made no mention of Butterfly’s Dudt. In four different volumes on poisons, |
had discovered missing pages. Poking up from the binding were ragged edges where the paper had been
ripped out. Vaek had probably removed al pertinent information long ago in anticipation of the food
tasters keen interest in Butterfly’ sDust.



Sighing, | piled the books at the end of my table. | knew Vaek was atending the Commander’ s mesting,
so | did the book of magic out of my backpack. The silver |ettering of thetitle glinted. My stomach
knotted.

Opening the dim volume, | began to read atechnica discussion of the source of amagician’s power.
Unable to understand all of the detailed descriptions, | only sensed that the power source blanketed the
entireworld, making it accessible from anywhere.

The magicians used this power in different ways, depending on their talents. Some could move objects,
while others could read and influence minds. Hedling, lighting fires and mental communication were dso
magicd skills. Some could only do one thing, but the stronger the magician, the more the magician could
do. A weaker magician could only read someone' s mind, while amore powerful one could not only reed
but communi cate and even control someone smind. | shuddered at the thought of Irys controlling my
mind.

But the magicians had to be careful when drawing power. By pulling on the source too hard or misusing
it, amagician could cause creases that would set off aripple effect. This effect, or warping, would
concentrate power in certain areas and leave other places bare. Fluctuating unpredictably, another wave
might reverse the amount of power available. In order to tap the power, the magicians would have to
seek areas of power, but once they found a pocket, they wouldn’'t know how long it would remain.

The book chronicled atime when a strong magician had tapped into the source, pulling it toward him.
Because he was so powerful he was able to control the blanket without causing an explosion. The other
magjicians were then uncovered. Stripped of their power, they united and searched for him. Once found,
and after a battle that |eft many dead, they tapped into his stolen source, and killed him. Eventudly, the
blanket had smoothed out and returned to normal, but that had taken over two hundred years.

Fingering the raised | ettering on the cover, | now understood why Irys had been so determined that |
should ether be trained or be killed. When my magic reached aflameout, it would cause mgjor ripplesin
the blanket of power. | sank deep into my chair, disappointed that the book hadn’t contained magic
spellsor lessons. | had been hoping for an answer. Something adong the lines of: thisiswhy you havethe
power, here show you useit, and whilewe' re d it, thisis how to conjure up the antidote to Butterfly’s
Dus.

It had been wishful thinking, plain and smple, dangerousfor meto indulgein. Hope, happinessand
freedom were not in my future. They had never been, not even as an ignorant child in Brazdl's
orphanage. While hoping for anormd life, | had been raised as alaboratory rat for his experiments.

| dumped in my chair until the sun s=t, alowing saf-pity to runits course. When the musclesin my legs
began to throb with inactivity, | sood and physicaly shook off my gloom. If | couldn’t find the antidote in
the books, | would find it another way. Someone had to know something. There had been food tasters
on Commander Ambrose' s staff for fifteen years. If no one could help me, then | would try another way,
perhaps stedling the antidote or following Vaek to its source. Skills| lacked, but | was determined to
learn.

The next morning, prepared with an empty stomach, | joined in the flow of jogging soldiers. Ari and
Janco breezed past me. Janco flashed ajaunty wave and mischievous amile. Later, when | heard heavy
steps pounding behind me, | assumed Janco was up to no good.

| moved asideto let him pass, but the runner stayed close on my hedls. | glanced back in time to see Nix
thrust hisarms out. His hands connected with my back. | fell forward, crashing to the ground. As Nix ran



over me, hisboot dammed into my solar plexus, knocking the wind out of me.

Pain bloomed in my chest. | gasped for breath while curled in afetal position on the ground. Once
regained my wind, | pushed mysdlf to agtting position. The flow of soldiers remained unabated, and |
wondered if anyone had witnessed what that bastard had done.

If he was trying to discourage me, he was going about it the wrong way. Nix had just increased my
resolveto learn sdf-defense so | didn't fal victim to mongrelslike him. | stood up and waited for Nix's
next circuit, but he never came back.

Ari stopped. “What happened?’

“Nothing.” Nix, like Margg, was my problem. If | didn’t dedl with him, he would never leave meaone. A
tingle of doubt touched my stomach. It had been that kind of thinking that had landed me in the dungeon,
awaiting execution.

“Y our faceis covered with blood,” Ari said.
| wiped the blood on my deeve. “| fel.”

Before he could question me further, | changed the subject by giving him something else to think about. |
repeated Vaek’ s advice about concealing our training sessions; Ari agreed that it was prudent to go
“underground.” He offered to scout out asuitable location.

“You' re Maren, right?’ | asked between gaspsfor air. | had been running laps for aweek, and this
morning | had timed my pace to run beside Maren.

She shot me aquick, appraisng glance. Her blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Wide muscular
shoulders atop athin waist made her figure appear disproportionate. She moved with athletic ease, and |
had to scramble to keep up with her long, loping strides.

“And you rethe Puker,” Maren said.

It was an insult aimed with a purpose; her interest in my response was keen. If she had wanted to dismiss
me, she would have made her comment and sprinted away, not bothering to watch for areaction.

“I"ve been called worse.”

“Why do you doit?” Maren asked.
“What?’

“Runtill you'redck.”

“Rvecircuitswere assigned. | don't liketofail.” | received another measuring look. With my words
coming out as huffs, I knew | wouldn't be able to maintain a conversation for long. 1 watched you fight
Vaek. I’ve heard you' re the best with abow. | want to learn to use one.”

Her pace dowed. “Who told you that?’
“Ari and Janco.”

Maren snorted asif she thought a con artist had duped me. “Friends of yours?’



“ YS,”

Her mouth formed asmall 0 as she made amentd connection. “They found you intheforest. It's
rumored they were training you to fight but you quit. Are they foisting you off on me?’

“The problem with rumors—" | panted “—isthe difficulty in sorting the truth from the lies”
“And the reason I'm willing to donate my time?’

| had anticipated this question. “Information.”

“About what?’

“Y ou want to beat Vaek, right?’

Her gray eyesfocused on me like two sword points pressing against my skin.

With thelast of my breath, | wheezed out, “ Come to the east entrance of the castle this afternoon at two
and I'll tell you.” Unable to keep up with her any longer, | dowed down. She pulled ahead. | lost sight of
her in the press of soldiers.

Throughout the rest of the morning, | replayed the conversation in my mind, trying to guess her response
as| tasted the Commander’ s meals. At two o' clock, | waited in the castl€' s east doorway, chewing on
my lip. Ari and Janco had spread arumor that my training had stopped. I d taken a considerable risk by
indicating to Maren that this might not be true. When | spotted atall figure carrying two bows heading in
my direction, my anxiety essed alittle.

Maren paused when she entered the corridor. She spotted me leaning against thewall.

Before she could comment, | said, “Follow me.” | led her to a deserted hallway where Janco and Ari
waited.

“I guessgossip isnot to betrusted,” Maren said to Ari.

“No. But there are certain rumorswe would like to keep asis.” A thinly disguised threat laced Ari’s
words.

Maren ignored him. “ Okay, Puker, what' s your information? And it better be good or I'm walking.”
Ari’ sface reddened and | could seethat he bit back aremark. Janco, as dways, grinned in anticipation.

“Wadl, asl seeit, thefour of us can help each other out. Ari, Janco and | want to learn how to fight with
the bow. Y ou want to beat Vaek. Working together, we may be able to achieve our goals.”

“How’smy teaching you going to help in amatch againgt Vaek?' Maren asked.
“Y ou're skilled with the bow, but your fighting tactics need work. Ari and Janco can help you with that.”

“Oneweek of training and the Puker thinks she'san expert,” Maren said to Ari with an incredulous
voice. He remained mute, but his face darkened.

“I’m not an expert, but Vaek is”
She shot me acold sare. “He said that? About me?’

| nodded.



“So | teach bow, and Ari and Jan teach tactics. What' s your contribution?’

| gestured to the four of us. “This. And...” | hestated, unsureif my next stlatement would have any sway.
“I could teach you someflips, and help you to gain greater flexibility and baance that might benefit you in
afight”

“Damn.” Janco was impressed. “ She' sgot you there. And four does make for a better training group
than three”

Annoyed, Maren shifted her focusto Janco. He smiled sweetly at her.

“All right, I'll try it on atemporary basis. If it doesn’t work, I'm walking.” Before anyone could interject,
shesad, “Don’'t worry. | may listen to the rumor mill, but | don't participatein it.”

Once we shook hands on the arrangement, my apprehension diss pated. We showed her where we had
been meeting for the last week.

“Cozy,” Maren said as she entered our training room.

Ari had found an abandoned storeroom on the lower leve in the deserted southwest corner of the castle.
Two windows near the ceiling let in enough light to work by.

We spent the remaining time practicing the rudiments of bow fighting.
“Not bad, Puker,” Maren said at the end of the session. “1 see some potentid.”

When she picked up her bowsto leave, Ari placed alarge hand on her shoulder. “Her name' sYelena. If
you don’'t want to cal her by her name, then don’t come back tomorrow.”

| could see my astonished expression mirrored on Maren' sface, but she recovered quicker than | did.
Nodding curtly, she shook off Ari’shand and walked away. | wondered if she would join usagain.

She returned the next day, and showed up without fail for the next two months as we trained together
throughout the cooling season. The air held afresh crisp scent, and true to the season’ s name, each day
grew cooler than the last. The bright flowers of the hot season wilted while the trees turned orange, russet
and findly brown. The leaves dropped to the ground and were blown away by the frequent rainstorms.

My research on the pods had stalled, but Vaek appeared unconcerned by my lack of progress. On
occasion he observed ustraining, and he would comment and make suggestions.

Nix continued to plague me during my morning run. He threw rocks, he spat on me and tripped me. | had
to change my routine to avoid him by running laps around the outer wall of the castle complex. My
defensve abilitieswere dill in the beginning stages, and not sufficient for a confrontation with Nix. At
leadt, not yet. There were advantages to running outside the complex. The smooth grass was softer on
my feet than the dirt path inside the complex, and by jogging before dawn, | encountered no one, which
added to the deception that | had quit training.

At the end of the cooling season, the hours of daylight shortened, and our training sessions ended with the
setting sun. In the semidarkness of twilight | headed to the baths, moving with care to accommodate my
bruised ribs. Janco, that annoying jackrabhbit, had gotten through my defenses with his speedy little jabs.

As| approached the entrance to the baths, alarge shadow detached from the stonewall. Alarmed, |
stepped back into afighting stance. Fear, excitement and doubt raced through my body. Would | need to
defend mysdlf? Could | doit? Should | run?



Margg' s ample shape coaesced out of the shadows, and | relaxed abit.

“What do youwant?’ | asked. “Are you running another errand for your master like agood doggie?’
“Better than being arat caught in atrap.”

| brushed past her. Exchanging insults, while enjoyable, was awaste of my time.

“Would therat like some cheese?’ she asked.

| turned. “What?’

“Cheese. Money. Gold. | bet you're the kind of rat that would do anything for a piece of cheese.”

Chapter Nineteen

“W hat would | have to do to get apiece of cheese?’ | asked. | knew it! Margg was the one leaking
information about me, and now she wanted to use me. Finaly, some evidence.

“I have asource that payswell for information. It’ sthe perfect setup for alittlerat,” Margg said.
“What kind of information?’

“Anything you might overhear while you' re scurrying around the Commander’ soffice or Vaek's
gpartment. My contact pays on adiding scale; the juicier the news, the bigger the chunk of cheese.”

“How doesit work? My mind raced. Right now it was her word against mine. | needed proof | could
show Valek. To be ableto finger both Margg and her source would be a sweet treet.

“You give metheinformation,” shesaid, “and | passit dong. | collect the money, and giveit to you,
minus afifteen percent fee”

“And I’'m supposed to believe that you' d stick to fifteen percent cut of atota I’ d be unaware of 7’

She shrugged. “It’ seither that or nothing. I'd think that ahalf-starved rat like you would pounce on any
morsel, no matter how small.” Margg began to wak away.

“What if wewent to your sourcetogether?’ | suggested. “ Then you' d till receive your fee.”

She stopped. Uncertainty creased her fleshy face. “1I’ll have to check.” She disappeared down the
halway.

| lingered outside the baths for awhile, considering the possibility of following Margg around for acouple
of days, but dismissed theidea. If her contact didn’t like my suggestion, I’ d scamper to Margg with my
tall between my legs, begging for another chance. She' d enjoy that! Then I'd follow her. Revealing her as
atraitor to Vaek would be apleasure.

My conversation with Margg had used up my bath time, so | headed to the Commander’ s office. When |
arrived, Sammy, Rand’ s kitchen boy, hovered outside the closed door holding atray of food. | could
hear amuffled angry voiceinside.

“What' sgoing on?’ | asked Sammy.

“They’rearguing,” hesad.



“Who?’
“The Commander and Vaek.”

| took thetray of cooling food from Sammy. No reason we both had to be there. “Get going. I’ m sure
Rand needs you.”

Sammy smiled hisrdief and sprinted through the throne room. I’ d seen the kitchen during dinnertime.
Servers and cooks swarmed like bees with Rand directing the chaos. Barking orders, he controlled his
kitchen steff like the queen bee of the hive.

Knowing the Commander didiked cold food, | stood closeto hisdoor, waiting for abresk in the
conversation. From my new position | could hear Vaek clearly.

“Whatever possessed you to change your successor?” Vaek demanded.
The Commander’ s soft reply passed through the wooden door as an indecipherable murmur.

“In thefifteen years I’ ve known you, you' ve never reversed adecision.” Vaek’ stone became more
reasonable. “Thisisn't aploy to discover your successor. | just want to know why you changed your
mind. Why now?’

The response wasn't to Vaek’ sliking. With asarcadtic jab in hisvoice, he said, “ Always, Sir.”
Vaek jerked the door open. | ssumbled into the office.

Hewore aglacia expresson. Only his eyes showed hisfury. They were pools of molten lava beneath an
icy crug. “Y elena, where the hdll have you been? The Commander’ swaiting for hisdinner.” Not
expecting an answer, Vaek strode briskly through the throne room. Advisers and soldiers melted from
his path.

Vaek’ sanger seemed extreme. Everyonein Ixiaknew that one of the eight Generals had been chosen as
the Commander’ s successor. In the typical paranoid custom of the Commander’ s ruling, the name of the
selected Genera was kept secret. Each Genera held an envelope that contained a piece of apuzzle.
When the Commander died, they would assemble the puzzle to reved an encrypted message. A key
would be required to decipher the note. A key only Vaek held. The chosen General would then have the
complete support of the military and the Commander’ s staff.

The theory behind the puzzle was that secrecy would prevent someone from staging arebellion in support
of the chosen heir, since the heir was unknown. The added risk that the inheritor might be even worse
than the Commander was another deterrent. Asfar as| could see, achange in the chosen Generd
probably wouldn't affect day-to-day lifein Ixia We didn't know who had been originaly selected, so the
switch would have no bearing until the Commander died.

| approached Commander Ambrose' s desk. He read his reports, unaffected by Vaek’srage. |
performed a quick taste of his dinner; he thanked mefor the food then ignored me.

On my way back to the baths, | wondered if the information | had just overheard would fetch a decent
price from Margg’ s contact. | quenched my curiosity; | had no desire to commit treason for money. | just
wanted to get out of my present situation adive. And knowing Vaek, | had no doubt that he would
discover any clandestine meetings with Margg. For that reason aone, | had to prove that, no matter what
Margg believed, | was not a spy. Just the mental vision of Vaek’ s burning eyes focused on me sent a hot
bolt of fear through me.



A long soak in the bath eased my soreribs. Asit was dtill early in the evening, | thought it prudent to
avoid Vaek for awhile. | stopped in the kitchen for alate dinner. After hel ping myself to the Ieftover
roast meat and a hunk of bread, | carried my plate to where Rand worked. He had an array of bowils,
pots and ingredients messily spread out on histable. Dark smudges rimmed his bloodshot eyes, and his
brown hair suck straight out where he had run hiswet hands through it.

| found astool and a clean corner on Rand’ stable and ate my dinner.
“Did the Commander send you?’ Rand asked.
“No. Why?’

“I finally received the Criollo recipe from Ving two days ago. | thought the Commander might be
wondering about it.”

“He haan't sad anything to me.”

Two large shipments of Criollo, sanstherecipe, had arrived for the Commander since Brazell had left the
castle. Each time, the Commander had responded with a*“thank you™ and another request for the
formula. Asthe quantity received had been plentiful, the Commander had given Rand some Criollo to
play with. Rand hadn’t disappointed. He had melted it, mixed it into hot drinks, invented new dessarts,
chipped it and remolded it into flowers and other edible decorations for cakes and pies.

| watched Rand gtir amahogany-colored batter with tight agitated movements. “How’sit going?’ |
asked.

“Horrible. I have repestedly followed thisrecipe, and dl I’ ve gotten is this awful-tasting mud.” Rand
banged the spoon on the bowl’ s edge to knock off the pasty residue. “It won't even solidify.” He handed
me a sheet of once-white paper smeared with brown stains and flour. “Maybe you can seewhat I'm

doing wrong.”

| studied thelist of ingredients. It looked like anormal recipe, but | wasn't a cooking expert. Tasting, on
the other hand, was becoming my forte. | took ascoop of his batter and did it onto my tongue. A
sckeningly swest flavor invaded my mouth. The texture was smooth and the batter coated my tongue like
Criollo, but it lacked the nutty, dightly bitter taste that balanced the sweetness.

“Maybe the recipe swrong,” | said, handing the sheet back to Rand. “Put yoursdlf in Ving' s position.
Commander Ambrose loves Criollo, and you hold the only copy of the recipe. Would you give it away?
Or would you use it to manipulate atransfer?’

Rand plopped wearily onto astool. “What do | do?If | can’t make Criollo, the Commander will
probably reassgn me. It' Il be too much for my ego to stand.” He attempted aweak smile.

“Tell the Commander that the recipe’ safake. Blame Ving for your inability to duplicate the Criollo.”

Sighing, Rand rubbed hisfacein hishands. “1 can’t handle this type of politica pressure.” He massaged
his eyelidswith thetips of hislong fingers. “Right now, I’ d kill for acup of coffee, but | guesswinewill
have to do.” He rummaged around in the cabinet and produced a bottle and two glasses.

“Coffee?

“Y ou’ re too young to remember, but before the takeover, we imported this absolutely wonderful drink
from Sitia. When the Commander closed the border, we lost an endlesslist of luxury items. Of al those, |
miss coffee the mogt.”



“What about the black market?’ | asked.

Rand laughed. “It’ s probably available. But there’ snowherein this castle that | could make it without
being discovered.”

“I'll most likely regret asking you this, but why not?’

“The smédll. The coffeg’ srich and distinct aromawould give me away. The scent of brewing coffee can
weave itsway throughout the entire castle. | woke up to it every morning before the takeover.” Rand
sghed again. “My mother’ s job wasto grind the coffee beans and fill the potswith water. It svery smilar
to brewing tea, but the taste isfar superior.”

| sat up straighter on my stool when | heard the word beans. “Wheat color are coffee beans?’
“Brown. Why?’

“Jugt curious,” | said in acam tone, but excitement boiled within me. My mystery beans were brown,
and Brazell was old enough to know about coffee. Maybe he missed the drink, and planned to
manufactureit.

My effortsto ferment the pod’ s pulp had resulted in athin chestnut-colored liquid that tasted rotten. The
purple seeds insde the pul p had been sopping wet, and covered with flies. | had closed the window and
dried the seeds on the windowsill. Asthey dried, the seeds turned to brown and looked and tasted like
the beans from the caravan. Thrilled to link the pods with the beans, my excitement had faded when |
hadn’t been able to learn anything further.

“Does coffee taste sweet?’ | asked.
“No. It'shitter. My mother used to add sugar and milk to half of her finished pots, but | liked it plain.”

My beanswere bitter. | couldn’'t St fill any longer; | had to find out if Vaek remembered coffee. | felt
uncomfortable asking Rand, unsureif Vaek wanted him to know about the southern pods.

After bidding farewell to Rand, who stared morosdly into the failed batter as he drank hiswine, | rushed
back to Vaek’ s suite. The sound of damming books greeted my entrance. Vaek stormed around the
living room, kicking piles of books over. Gray rock debris littered the floor and clung to impact craters
onthewalls. He clenched astonein each fist.

| had wanted to discuss my coffee hypothesis with him, but decided to wait. Unfortunately, Vaek
spotted me staring. “What do you want?” he snarled.

“Nothing,” I mumbled and fled to my room.

For three days, | endured Vaek’ stemper. He vented hisill humor on me at every opportunity. Thrusting
the antidote at me, speaking curtly, if at dl, and glaring whenever | entered aroom. Weary of avoiding
him and hiding in my room, | decided to approach him. He sat at his desk, hisback to me.

“I may have discovered what those beans are.” 1t was aweak opening. What | really wanted to say was,
“What the hdll’ sthe matter with you?’ But | thought a soft approach more prudent.

He swiveled to face me. The energy of hisanger had dissipated, replaced by a bone-chilling cold.
“Redly?’ Hisvoicelacked conviction. Thefirein hiseyeshad extinguished.

| stepped back. Hisindifference was more frightening than hisanger. “I...” | swalowed, my mouth dry.



“| wastaking to Rand, and he mentioned missing coffee. Do you remember coffee? A southern drink.”
“No.”

“I think our beans might be coffee. If you don’t know what coffeeis, perhaps| should show them to
Rand. If that’ sdl right with you?’ | fdtered. My suggestion had sounded like a child pleading for a
SWest.

“Go ahead; share your ideas with Rand. Y our buddy, your best friend. You'rejust like him.” Icy sarcasm
spiked Vaek’swords.

| was stunned. “What?’
“Doasyoulike. | don't care.” Vaek turned his back on me.

| sumbled to my room, and then locked the door with shaky fingers. Leaning against thewall, | replayed
the last week in my mind to seeif there had been some clueto Vaek’ swithdrawal. | could remember
nothing that stood out. We had barely said aword to each other, and | had believed his anger had been
directed toward the Commander—until now.

Maybe he had discovered my magic book. Perhaps he suspected | had some magical power. Fear
replaced my confusion. Lying on my bed that night, | stared at the door. With every nervetingling, |
waited for Vaek’ sattack. | knew | was overreacting, but | was unable to stop. | couldn’t erase the way
he had looked at me asif | was dready dead.

Dawn arrived, and | moved through my day like azombie. Vaek ignored me. Even Janco’ s ever-present
good humor couldn’t sngp me out of my funk.

| waited afew days before bringing the beans dong to show Rand. Hewas in better spirits. A big smile
graced hisface, and he greeted me with an offer of acinnamon swirl.

“I'mnot hungry,” | said.
“You haven't eaten in days. What' s the matter?” Rand asked.
| dodged his question by asking about the Criallo.

“Y our plan worked. | informed the Commander that Ving' s recipe waswrong. He said he' d take care of
it. Then heinquired about the kitchen staff: were they working well? Did | need more help? 1 just stared
a him because | felt like | wasin the wrong room. I’'m usualy greeted with suspicion and dismissed with
athreat.”

“That doesn't sound like agood reationship.”

Rand stacked afew bowls and straightened arow of spoons. His smile faded. “My interaction with the
Commander and Valek could be considered rocky at best. Being rather young and rebellious right after
the takeover, | attempted every trick of sabotage possible. | served the Commander sour milk, stale
bread, rotten vegetables and even raw meat. At that point, | was just looking to be anuisance.” He
picked up aspoon and tapped it againgt hisknee. “It became a battle of wills. The Commander was
determined that | cook for him, and | was determined to either be arrested or be reassigned.”

Thump, thump, thump went the spoon, and Rand continued his story, hisvoice husky. “Then Vaek made
my mother the food taster—that was before they implemented that damn Code of Behavior—I couldn’t
bear to have her taste the garbage | served the Commander.” Old sorrows pulled at Rand’ s features. He



twirled the spoon in circles between hisfingers.
Wordsfailed me. Dread crept up my spine as| contemplated the fate of Rand’ s mother.

“ After theinevitable happened, | tried to run away, but they caught me just shy of the southern border.”
Rand rubbed hisleft knee. “They shattered my kneecap, hobbling me like some damn horse. Threatened
to domy other legif | ran again. And here| am.” He snorted, sweeping dl the spoons off the table. They
clatered on the stone floor. “ Shows you how much I’ ve changed. The Commander’ sniceto meand I’'m
happy. | used to dream of poisoning the bastard, of taking that final step in our bettle. But | have this
weakness of caring for the food taster. When Oscove died, | promised mysdlf never to care again.” Rand
pulled out abottle of wine. “Only | failled. Again.” He retreated to hisrooms.

| hunched over the table, regretting that my comment had caused Rand pain. My pockets bulged
uncomfortably with the beans. | shifted in my seet. Lizawould have good cause when she blamed this
mood swing on me. Vaek’ s actions with Rand’ s mother seemed harsh from Rand' s perspective, but
when | thought about it from Vaek’ s point of view, it made sense. Hisjob wasto protect the
Commander.

| lived the next two daysin afog. Events blurred together. Tasting, training, tasting, training. Ari’sand
Janco’ s curses and attempts to rouse me remained unsuccessful. The newsthat | could start knife
defense failed to produce any enthusiasm. My body felt as wooden asthe bow | held.

When Margg materidized after one of my training sessonsto inform me that ameeting with her contact
had been scheduled for the following evening, it was with greet difficulty that | summoned the strength to
raly.

| thought out each possible scenario, and each combination of events kept leading me to one conclusion.
Who would believe meif | reported the meeting? No one. | needed awitnesswho could also act asa
protector. Ari’s name sprang to mind. But | didn’t want any suspicion to fall on him if something went
wrong. It was aso possible that Margg' s contact had a boss, or awhole network of informers, and |
could be getting in over my head. Dance as| might, there was but one course of action, and it led to but
one person: Vaek.

| dreaded the encounter. My interaction with him had dwindled to the sllent awkward dispensing of my
antidote every morning. But after tasting the Commander’ sdinner, | sought Vaek out, my stomach
performing flips. His office waslocked, so | tried his suite. Hewasn't in the living room, but | heard a
faint sound from upgtairs. A thin dash of light glowed under the door to Vaek’ s carving studio. A metalic
grinding noise raised goose bumps on my flesh.

| fatered at the entrance. Thiswas probably the worst time to disturb him, but | wasto meet Margg's
contact the next day. | had no time to waste. Gathering courage, | knocked and opened the door without
waiting for an answer.

Vaek' slantern flickered. He stopped grinding. The whed spunin sllence, reflecting pinpricks of light that
whirled dong thewallsand calling.

He asked, “What isit?’
“I’ve had an offer. Someone wants to pay me for information about the Commander.”

He spun around. His face was half hidden in shadows, but it was asrigid as the stone he held. “Why tell
me?’



“I thought you might want to follow aong. This might be the one who has been leaking information about
rTe”

He stared at me.

| wished then that | held aheavy rock, because | had the sudden desire to bash it on his head.
“Espionageisillegd. Y ou might want to make an arrest, or maybe even feed thisleak some
misinformation. Y ou know, spy stuff. Remember? Or have you become bored with that, too?” Anger
fuded my words.

| took abreath to launch into an attack, but it did unvoiced past my clenched teeth. Therewasadight
softening in Vaek’ sface. Renewed interest emanated from him, asif he had been holding every muscle
taut and had just relaxed.

“Who?" heasked findly. “ And when?’

“Margg approached me, and she mentioned a contact. We re meeting tomorrow night.” | studied his
expression. Was he surprised or hurt by Margg' streachery? | couldn’t tell. Reading Vaek’ strue mood
was like trying to decipher aforeign language.

“All right, proceed as planned. I'll tail you to the rendezvous, and see who we' re dedling with. We' |l start
by feeding this contact some accurate information to make you look reliable. Perhaps the Commander’s
change of successor would work. It's harmless information that will be made public anyway. Thenwe'll
go fromthere”

We outlined the details. Even though | was placing my lifein danger, | felt cheerful. | had my old Vaek
back. But for how long? | wondered as wariness crept back in.

When we were through, | turned to go.

“Yelena”

| hated in the doorway, looking back over my shoulder.

“Youoncesad | wasn't ready to believe your reason for killing Reyad. I'll believe you now.”

“But I'm not ready to tell you,” | said and |ft the room.

Chapter Twenty

D amn Vaek! Damn, damn, damn him! Gave me the cold shoulder for four days and then expected me
to trust him? I’ d admitted to murder. They’ d arrested the right person. That was al he should care about.

Waking down the stairsin the darkness, | headed toward my room. | have to get out of this place, |
thought with sudden intensity. The overwhelming desire to take off and damn the antidote was strong.
Run away, run away, run away sang in my mind. A familiar tune. | had heard it before when | waswith
Reyad. Memories| had thought were tightly locked away now threatened to push free, seeping through
the cracks. Damn Vaek! It was hisfault | couldn’t suppress my memories any longer.

In my room, | locked the door. When | turned around, | spied Reyad’ s ghost lounging on my bed. The
wound in his neck hung open, and blood stained his nightshirt black. In contrast, his blond hair was
combed in the latest style, his mustache groomed to perfection, and hislight blue eyes glowed.

“Get out,” | said. Hewas, | reminded mysdlf, an intangible ghost and not, absolutely not, to be feared.



“What kind of greeting isthat for an old friend?’ Reyad asked. He lifted a book on poisons off my
nightstand, and flipped through the pages.

| stared at him in shock. He spokein my mind. He held abook. A ghost, aghost, | kept repeeting.
Reyad was unaffected. He laughed.

“You'redead,” | said. “Aren’'t you supposed to be burning in eternal damnation?’

Reyad wasn't banished so easily. “ Teacher’ spet,” he said, waving the book in theair. “If only you had
worked this hard for me, everything would have been different.”

“I liketheway it turned out.”

“Poisoned, pursued and living with a psychopath. Not what | would consider the good life. Degth hasits
perks.” He sniffed. “1 get to watch your miserable existence. Y ou should have chosen the noose, Y eena.
It would have saved you sometime.”

“Get out,” | said again, trying to ignore the touch of hysteriain my voice and the trickle of sweat down
my back.

“Y ou do know you'll never get to Sitiadive? You' reafalure. Alwayswere. Alwayswill be. Faceit.
Accept it.” Reyad rose from the bed. “Y ou failed dl our effortsto mold you. Do you remember?
Remember when Daddy findly gave up on you? When he let me have you?’

| remembered. It had been the week of the fire festival, and Reyad had been so preoccupied with
General Tesso'svigting retinue, especidly Tesso's daughter, Kanna, that he hadn’t bothered to check on
me. Since I d been meekly obeying his every command to gain some trust, hewas smug in the
assumption that he’ d cowed me into submission. Asaresult, it was more than amonth since he' d locked
meinto my tiny room that was next to hissuite.

But the festival had once again tempted meinto disobeying Reyad’ singtructionsto stay away. The
beatings and humiliations of the year before were insufficient to deter methisyear. Infact, | fdta
stubborn pridein refusing to be intimidated by him. | wasterrified of getting caught, knew deep downina
gmall corner of my mind that | would get caught, but | threw al caution to fate. Thefirefestival was apart
of me. Theonly time| tasted true freedom. Even though it was for but afew moments, it was worth the
CoNsequences.

My defiance added an edge to my acrobatic routines, making me bold and reckless. | sailed through the
fird five rounds with gplomb, dismounts steady, flipstight, energy level unlimited. | advanced to the fina
round of competition, which was scheduled for the last day of thefestival.

| scrambled to put the finishing touches on my costume for the competition, while Reyad guided Kanna
and agroup of friends on ahunting party in the countryside.

| had scrounged around the manor for the preceding two weeks to acquire the necessary suppliesfor my
attire. Now | stitched scarlet slk feathers onto a black leotard, and then outlined them with silver sequins.
Wingstied to a harness completed the outfit, but | folded them smal and flat so they wouldn’t impede my
moation. Braiding my hair into onelong rope, | wound it tightly around my head and secured two flaming
red feathersin the back. Pleased with the results, | arrived early at the acrobatics tent to practice.

When the competition started, the tent bulged with people. The crowd' s cheers soon dimmed to adull
roar in my earsas| performed my routines. The only sounds reaching me were the thump of my hands
and feet on the trampoline, the creaking of thetightrope as | launched mysdlf in midair to execute a



two-and-a-hdf twist and the crack of the dender rope when | landed on it without faling.

The floor routine was my last event. | sood on the balls of my feet at the edge of the mat, breathing
deeply. The heavy earthy smell of sweet and the dry scratch of chalk dust filled my lungs. Thiswas my
place. Thiswaswhere | belonged. Theair vibrated like athunderstorm poised to blow in. Energized as
lightning, | started my first tumbling run.

| flew that night. Spinning and diving through the air, my feet hardly touched the ground. My spirit soared.
| felt like abird performing aerid tricksfor sheer ddlight. At theend of my last run, I grabbed my wings
with both hands. Pulling them open, | raised them over my head as | somersaulted and landed on my fest.
The bright scarlet fabric of the wings billowed out behind me. The crowd’ s thunderous cheers vibrated
deep inmy chest. My soul floated with crimson wings on the updraft of the audience s jubilant praise.

| won the competition. Pure uncomplicated joy consumed me, and | grinned for thefirst timein two
years. Face muscles aching from amiling, | stood on the platform to receive the prize from the Master of
Ceremonies. He settled a bloodred amulet, shaped like flames and engraved with the year and event, on
my chest. It wasthe greatest moment of my entire life—followed by the worst, as | spotted Reyad and
Kannawatching me from the crowd. Kannawas beaming, but Reyad’ s expression was hard and
unforgiving as suppressed rage leaked from histwitching lips.

| lingered inside the changing room until everyone had gone. There were two exitsto the tent, but Reyad
had positioned his guards a both. Knowing Reyad would take my amulet and destroy it, | buried it deep
under the earthen floor of the room.

As| expected, Reyad grabbed me as soon as | stepped from the tent. He dragged me back to the
manor. General Brazell was consulted. He agreed that | would never be “one of hisgroup.” Too
independent, too stubborn and too willful, Brazell said, and gave me over to his son. No more
experiments. | had failed. That night, Reyad just managed to control histemper until wewereadonein his
room, but once the door was closed and locked, he vented hisfull anger with hisfists and feet.

“I wanted to kill you for disobeying me,” Reyad's ghost said as he glided across my room. “I planned to
savor it over avery long period of time, but you beat metoit. Y ou must have had that knife tucked under
my mattressfor quiteawhile.” He paused, creasing his brow in thought.

| had stolen and hidden aknife under Reyad' s bed ayear before, after he had beaten me for practicing.
Why hisbed?| had no redl strategy, just aterrible foreboding that when | needed it, | would bein
Reyad’ sroom and not in my small room next door.

Dreaming of murder was easy; committing it was another story. Even though I” d endured much pain that
year, | hadn't crossed the threshold of sanity. Until that night.

“Did something set you off?’ the ghost asked. “Or were you procrastinating, like now? Learning to fight!”
He chuckled. “Imagine you fighting off an attacker. Y ou wouldn’t last against adirect assault. | should
know.” He floated before me, forcing the memories out.

| flinched from him and from that night’ s recollection. “Go away,” | said to the specter. Picking up the
book on poisons, | stretched out on my bed, determined to ignore him. He faded dightly as| read, but
brightened whenever | glanced hisway.

“Wasit my journd that set you off?’ Reyad asked when my eyeslingered too long.

“No.” Theword sprang from my mouth, surprisng me. | had convinced myself that hisjourna had been
thefind straw after two years of torment.



The painful memoriesflooded with aforce that shook me and Ieft me trembling.

After | had regained consciousness from the beating, I’ d found myself sprawled naked on Reyad’ s bed.
Hourishing hisjourna before me, he ordered meto read it, taking pleasure in watching the growing
horror on my face.

Hisjournd had listed every single grievance he had against me for the two years |’ d been with him. Every
time | disobeyed or annoyed him, he noted it, and then foll owed with a specific description of how he
would punish me. Now that Brazell no longer needed me for his experiments, Reyad had no boundaries.
His sadigtic inclinations and overwhe ming depth of imagination werewritten in full detail. As| struggled
to breathe, my first thought wasto find the knife and kill mysdlf, but the blade was on the other side of the
bed near the headboard.

“Well start with the punishment on page one tonight.” Reyad purred with anticipation as he crossed to
his“toy” chegt, pulling from it chains and other implements of torture.

| flipped back to the beginning with numb fingers. Page one recorded thet | had failed to call him sr the
first timewe met. And for lacking the proper deference, | would assume a submissive position on my
hands and knees, and then be whipped. He would demand that | call him sir. With each lash, | would
respond with thewords, “More, sir, please.” During the following rape, | would address him as sir, and
beg him to continue my punishment.

Hisjournd dipped from my pardyzed hands. | flung mysdf over the bed, intent on finding the knife, but
Reyad, thinking | wastrying to escape, caught me. My struggles were useless, as he forced meto my
knees. With my face pressed into the rough stone floor, Reyad chained my hands behind my neck.

The anticipation was more frightening than the actud event. In asick way, it was acomfort, because |
knew what to expect and when he would stop. | played my part, understanding that if | denied him his
intended moves, | would only enrage him further.

When the horror finally ceased, blood covered my back and coated theinsdesof my legs. | curledinto a
ball on the edge of Reyad’ sbed. My mind dead. My body throbbing. Hisfingers wereinsde me. Where
he would always be, he breathed into my ear ashelay beside me.

Thistime the knife was within my reach. My thoughtslingered on suicide.
Then Reyad said, “I guess!’ll haveto start anew journal.”
| did not respond.

“WEe I betraining anew girl now that you' vefailed.” He sat up, and dug hisfingers degper into me. “Up
on your knees. Timefor page two.”

“No!” I screamed. “Y ouwon't!” Fumbling for afrantic second, | pulled the knife out and diced at his
throat. A surface cut only, but hefdl back on the bed in surprise. | legped onto his chest, dashing
deeper. The blade scraped bone. Blood sprayed. A warm fedling of satisfaction settled over mewhen |
redized | could no longer determine whose blood pooled between my thighs.

“So that’ swhat set you off? The fact that | was going to rape you again?’ Reyad's ghost asked.
“No. It wasthe thought of you torturing another girl from the orphanage.”

“Oh, yes.” He snorted. “ Y our friends.”



“My ssters,” | corrected. “1 killed you for them, but | should have doneit for me.” Anger surged through
my body. | cornered him. My fists struck out even though | knew in atiny part of my mind thet | couldn’t
hurt him. His smug expression never changed, but | punched again and again until the first rays of dawn
touched Reyad' s ghost. He vanished from sight.

Sobbing, | sank to the floor. After awhile, | became aware of my surroundings. My fists were bloodied
from hitting the rough stone wall. | was exhausted and drained of dl emotions. And | waslate for
breskfast. Damn Valek!

“Pay attention,” Ari said. He jabbed me in the ssomach with awooden knife. “Y ou’ re dead. That’ sthe
fourth time today. What' sthe matter?’

“Lack of deep,” | said. “Sorry.”

Ari gestured me to the bench along the wall. We sat down and watched Maren and Janco, engaged in a
friendly bow match on the far side of the storeroom. Janco’ s speed had overpowered Maren’ s kill, and
shewas on the retreat, backing into a corner.

“She'stdl and thin, but she’ snot going to win,” Janco sang. Hiswords aimed to infuriate her—atactic
that had worked before. Too often, Maren’ s anger caused her to make critical mistakes. But thistime,
sheremained calm. She planted the end of her bow between his feet, which trapped hiswegpon closeto
his body. Then sheflipped over his head, landed behind him, and grabbed him around the neck until he
conceded.

My bleak mood improved a notch watching Maren use something | had taught her. The indignant
expression on Janco' s face was priceless. Heinssted on arematch. They launched into another rowdy
dud. Ari and | remained on the bench. | think Ari sensed that | had no energy to continue our lesson.

“Something’ swrong,” he said inaquiet voice. “What isit?’

“|I—" | stopped, unsure of my answer. Should | tell him about Vaek’s cold shoulder and change of
heart? Or about my nightlong conversation with the ghost of the man I’d murdered? No. Instead | asked
him, “Do you think thisis awaste of time?’ Reyad’ swords about procrastination had held aring of truth.
Perhapsthetime | spent training was merdly a subconscious ploy to avoid solving my red problems.

“If | thought thiswas awaste of time, | wouldn't be here.” A trace of anger colored Ari’svoice. “You
need this, Yelena”

“Why?1 might die before | even have achanceto useit.”

“Asl seeit, you're dready good at running and hiding. It took you aweek to get up the nerveto talk to
Maren. And if it was up to you, she' d il be calling you Puker. Y ou need to learn to stand and fight for
what you want.” Ari fidgeted with the wooden knife, spinning it around his hand.

“Y ou hover on the edges, ready to take off if something goeswrong. But when you can knock the bow
from Janco’ s hands, and sweep my feet out from under me, you'll be empowered.” He paused, and then
sad, “If you fed you need to spend your time on something ese, then doit. ..in addition to your training.
Then the next time someone calls you Puker, you'll have the confidence to tell her to go to hell.”

| was amazed at Ari’s assessment of me. | couldn’t even say if | agreed or disagreed with him, but | did
know he was right about my compulsion to do something else. He didn’t know what it was, but | did:
find the antidote to Butterfly’ s Dudt.



“Isthat your ideaof encouragement?’ | asked in ashaky voice.
“Yes. Now quit looking for an excuse to stop training, and trust me. What else do you need?’

The quiet intensity of Ari’svoice caused achill to ripple up my spine. Did he know what | was planning,
or was he guessng? My intentions had always been to get the antidote and run to Sitia. Run away, run
away, run away. Ari had been right about that. But running south would require meto bein top physica
condition, and to have the ability to defend mysdf from guards. However, | had been evading one
important detail: Vaek.

He would follow meto Sitia, and crossing the border wouldn’t make me safe from him. Even Irys's
magic couldn’t protect me. He would consider my recapture or my desth a persona responsibility. And
that waswhat I’ d been so afraid to face. What I’ d been dancing around. I’ d been concentrating on
training so | wouldn’t have to dedl with the dilemmal feared | wasn't smart enough to solve. | had to
enhance my drategy, to include not only obtaining the antidote, but dealing with VVaek without killing him.
| doubted Ari had the solution.

“Y ou might beat Vaek with these blows.” Janco puffed while blocking Maren’ sbow. “He |l laugh
himsdlf Slly at how pathetically weak they are, giving you the perfect opening.”

Maren remained silent, but increased the pace of her attack. Janco backed off.

Janco’ swords tirred in my mind. An odd little long-shot plan began to take shape. “ Ari, can you teach
me how to pick locks?’

He considered my wordsin silence. Findly, he said, “ Janco could.”
“Janco?’

Ari smiled. “He seems harmless and happy-go-lucky, but asaboy he got into al kinds of mischief until
he was trapped in atight spot. Then he was given the choice of ether joining the military or going to jail.
Now he' sa Captain. Hisbiggest advantage isthat no one thinks heis serious, and that’ s exactly what he
wants.”

“I'll try and remember that the next time he' s cracking jokes and my ribs.” | watched Maren beat Janco
asecond time.

“Best three out of five, my lady can not deny,” Janco called tirdlesdly.

Maren shrugged. “If your ego can handleit,” shereplied, swiping at hisfeet with her bow. He jumped,
avoiding her attack with an athletic grace, and lunged. The rhythmic crack of wood striking wood filled
our practice room.

Ari stood, assumed a defensive stance, and somehow | found the energy to face him.

After the workout, the four of us were resting on the bench when Vaek arrived. Maren shot to her feet,
asif shethought being found sitting idle was a crime, but the rest of us kept our relaxed positions. | found
it fascinating to watch the small changesin Maren’s behavior whenever Vaek was around. Her rough
edge softened, she smiled more and tried to engage him in conversation or amatch. Mogt of thetime he
would review fighting tactics with her, or conduct a practice, and she would preen like an dley cat
attracting the biggest tom. But thistime he wanted to talk to me. Alone. The others|eft the room. Maren
shot me adark look with the force of one of her bow gtrikes. | would pay for thistomorrow, | thought.

Valek paced. With an uneasy fedling, | hoped that he wasn't searching for arock to throw.



“What'swrong?’ | asked him. “Isit about tonight?’ Excitement over exposing Margg soured to
nervousness when | thought of therisk I d be taking. The ideathat this might be another waste of time
surfaced. Damn Reyad' s ghost! He was making me doubt everything. Thelesk impacted my life.
Someone had tipped off those goons at the fire festival, and Irys had known | wasin the forest. Margg
needed to be plugged.

“No. We'redl st for tonight,” Vaek said. “Thisis about the Commander.” He paused.
“What about him?’

“Has he been meseting with anyone strange thisweek?”’

“Srange?

“Someone you don’t know or an adviser from another Military Digtrict?’

“Not that I ve seen. Why?’

Vaek paused again. | could see his mental whedls turning as he considered whether or not to trust me.
“Commander Ambrose has agreed to admit a Sitian delegation.”

“That'sbad?’ | asked, confused.

“He hates southerners! They’ ve requested a meeting with him every year since the takeover. And for the
last fifteen years, the Commander has replied with asingle word: no. Now they’re dueto arrivein a
week.” Vaek's pacing increased. “Ever sSince you became the food taster and that Criollo showed up,
the Commander has been acting different. | couldn’t put my finger on it before, it was just anagging
feding, but now | havetwo particular incidents.”

“The change in his successor and now the southern delegation™?”
“Exactly.”

| had no response. My experience with the Commander had been the complete opposite of what | had
expected from amilitary dictator. He considered other opinions, was firm, decisive and fair. His power
was obvious, every command was instantaneoudy obeyed. He lived the spartan life that he endorsed.
Therewas no fear in hisadvisers and high-ranking officers, just an unflappable loyaty and immense
respect. The only horror story since the takeover that I’ d heard was about Rand’ s mother. Of course,
the nations before were infamous.

Vaek stopped and took a deep breath. “1’ ve misdirected some Criollo to our suite. | want you to eat a
piece whenever he does. But you' re not to tell anyone, not even the Commander. That’ s an order.”

“Yes, gr,” | replied automatically, but my mind reded over his calling the suite“ours.” Did | hear that
right? | wondered.

“Keep your meeting with Margg tonight. I’ ll be there.”
“Should | tel Margg's contact about the southern delegation?’

“No. Use the change of the Commander’ s successor. It's already floating around as arumor, so you'll
just confirmit.” Vaek strode from the room.

In case someone would discover our training room, | hid the practice weapons, removed dl visible traces
of our presence and locked the door. On my way to the baths, my thoughts dwelled on the meeting



tonight. Distracted, | walked by an open doorway. An oddity. In this section of the castle, most of the
doorsled to storerooms and were kept locked.

Movement blurred to my left. Hands grabbed my arm and yanked meinside. The door dammed shut.
Complete darkness descended. | was flung face-first against astonewall. Theair in my lungs whooshed
out from theimpact. | turned. My back to thewall, | gasped for breath.

“Stay put,” amae voice growled.

| aimed afront kick toward the voice but met air. Laughter taunted. A candle was uncovered. The weak
ydlow glow reflected off along siver blade. Terrified, | traced the knife to the hand, then along thearm,
and up to the face. Nix.

Chapter Twenty-One

“W hy?" Nix placed the candle among the cobwebs lacing the tabletop. “Why am | always the smartest
one?’ He stepped closer.

| kicked again, but he blocked it with ease.

“Why haven't my attempts to discourage you worked?” In theflicker of the candlelight he moved. The
edge of hisknife pressed againgt my throat. “Maybe | need to be more obvious?’

The smells of boiled cabbage and body odor penetrated my nose. Keeping my body till, | asked inthe
most neutral and unfrightened voice | could manage, “What' s your problem?

“My problemisthat no one seesyou as athreat. But I'm smarter than Ari, Janco and Maren. I'm even
smarter than Vaek. Aren't 177 When | failed to respond, Nix added pressure to the knife. “Aren't 17?7

A thinline of pain burned acrossmy neck. “Yes” | replied. Inthe air behind Nix, Reyad' s ghost
coaesced out of the dust motes, sporting asmug smile.

“My bosswants you to stop training. I’m not allowed to kill you. Pity.” Nix stroked my face with hisfree
hand. “I’m hereto warn you off.”

“Parffet? Why would he care?” Asl tried to distract him, my mind franticaly shuffled through my brief
sessonswith Ari on knife defense. Damn, | thought, why hadn't | paid more attention?

“Hedoesn't care. The only thing dull-witted Parffet cares about is getting promoted. But General Brazell
has akeen interest in your new hobby.” Nix thrust his free hand between my legs, and leaned his body
agang mine,

For aterrified second, | froze. Panic erased dl techniques of salf-defense from my mind. A soft buzzing

began to grow inside my head, but | stifled it, pushed it away, and it transformed into asmple musica
scale of notes. Cam flowed. The necessary defense moves appeared before my eyes.

| moaned and rocked my hips, widening my stance.

Nix smiled with delight. “Y ou’re just the whore | thought you' d be. Now, remember, you'reto be
punished.” His upper thigh replaced his hand. He began to tug at my belt.

| rubbed my knee between hislegsthen rammed it straight up into his groin. Grunting, Nix doubled over.
| grabbed his blade with both hands to prevent it from biting farther into my throat. Ari’s practica voice,
“Better to cut your hands than your neck,” echoed in my head even as | winced at the sharp pain.



Focusing on the knife, | pushed the weapon from me. Nix stumbled back.
“Bitch!” He snarled and pulled hisarm back to swing the knife.

Asthe blade swept toward me, | stepped in closeto his body, so when | turned, my right shoulder
brushed his chest. Using the edges of my opened hands, | struck his upper and lower arm. The combined
force of my strike and his swing made Nix’sarm go limp. The wesgpon clattered to thefloor.

Grabbing hisarm, | twisted it until the hedl of his hand pointed toward the ceiling. Then | pivoted, placing
my right shoulder under hisebow. With al my might, | yanked hishand down. | heard aloud crack
followed by ascream as Nix’sarm broke. Spinning around to face him, | punched him twice in the nose.
Blood gushed out. While he was off balance, | kicked his kneecap, breaking it. Nix crumpled to the
ground.

| danced around him, kicking himin the ribs. My blood hummed and sizzled. His weak attempts to block
me only fuded my frenzy. Inthat state of mind, | might have killed him.

Reyad’ s ghost cheered meon. “That’sit, Yelena,” he urged. “Kill another man, and it’ s the noose for
sure”

Somehow, hiswords reached therational part of my mind, and | stopped, breathing hard. Nix was till. |
knelt beside him and fdlt for apulse. A strong throb met my fingertips. Therdief that coursed through me
vanished when Nix clutched my e bow.

| yelped and punched him in the face. His grip relaxed, and | pulled my arm free. Snatching the knife from
thefloor, | took Janco’ s often-repeated advice for salf-defense: “Hit and git.” | ran. But thistime fear
didn’t follow me. | ran with imaginary scarlet wings flowing behind me,

Moving fast to ward off the shakes that threatened to overpower me, | reached the baths. They were
empty a thistime of day, so | hid Nix’ s knife under one of the towe tables. | checked the extent of my
woundsin the mirror. The cut on my neck had stopped bleeding. But two deep gashes on my palms
looked serious enough to require the medic’ s attention. There was aso awild, unrecognizable shineto
my eyes, asif | had turned feral. | bared my teeth and thought, Now who' s the rat? Pondering my next
move, | wavered. The Commander expected meto taste hisdinner, but | couldn’t bleed dl over his
food. My initid surge of energy from the fight with Nix waswaning. A wave of dizziness swelled. |
headed toward the infirmary, hoping to reach it before | passed out.

Medic Mommy gave me aquick appraisal. She pointed to an examining table. | perched on the edge and
held my hands out for inspection.

“How...” she dtarted.
“Brokenglass” | sad.
Shenodded, lips pressed tight in thought. “1’ 1l get my medkit.”

| stretched out on the bed when she returned with her metal tray full of instruments. A jar of Rand sglue
seemed out of place among the medical supplies, like achild’ stoy surrounded by adult parapherndia
My hands had started to throb, and | dreaded the medic’s ministrations. | turned my head in timeto see
Vaek burg into theinfirmary. Just what | needed, | thought, sighing. This had turned out to be one hell of
abad day.

“Wheat happened? Valek demanded.



| glanced at the medic.

She took my right hand and began to clean my wound. “ Broken glass |eaves jagged lacerations. These
clean dicesare obvioudy from aknife. I’m required to report it.”

The medic had reported meto Valek and he wasn't going to leave without an answer. With resignation |
focused on him, hoping to distract mysdlf from the pain in my hands. “I was attacked.”

“By who?’ Histone sharp.
| cut my eyes at the medic, and Vaek understood.
“Could you excuse usfor aminute?’ he asked her.

She pursed her lipsasif consdering hisrequest. Her authority overruled Vaek’ sfor al medica
gtuations,

“Fiveminutes,” she ordered, and waked to her desk on the far sde of theinfirmary.
“Who?’ Valek repested.

“Nix, aguard in Parffet’ sunit. Said he worked for Brazell and warned meto stop training.”
“I'll kill him.”

Theintensity of Vaek’ s voice shocked and darmed me. “No, youwon't,” | said, trying to sound firm.
“You'll usehim. He salink to Brazdl.”

His hard blue eyes found mine and held my gaze, probing deep. “Where did he attack you?’
“A storeroom about four or five doors up from our training room.”

“He s probably long gone by now. I ll send someone to the barracks.”

“Hewon't bethere.”

“Why not?’ Vaek gave me alook that reminded me of the Commander. Hiseyebrowswereraised in an
effort to suppress hisemotions, inviting meto continue.

“If he’ snot in the storeroom, he won't have gotten far. Y ou might want to send a couple of men.”
“I see” Vaek paused. “ So your training has been progressing to your satisfaction?’
“Better than expected.”

Vaek |eft theinfirmary. Medic Mommy, the stoolie, returned to my side. Next time, | thought bitterly, I'll
hed mysdlf and avoid being betrayed by the medic. | still had ajar of Rand’ s gluein my backpack. How
hard could it be to sedl a couple of cuts?

| chewed on my lower lip while shefinished cleaning and sealing my cuts. Wrapping bandagestightly
around my hands, she gave meingtructions that would alow them to hed: no immersionin water for a
day, no lifting or writing for aweek. And that meant no training for awhile, 1 thought.

Vaek’'smen entered. They dumped Nix onto another examining table. The medic shot meaquizzica
expression, then she bustled over to Nix’ s groaning form, giving me the perfect opportunity to leave.



| hurried to the Commander’ s office, but Vaek had beaten me there. He closed the door behind him as
he joined mein the throne room.

“I’vetaken care of dinner,” he said, guiding me back through the maze of desks. It was early evening,
and only ahandful of adviserswereworking.

“Find Margg and cancel tonight’ s meeting, then go back to our suite and get somerest,” he said.

“Cance?What for? It would look suspicious. I'll wear glovesto cover the bandages. It’s cold enough at
night; nobody will notice” When hedidn’t reply, | added, “I’'mfine.”

He smiled. “Y ou should take alook at yoursdlf inamirror.” He hesitated, hisface creasing in indecision.
“All right. We Il proceed as planned.”

We stopped at the door to Vaek’ s office. “I have some work to finish. Rest and don’t worry. I'll be
close by tonight.” Heinserted hiskey.

“Vaek?
“Ya”
“What will happen to Nix?’

“We'll patch him up, thresten him with yearsin the dungeon if he doesn't cooperate, and when he' sdone
helping us, I'll reassign him to MD-1. Good enough? Or should | kill him?’

Military Didtrict 1 wasthe coldest, bleakest didtrict in Ixia. The possibility of Nix falling prey to asnow
cat brought awicked grin to my face. “No. Reassgnment’ s good. If | had wanted him dead, | would
have doneit mysdf.”

Vaek straightened his spine, snapping me alook. A combination of surprise, amusement and wariness
over my comment flashed across his face before he reined in his emotions and was once again my
stone-faced Valek.

| smiled my best Janco impression and headed down the hall. Resting would have to wait sincel had a
number of errands to run before the evening’ smeeting. First, | needed apair of glovesand acloak. As
the cooling season dwindled toward the cold season, the nights had turned sharp and brisk, coating
everything in ablanket of ice so that the blades of grass sparkled like diamonds when touched by the
morning sun.

Thanking fate that Dilanawas ill in her sawing room, | chaited with her about the latest gossip before |
made my request.

“My goodness,” she said, sounding like aworried matron. “Y ou don’t have any clothes for the cold!”
She bustled about her stacks of uniforms. Her soft, honey-colored ringlets bounced with each movement.
“Why didn’t you come to me sooner?” she admonished.

| laughed. “I haven't needed them till now. Dilana, do you mother everyonein the castle?’
She stopped piling clothesto look a me. “No, dear, just the ones that need it.”
“Thanks,” | said in atone of affectionate sarcasm.

By the time she was through outfitting me for the cold season, | was inundated with a heap of clothing.
With dl of the flannel undergarments, wool socks and heavy boots, | probably could survive on the pack



icefor weeks. | stashed the pileinto acorner of the room and asked Dilanato have someone ddliver
them to Vaek’ssuite.

“Stll there?” she asked with agrin.

“For now. But | think when things settle down, I'll be back in my old room.” When, | thought sourly. It
wasmorelikeif.

| selected a heavy black cloak from the stack, tucked black wool glovesinto its deep pockets, and then
draped it over my arm. The cloak had two hand-size red diamonds stitched on the | eft breast and an
oversize hood whose function was more to keep the rain off my face than to keep my head warm.

“I think you'll betherealong time,” Dilanasaid.
“WI‘N’?’

“I believe Va ek’ s sweset on you. I’ ve never seen him take such an interest in afood taster before. He
usudly trains them and leaves them done. If there was any potentid for trouble, he would assign one of
his snesksto spy on the taster, but he wouldn't bother with him persondly, let donelive with one!” Her
face had the avid glow of agossip at full steam.

“You're crazy. Deluded.”

“Infact, he snever taken an interest in awoman before. | was beginning to suspect he might prefer one
of hismale snegks, but now...” She paused dramatically. “Now, we have thelovely, intelligent Yeenato
get Vdek' scold heart pumping.”

“You redly should get out of your sawing room more. Y ou need fresh air and adose of redity,” | sad,
knowing better than to believe aword Dilanasaid, but unable to control the silly little grin on my face,

Her sweset, me odious laughter followed meinto the halway. “Y ou know I'mright,” she caled.

The only reason Vaek was interested in me, | thought as | walked through the dim corridors, was
because | was apuzzle for him to solve. Once he thought he had dl the answers about the southern
magician and Brazdll, I’ d be sent back to my room in the servants wing. | couldn’t let myself believe
anything dse. It was one thing for me to have aharmlessinfatuation that wouldn’t have any influence on
my plans. It wouldn’t. Absolutely not. To think he felt the same toward me would be disastrous.

So | tried to convince mysdlf that Dilana, although a sweetheart, was avictim of her own overactive
imagination and was mistaken. | tried very hard. | tried al the way to the kitchen. | tried when | saw
Rand lurching around his ovens, reminding myself that Vaek was ruthless, murdering dozens of people.
TheKing' sblood still adorned Vaek' sknife. Vaek was deadly, moody and exasperating. But for some
reason, | couldn’'t get that silly grin to go away no matter how hard | tried.

Draping my cloak over agtoal, | helped mysdlf to alate dinner. Rand finished spinning his pigs and pulled
up astool besde me. My mouth watered at the smell of roasting pork.

“What' sthe occason?’ | asked. Pork roast was arare meal, requiring an entire day to cook and served
only a specid times.

“Generals coming to vigit thisweek. All my special dishes have been requested. I’ ve aso been ordered
to prepare afeast for next week. A feast! We haven't had one of those since...” He shook his head,
pursing hislips. “Actudly, we ve never had one with the Commander in charge.” Rand sighed. “1 won't
have any timeto experiment.”



“Would you have timeto look at these?’ Pulling ahandful of the mystery beans out of my pocket, |
handed them to Rand. | had been waiting for the perfect opportunity to show them to him. “I found them
in an old storeroom, and | thought maybe they were your coffee beans.”

Heimmediately ducked his head and took a deep sniff of the beans. “No, unfortunately not. | don't
know what these are. Coffee beans are smooth and have a rounder shape. These are oval. See? And
bumpy.” Rand spread them out on the table and picked one up. He bit into it. Chewing, he cringed at the
bitter taste. “1’ ve never seen or tasted anything like this. Where did you find them?”

“Somewhere on the cagtle’ slower level.” Ohwell, | thought, it had been worth atry. My disappointment
pressed on my shoulders. | had hoped to solve this puzzle for Commander Ambrose, but it looked as
though | had hit another dead end.

Rand must have sensed my frudtration. “Important?” heinquired.

| nodded.

“Tell youwhat,” he said. “Leave these here and after the feast I'll work on them for you.”
“Work?’

“I'll try grinding, cooking and boiling the beans. Ingredients can change their flavor and texture when you
add hest, and these might turn into something | recognize. All right?”

“| don’t want to inconvenience you.”

“Nonsense. | like achdlenge. Besides, after thefeadt, it’ll be back to my daily routine anyhow, and this
will give me aproject to look forward to.” He funneled the beansinto ajar, and placed it high on ashdlf
full of other strange edibles smilarly encased in their own glassjars.

We discussed menu options for the feast until Rand needed to turn hispigsagain. A quarter turn every
hour, he said, reminding methat my time to meet Margg was fast gpproaching. A smdl pang of
nervousness touched my stomach as | bade Rand good-night.

| stopped by the baths, intending to retrieve Nix’ sknife, but there were too many people there. Maybe
being unarmed would be for the best, | told mysdlf as| tried to calm the butterfliesin my stomach.
Maybe they would search me. If they found aweapon, | might bein more trouble.

Margg wore her usual expression of distaste when | met her just past the south gate of the castle
complex. We exchanged insults by way of greeting and continued the walk into Castletown in silence. |
hoped Vaek was close behind, but | knew better than to glance over my shoulder and make Margg

wary.

Stars decorated the night sky, and the full face of the moon shone brightly, casting shadows. The road to
town was grooved with ruts from wagon wheels and worn smooth by the passage of many boots. | took
adeep breath of the cool night air and felt a sense of renewa asthe heavy scent of earth and dried leaves
cleansed my lungs.

At the outskirts of town, | saw neat rows of four-story wooden buildings. | was struck by their
symmetry. | had grown so accustomed to the wild, asymmetrica style of the castle, with its windows of
every geometric shape, that the ordinary plainness of the town seemed bizarre. Even the placement of
businesses among the residences had been planned in alogica manner.



The few townspeople that | spotted on the street walked with a purpose. Nobody hung about, or talked,
or looked asif they were out for a casua stroll. Nobody, except the town’ s guards.

Soldierswho had once played amagjor part in the takeover had been reassigned as policemen for the
towns throughout the Territory of Ixia Enforcing curfew and the dress code, they dedlt justicein
accordance with the Code of Behavior by checking papers, arranging transfers and making arrests.
Every vistor to each town was required to report to the main station to compl ete the proper paperwork
before seeking lodging.

Our meseting had been carefully scheduled to give ustimeto return to the castle before our presence on
the street would be viewed with suspicion. The pairs of soldiers stationed on the streets followed uswith
their gazes. | felt my skin prickle under their scrutiny, and | had mysalf haf convinced that they would
swoop down on us at any moment.

Inthe middle of agtreet free from guards, Margg cameto astop at a house indistinguishable from its
neighbors. She knocked twice on the door. After a pause, the door swung inward and atdl, red-haired
woman in an innkeeper’ s uniform poked her head out. Glancing at Margg, she nodded in recognition.
She had a sharp, doping nose, which guided the movements of her head as she pointed her face a me.
Her dark eyes rested upon mewith an intensity that made me want to fidget. A bead of swest trickled
down my spine. Findly, she pulled her nose away to look down the street. Sniffing for atrap, | guessed.
Apparently satisfied, she opened the door wider and let usin. Still no one spoke as we proceeded up
threeflights of steps.

Thetop floor of the house was ablaze with light, and | squinted in the harsh brightness. A profusion of
candlesringed the room on multiple leves, heating the air with the smoky scent of apples. | glanced at the
window. With the amount of light in theroom, | was sureit would spill out into the sireet, but black
curtains covered the glass and pooled on the floor.

Bookshedves, adesk and a scattering of comfortable armchairs led meto believe that the room was used
asastudy. The woman who had let usin sat behind the desk. Odd metal statues that resembled lanterns
with rings around the top graced each side. Other strange and gleaming objects had been artfully
arranged on shelves and tabletops. Some even hung from the ceiling. These spunintheair stirred by our

passage.

The sharp-nosed woman didn’t offer us a seat, so Margg and | stood before her desk. Most of her ruby
hair was confined in abun, but smdl, curly wisps had sprung free.

“Thefood taster,” she said with asatisfied curl to her lip. “I knew it was only ametter of time before|
hed youin my employ.”

“Who areyou?’ My bluntnessinformed her that | wouldn't tolerate games.

“You can cal me Captain Star.”

| looked at her innkeeper’ s uniform.

“I'm not part of Ambrose' smilitary. | have my own. Has Margg explained how | work?’
“yes”

“Good. Thiswill beasimple exchange. Thisisn't asocid cal; | don't want gossip or hearsay. And don't
inquire about my business or about me. All you need to know is my name. Agreed?’

“Agreed.” Since| wanted to gain her trust, | wasn't about to cause any trouble, at least not yet.



“Good. What do you got?” With her nose leading the way, she leaned forward in her chair.
“The Commander has changed his successor,” | said.

Star’ sbody dtilled as she absorbed thistidbit. | glanced at Margg, who looked shocked and annoyed
that | had such interesting news.

“How do you know?" Star asked.

“I overheard the Commander and Vaek talking.”

“Ah, yes. Vaek.” Star tilted her nose a me. “Why are you living in his gpartment?’
“None of your business” | said with afirm tone.

“Sowhy should | trust you?’

“Because Vaek would kill meif heknew | was here. Y ou know it aswell as1 do. How much ismy
information worth?’

Star opened a black velvet purse and pulled out one gold coin. She tossed the coin to me like a master
would throw aboneto adog. | snatched it from the air, suppressing awince. The cuts on my hands
started to throb.

“Y our fifteen percent.” She sent one silver and one copper coin flying at Margg, who knew Star’ sways,
and caught them easly. “ Anything else?” Star asked me.

“Not at thistime.”
“When you have something for me, tell Margg. She' ll arrange another mesting.”

Dismissed, | followed the silent Margg out of the house and down the street. Just as she guided meinto a
dark dley, Vaek appeared out of the shadows. Before | could wonder why, he pulled me through a
doorway and into asmall room.

| was surprised and confused by his sudden arrivd; | had thought he would wait awhile before arresting
Margg. She had followed meinto the room, and stood with a sneering grin on her round face. It wasthe
closest expression to pleasure that | had ever seen from her, and the opposite of what | had anticipated
when shewas caught asthe legk. | tilted my head a Vaek, hoping to prompt an explanation.

“I wasright, Vaek. She sold the Commander out for agold coin. Check her pocket,” Margg urged.

“Actudly, Y elena came to me before the meeting. She believed she was going to expose you,” Vaek
said to Margg.

Her gloating grin disappeared. “Why didn’'t you tell me?’ she demanded.
“Notime”
“Margg’snot theleak?’ | asked, still confused.

“No. Margg works for me. We ve been feeding Star some rather unique information and hoping to find
out who her other clientsare. Star’ s been pestering Margg to get you involved, and | thought it would be
agood opportunity to test your loyalty.”



A complete understanding of Vaek’sill temper snapped into my mind. He had expected me to betray
him and the Commander. How could he have believed that? | wondered. Didn’'t he know meat al?
Anger, disgppointment and relief warred in my heart. | was unableto propel any words past my throat.

“I had hoped to send this rat back to the dungeon where she belongs,” Margg complained to Valek.
“Now she'll il be scurrying around. Still athreat.” Annoyed, she poked my arm with ameaty finger.

| moved. In aheartbeat | twisted her arm behind her back. She yelped as | raised her hand up high,
forcing her to bend forward.

“l'amnot arat,” | said through clenched teeth. “I’ ve proved my loyaty. Y ou will get off my back. No
more nasty messagesin the dust. No more prying into my things. Or the next time, I’ll break your arm.” |
shoved her hard as| released my grip.

She stumbled and landed on the ground in a heap. Pinkfaced, she lurched to her feet. As she opened her
mouith to protest, Vaek stopped her with aglance.

“Wdl sad, Yeena Margg, you' redismissed,” Vaek sad.
Margg's mouth snapped closed as she spun on her hedl and | eft the room.
“She'snot friendly,” | sad.

“No. That isprecisely why | like her.” He studied the door for amoment, then said, “Yeena, I’'m going
to show you something you' re not going to like, but | think it’simportant that you know.”

“Oh yeah?Likel enjoyed your test of faith?” Sarcasm rendered my voice sharp.
“I warned you that | tested the food taster from timeto time.”

Before| could reply, he stopped me. “Be quiet and stay close behind me.” We went back out into the
aley. Keeping in the shadows, we walked back to Star’ s house, where Vaek guided meinto adark
entrance within sight of Star’ sdoor.

“The person who has been leaking information to Star isdue to arrive soon,” Vaek whispered closeto
my ear. Hislipslightly rubbed my cheek. Shiversrippled down my spine at histouch, distracting me from
what he had said.

Theimpact of Vaek’ swordsdidn’'t hit me until 1 saw alone figure with an uneven gait walking down the
dreet.

Chapter Twenty-Two
| recognized that stride. My heart melted as | watched Rand limp to Star’ s house, knocking twice.

She admitted Rand into her home without amoment’ s hesitation. The faint thump of the closing door
echoed hollowly in my chest.

“Another test?’ | asked VVaek with desperate urgency. “1s he working for you?” But | knew the answer
deep in my soul, even before | saw the sad shake of hishead. | felt empty, asif every emotion had been
wrenched out of me. It wasjust too much. After Reyad’ s ghost, Nix’ s attack and Vaek’stest, | was
mentaly unable to handle another blow. | just stared at VVaek with no thoughts, no fedingsand no
desires.



Vaek motioned for meto follow him. | complied. We circled around to the back of Star’ s house.
Entering the building to the left, we padded up three stories. The interior was dark and empty except for
thetop floor. One of Vaek’s men sat cross-legged with his back resting against thewall shared with
Star’ sstudy. He wrote in anotebook, using asingle candle asillumination.

Rand' s voice could be heard clearly. Using hand signdls, Vaek communicated with the man. He gave the
notebook to Vaek and disappeared down the steps. Valek sat in the man’ s spot, and then tapped the
floor next to him.

| crouched beside him, facing thewall. | had no desire to hear Rand’ s deceit, but | didn’t have the
willpower to leave. Vaek pointed to an array of smal holesin thewood. | peered through. All | could
see was the back of apiece of furniture. | guessed that the holeswere for listening purposes only.
Squatting on the floor, | rested my forehead against the wall and closed my eyesas| eavesdropped on
Rand' s conversation.

“Generds are coming to town thisweek. That’ s nothing new, but the Commander ordered afeast, so
something’ s up. Something significant. But | haven't been able to figure out what,” Rand said.

“Let me know as soon as possible,” Star replied. Then she paused. “Maybe Y e ena knows what’ s going
on.”

My heart lurched when | heard my name. Run away, run away, run avay, my mind screamed, but | only
pressed my forehead harder on the wall.

“| doubt it. She was surprised when | mentioned thefeast, so | didn’t ask her. She might know more
later thisweek. I'll try again.”

“Don't bother. I'll ask her myself.” The deek tone of Star’ s voice implied that she had concealed this
revelation until the time when exposing it would cause maximum damage.

“Yedena?' Rand sputtered. “Working for you? Impossible. That’ s not her style.”
“Areyou suggesting she' sworking for Vaek?’ Alarm tightened her voice.
Equaly upset, | glanced at Vaek. He shook his head, waving his hand in a®don’'t worry” gesture,

“No. Shewouldn’'t.” Rand had recovered. “I’m just surprised, but I shouldn’'t be. She could use the
money, and who am | to think any lessof her for it?’

“Wadl, you shouldn’t bethinking of her a al. Asl seeit, she' sdisposable. The only concern I’'ll have
when shediesis, who's going to replace her and how quickly can | bribe him?’

“Star, once again you' ve shown me in the most repulsive way that the sooner | pay off my debt to you
the better. How much credit do | get for tonight’ sinformation?’

“Two slvers. I'll mark it in my book, but it won't make much difference.”
“What do you mean?’

“Haven't you figured it out by now? Y ou'll never pay off your debt. As soon asyou get close, you
always gamble yourself right down another hole. Y ou’ re too weak, Rand. Too swayed by your own
emotions. Easly addicted, and lacking in willpower.”

“Oh, that’ sright. Y ou claim to be a magician. Have you read my mind, Captain? ‘ Captain Star’ —what a



laugh! If you redlly had magic, Vaek would have taken care of you long ago. | know you' re not as smart
asyou clam.” The heavy uneven tread of footsteps resounded through the wall as Rand started to walk

avay.

| was astounded. | had never heard Rand speak with such harsh sarcasm before, and more than that, if
Star wasamagician, | could be in serious danger. My mind spun, but it was dl too complex to
contemplate at thistime.

“I don't need to read your mind,” Star called after him. “All I haveto doisreview your history, Rand.
It sdl there”

Silence sttled. The only noise coming from Star’ s study was the crinkle of papers being turned. Valek
stood, pulling me up with him. His man had returned. Handing him the notebook, Vaek descended the

steps.

| followed Valek through the dark streets of Castletown. We kept to the shadows, avoiding the
patrolmen. Once we had escaped the city’ slimits, Valek relaxed and wa ked beside me on the main road
to the castle.

“I’'msorry,” Vaek said. “1 know Rand was your friend.”

His use of the past tense jabbed like aknife’ s point between my ribs.

“How long have you known?’ | asked.

“I’ve suspected for the last three months, but only procured the hard evidence this month.”
“What tipped you off?’

“Rand and his staff helped me with that poison test | gave you. He stayed while | laced the food with
poison. | left that goblet of peach juice on my desk to keep it clean. It was afair test. Blackberry poison
wasinthat cup, but | didn’'t put it there.” Vaek paused, letting the information sink in.

“Aninteresting property of blackberriesisthat only when they’ re prepared in aspecid solution of grain
alcohol and yeast and cooked with extreme care to the proper temperature are they poisonous. Most
cooks, and certainly not their assitants, don't possess the skills or the knowledge to achieve that result.”
Vaek sounded asif he admired Rand’ s ahility to brew the poison.

Thefull understanding that Rand had tried to poison me almost knocked me off my feet. | sumbled asa
surge of nausea boiled in my ssomach. Dashing to the side of the road, | vomited into the bushes. Only
when my body had ceased its convulsions did | redize Vaek was supporting me. One of hisarmswas
wrapped around my wai<t, while a cold hand pressed against my forehead.

“Thanks,” | said, wiping my chin clean with some leaves. With trembling legs, | let Vaek lead meto the
castle. If he hadn’t continued to support me, | would have curled up on the ground and caled it anight.

“There smore. Do you want to hear it?’ Valek asked.

“No.” Thetruth, but aswe drew closer to the outer wall of the castle complex, | made an ugly
connection. “Did Rand set me up at thefire festival?”

“Inaway.”

“That’ snot an answer.”



“The goons that nabbed you waited for you near the baking tent, so | suspected that Rand had told Star
you would be there. But then he wouldn’t let you out of hissight. It was asif he was protecting you.
Remember how upset he was when he couldn’t find you. How relieved he was when he spotted you
dive and whole?’

“| thought he was drunk,” | said.

“I sugpect Rand is an unwilling participant. At the time of the poison test, he hardly knew you, but as your
friendship grew, | imagine hefinds himsalf in adifficult Stuation. He doesn't want to hurt you, but he
needsto pay off his gambling debt. Star has an extensive organization, with plenty more thugsto replace
the ones| took care of, thugs who would be willing to break afew bonesfor their boss. Does that make
you fed any better?’

“No.” My reaction to Rand' s betraya seemed extreme even to me, but | couldn’t switch it off. It wasn't
the first time someone had played false with me and it wasn't going to be the last. Brazell had deceived
me. | had loved him like afather, and been loyd to him. Inthe end, it took amost ayear of enduring his
experiments before my fedings dwindled to the point where | could see him as heredly was. But | had
aways known my young devotion to him was one-sded. Since he had never given me any reason to
think he cared for me, his actions had been easier to ssomach.

Rand’ sfriendship, on the other hand, appeared genuine. | had begun to fed asif | had finally made a
decent-size hole in the stone barricade | had built around mysdlf. Big enough for meto dip through and
enjoy our time together. Now the wall was crumbling. | felt stones pelting me and burying me deep
beneath the rubble. How could | trust anyone again?

“Anything else you want to tell me?’ | asked Vaek aswe stopped afew feet short of the castle’ s south
entrance. “Did Ari and Janco set me up for Nix’ s attack? Do you have another test of loyaty for me up
your deeve? Maybethe next time, I'll actudly fail. A prospect that seems gppeding!” | pushed away
Vaek' s supporting arm. “When you warned me that you would test me from timeto time, | thought you
meant spiking my food. But it seemsthereis more than one way to poison aperson’ s heart, and it
doesn't even require ameal.”

“Everyone makes choicesin life. Some bad, some good. It' s caled living, and if you want to bow out,
then go right ahead. But don’t do it halfway. Don't linger in whiner’ slimbo,” Vaek sad, hisvoice gruff.
“I don’t know what horrors you faced prior to your arriva in our dungeon. If | had to guess, | would
think they were worse than what you have discovered tonight. Perhagpsthat will put thingsinto

perspective.”

He strode into the cadtle. | leaned against the cold wall, resting my head on the unyielding surface. Maybe
if | stayed herelong enough, my heart would turn to stone. Then betrayds, tests of loyalties and poisons
would have no effect on me. But the cold eventudly drove meinside.

“Apply aforce on the wrench. Not too much. Y ou need afirm yet gentle touch,” Janco said.
With hedling hands il sore, | clumsily placed the tension wrench into the keyhole and applied pressure.

“Now use your diamond pick to lift the pin that’ strapped by the tension, lift it until it breseks,” he
ingructed.

“Breaks?’ | asked.



“Reaches dignment. When you put akey into alock, the meta ridges push the pins up so you can turn
the cylinder and open the lock. The pins hold the cylinder in place. Y ou'll need to do one pin at atime,
and continue the pressure.”

| did the pick into thelock past the wrench. | maneuvered the pick, lifting each of thefive pins. | could
fed atiny vibration in my finger joints as each pin broke with asubtle yet digtinct click. When they were
al digned, the cylinder turned and the door unlocked.

“Good job! Damn, Y elena, you're afast learner.” Janco paused, his brow creased in concern. “You're
not going to use thisto do something stupid, right? And get usinto trouble?’

“Define stupid,” | said. When Janco’s eyeswidened, | added, “Don’'t worry. I’ m the only one who
would get into trouble.”

Herelaxed, and | practiced on another lock. We werein the lower level of the castle where no one
would surprise us. It had been four days since the night | had learned about Rand. Vaek’s orders had
been to act asif nothing had happened. He wanted to discover the full extent of Star’ s organization
before exposing them. Vaek was atrue predator, | thought sourly, eyeing his prey before pouncing for
thekill.

| knew | wasn't ready to play the friend to Rand, so | had been avoiding him, which wasn't hard to do.
The cadtle crawled with Generals and their retinues, making every worker in the complex busy, including
Rand.

Brazell was another reason | was glad to be out of sight. His black-and-green soldiers had infected the
cadtle, and keeping away from them was becoming difficult. Although, | didn’t mind hidinginVaek's
suite. He had stolen abox of Criollo, and | was contented to munch apiece each time | tasted the
Commander’ sfood.

Ari, Janco and | had postponed our training sessions for the duration of the Generas vist, but | had
managed to rope Janco into teaching meto pick locks. Giving him the gold coin from Star had provided
an added incentive. Vaek had said | could keep it since working undercover wasn't part of the food
taster’ sjob. But the heavy weight of it in my pocket had been a constant reminder of Rand’ streachery,
s0 | decided to put it to good use.

“Thislast lock hasten pins. If you can open thisone, you'll be able to handle dl the pin-tumbler locks or
key locksin the castle. Except the dungeon bolts. They’ re complicated, and it’ s not like we can practice
on them.” Janco’ s forehead furrowed. “ Y ou' re not going to need that skill, are you?’

“I ancerely hope not.”
13 Gm.”
After severd failed attempts, | managed to pop the lock open.

“Now you need to practice. The quicker you can spring alock the better,” Janco instructed. “1 would let
you borrow my picks, but I never know exactly when | might need them.” He winked, amischievous
glint sparkling in hiseyes. “So...” He pulled another set from his pocket. “1 used that coin you gave me
to buy aset for you.” He handed me ablack cloth case.

“That money wasfor you.”

“Oh, there’ s plenty |eft. Even after | bought you this.” He flourished an ebony-colored wooden rod as
long as my hand. It was decorated with a bright silver button, and silver symbols were engraved on the



sde.

“What'sthat?’ | asked.

“Push the button,” he said with glee.

| pressed down with my thumb, and started when along gleaming blade shot out. It was a switchblade.
Amazed, | gared at my gifts. “ Thank you, Janco. But why did you buy these for me?’

“Guilt, | suppose.”

“Guilt?’ Not the answer | had expected.

“| cdled youacrimind. | wasonce acriminal, but I’ ve gone past it, and no one has held it against me.
Besides, | have aterrible feding you may need them. Genera Brazdl’ s soldiers have been swaggering
around the barracks, bragging about who isgoing to ‘take out’ Reyad' skiller. They’re quite imaginative,
and | had to hold Ari back from challenging the lot acouple of times. Ten against oneisn’t good odds,
evenfor Ari and me”

“I'll stay away fromthem,” | said.

“Good. I"d better get moving. I’ ve drawn the night shift. But, firgt, I'll escort you to your room.”
“That' s not necessary.”

“Ari would kill meif I didn’t.”

We walked together toward Vaek’ s suite. When we reached the corner before the main doors, Janco
stopped just out of sight of the guards.

“Almost forgot,” he said, reaching into his uniform pocket. He pulled out a sheath for the switchblade. “It
goes around your right thigh. Remember to make anice big holein your pants pocket, so when you pull
the wegpon it won't get caught in the fabric.”

He was about to leave when | stopped him. “ Janco, what are these symbols?’ | pointed to the silver
markings on the handle of the knife.

Janco smiled. “They'rethe old battle symbols used by the King when he sent out messages and orders
during war times. It didn’t matter if the enemy intercepted them, because they were uninteligibleto
anyone who didn’t know how to decipher them. Some of the soldiers ill use them. They work well in
military exercises”

“What do they say?’

Hisgrin widened. “Too easy, Yedena I'm sureyou'll figureit out....eventually.” Alwaysthe prankster,
Janco laughed with ddlight.

“Comehere” | said, “so | can punch you.”

“I’d loveto oblige you, my dear.” Janco dodged beyond my reach. “But I'm late.”

Chapter Twenty-Three

A fter hiding Janco’ s gifts deep in my uniform pocket, | went into Vaek’ s suite. Hewasworking &t his



desk, but he looked up as soon as | entered the room, giving me the impression that he had been waiting
for me.

“Where have you been?’ he asked.

“With Janco,” | said. But | waswary. Aslong as| arrived at the scheduled times during the day, Vaek
didn’t ask about what | did with my freetime.

“Doing what?' Vaek demanded, standing with his hands on hiships.

The comica image of ajea ous husband popped into my mind. | stifled asmile. “ Discussing fighting
tactics.”

“Oh.” Vaek rdaxed his stance, but moved hisarms awkwardly asif he felt he had overreacted and was
trying to cover it up. “Well, that’sdl right. But from now on, | need to know where you are a al times,
and | suggest you Stay in the castle and keep alow profile for awhile. General Brazdl’ s guards have set
abounty on your head.”

“A bounty?’ Fear pulsed through my chest.

“It could be arumor or just drunken soldiers' talk. But until they leave, | want you protected.” Vaek's
tone was firm, but then he added, “1 don’t want to train another taster.”

“I"ll be careful.”

“No. You'll be paranoid. You' Il movein acrowd, keep to well-lit areas and you' Il make certain to have
an escort with you whenever you' re walking down empty hallways late at night. Understood?’

“Yes, dr.”

“Good. The Generds brandy meeting is scheduled for tomorrow evening. Each Genera will bring a
bottle of hisfinest brandy to share asthey discuss Ixian businesslateinto the night. Y ou will be needed to
taste the Commander’ sdrinks.” Vaek lifted abox of eight bottlesfrom thefloor. They clinked musicaly
as he set the carton on the table.

Pulling out asmdl drinking glass, he said, “1 want you to sample each brandy once tonight and at least
twice tomorrow, so you know how each tastes clean of poisons.” He handed me the glass. * Each bottle
islabded according to the type of brandy, and which Generd bringsit.”

| grabbed a decanter at random. It was Genera Dinno’s cherry brandy made in MD-8. Pouring a
mouthful, | took asp and rolled the liquid around my tongue, attempting to commit the taste to memory
before swdlowing. The strong acohol burned down my throat, leaving behind asmdl firein my chest.
My face flushed with the hezt.

“I suggest you use the ‘durp and spit” method so you don't get drunk,” Valek said.

“Good point.” | found another glass for spitting, and then worked my way through the remainder of the
bottles.

Onthe day of the meeting, | tasted each brandy twice morein Vaek’ssuite, and then tested mysdlf with
athird round. Only when | could pinpoint by taste alone which cordia belonged to which Generd was|
satisfied.



That night, | waited for Vaek to escort me to the war room. He came downstairs decked out in full dress
uniform. Red braids draped his shoulders, medals were lined up six deep over hisleft breast. He oozed
dignity, aman of stature. | would have been impressed, except for the uncomfortable and peevish ook

he wore. A petulant child forced to wear hisbest clothes. | covered my mouth, but was unable to block

my laughter.

“Enough. | have to wear this damn thing once ayear and, asfar as|’m concerned, it's one time too
many.” Vaek tugged a hiscollar. “ Ready?’

| joined him at the door. The uniform enhanced his athletic body, and my thoughts drifted to how
magnificent he would look with hisuniform puddled around hisfedt.

“Youlook stunning,” | blurted. Mortified, | blushed asarush of heat spread through my body. | must
have swallowed more brandy than I’ d redlized.

“Really?’ Vaek glanced down at his uniform. Then he set his shoulders back and stopped yanking at his
collar. His cross expression changed to athoughtful smile.

“Yes. Youdo,” | sad.

We arrived in the Commander’ swar room just as the Generals assembled. The long, dender,
stained-glass windows glowed with the weak light of the setting sun. Servants scurried around the circular
chamber, lighting lanterns and arranging platters of food and drink. All military personnd were attired in
their dress uniforms. Medals and buttons sparkled. | knew only three Generasby sight; therest |
deduced by the color of the diamonds on their otherwise black uniforms. Scrutinizing their faces, |
memorized their different featuresin case Valek tested me later.

Brazell glared when | made eye contact. Adviser Mogkan stood next to him, and | shivered asMogkan's
eyesdid over mewith cunning appraisa. When Brazell and Reyad had performed their experiments on
me, Mogkan had dways hovered nearby. His presence, sensed but unseen, had given meviolent
nightmares. Brazell’ susua advisers were missng; | wondered why he had brought M ogkan instead.

The Commander st at the tip of the egg-shaped conference table. His uniform was smple and elegant
with real diamonds stitched onto his collar. The Generals, flanked by their advisers, seated themselves
around therest of thetable. Vaek’s chair was to the Commander’ sright, and my stool was placed
behind them, againg the only stonewall in the room. | knew the meeting would last al night, and | was
glad I would be able to rest my back. Another advantage to my position wasthat | wasn't in direct sight
of Brazdll. Although | could avoid seeing the poisonous looks he might flash my way, | couldn’t hide from
Mogkan’s pointed stares.

The Commander pounded awooden gavel on thetable. Silencefdl. “ Before we launch into the
scheduled topics,” the Commander said, indicating the detailed agenda which had been distributed
earlier, “| have an important announcement. | have gppointed anew successor.”

A murmur rippled through the war room as the Commander walked around the table and handed a
seded envel ope to each Generd. Insde the envelopes were eight piecesto an encoded puzzle that would
reveal the new successor’ s name when deciphered by Vaek’ s key.

Tengon permeated the room. | fdlt it pressing againgt me like an overfilled water-skin about to burst. A
mael strom of expressions, surprise, anger, concern and contemplation crossed the Generds' faces.
Generd Rasmussen of MD-7 whispered into his adviser’ s ear, the General’ s cheeks turning asred as his
hair and mustache. | leaned forward in my seat and saw Brazell struggle to keep hisface neutrd as
delight twesked at hisfeatures.



Instead of erupting, the tension Smmered, and leaked away asthe Commander ignored it by beginning
the mesting. Itemsrelated to MD—1 were thefirst order of business, to be followed by each digtrict in
order. Asabottle of Generd Kitvivan's specid white brandy did around the table, the Generds
discussed snow cats and mining rights.

“Come on, Kit. Enough about the cats. Just feed them up on the pack ice like we do, and they won't
bother you,” Genera Chenzo of MD—-2 said in exasperation, running amesty hand through his
moon-white hair. Hisfull mane stood out starkly againgt his tanned skin.

“Feed them so they’ Il get hedlthy and fat and start breeding like rabbits? We' |l go broke supplying the
mest,” Kitvivan shot back.

My interest in the proceedings waxed and waned depending on the subject. After awhile | began to fed
light-headed and warm as the brandy influenced my body, since protocol dictated that | swallow when
tagting for the Commander.

The Generdsvoted on various topics, but the Commander held thefind vote. Mostly heruled in favor of
the mgjority. No one ventured acomplaint when hedidn’t.

Commander Ambrose had lived in MD-3, scraiching out amesger existence with hisfamily inthe
foothills of the Soul Mountains. Nestled between the mountains and the ice pack, hishome was atop a
vast diamond mine. When the rich find had been discovered, the King had claimed the diamonds, and
“dlowed” the Commander’ sfamily to live there and work in the mines. He lost many family membersto
cave-ins, and to the damp and dirty environment.

Asayoung man seething at the injustices of the monarchy, Ambrose educated himself and began
preaching about reform. Hisintelligence, bluntness and pervasiveness gained him many loya supporters.

My mind focused back on the meeting when the Generals reached issues regarding MD-5. Generd
Brazell caused acondderable stir. Instead of diding around his best brandy, he sent aslver tray
containing what looked like small brown stones. VVa ek handed one to me. It was around drop of
Brazdl'sCridllo.

Before protests about ignoring tradition could escalate, Brazedll rose and invited everyone to take abite,
After abrief moment of silence, exclamations of delight filled the war room. The Criollo wasfilled with
strawberry brandy. | gave the Commander the all-clear sign so | could savor the rest of my morsdl. The
combination of the swest, nutty taste of the Criollo mixed with the smooth texture of the brandy was
divine. Rand would be upset that he hadn’t thought of mixing the two, | supposed, then regretted feding
sorry for Rand as | envisioned his deceitful face.

After the praise died down, Brazell made the announcement that the construction of his new factory was
complete. Then he went on to more mundane matters of how much wool had been sheared and the
expected output of the cotton plantations.

Military Digtrict 5 produced and dyed al the thread for Ixia, and then sent it to Genera Franis sMD-3
to be woven into fabric. Franis nodded his head in concern as he wrote down the figures Brazell quoted.
He wasthe youngest of the Generals, and had the habit of tracing the purple diamonds on hisuniform
with afinger whenever he was concentrating.

| dozed on my stool as fuzzy thoughts gathered like ssorm cloudsin my mind. Strange dreams about
brandy, border patrols and permits swirled like snowflakes. Then theimagesturned bright and sharp asa
picture of ayoung woman dressed in white hunting furs snapped into my mind.



She held abloody spear high inthe air in celebration. A dead snow cat lay at her feet. She dammed the
tip of her wegpon into the pack ice and drew aknife. Cutting adash inthe cat’sfur, she used acup to
collect the blood that spilled out.

Sheexdted as she drank, scarlet rivulets spilling down her chin. | heard her thoughts clearly in my mind.
“No one has managed thisfeat,” she thought. “No onebut I!” she shouted over the snow. Her
exhilaration filled my heart. “Proof that | am astrong cunning hunter. Proof that my manhood was taken
from me. Proof that | am aman. Men will not rule me any longer,” she cried. “Become the snow cat to
live with snow cats, become aman to live with men.”

The hunter turned her face. At firgt, | took her to be the Commander’ s Sster. They shared the samethin
delicate festures and black hair. She wore power and confidence like acloak. Peering a my dreaming
sdf, her gold amond-shaped eyes drove through melike alightning strike. Sudden recognition that she
was the Commander jerked me awake. My heart pounded and my head thumped and | redized | was
garing directly into Mogkan's searing gaze. He smiled with satisfaction.

The Commander’ s reason for hating magicians was as clear to me as glass. He was a she, but with the
utter conviction that she should have been born aman. That crud fate had chosen to burden himwith a
mutation that he had to overcome. And the Commander feared that amagician might pull this secret from
his mind. Pure foolishness, | thought, shaking my head to dismiss the whole crazy notion. Just becausel
had dreamed about awoman didn’t mean that the Commander was one. It was absol ute nonsense. Or
wasit?

Rubbing my eyes, | glanced around to seeif anyone else had noticed that | had fallen adeep. The
Commander stared off into the distance, and Vaek sat iff and dert, scanning the room, seeking
something or someone. General Tesso had thefloor.

Vaek pulled his gaze back to the Commander, and bumped hisarm in darm. “What’ sgoing on?’ he
whispered urgently. “Where were you?’

“Jugt remembering atimelong ago,” the Commander said in awistful voice. “More enjoyable than
listening to Genera Tesso' sexcruciatingly detailed report on the corn harvestin MD-4.”

| studied the Commander’ s features, trying to superimpose the woman from my dream. They matched,
but that meant nothing. Dreamstwisted redlity and it was easy to envision the Commander killing asnow
cat.

Therest of the meeting continued without incident, and | dozed on my stool from timeto time, untroubled
by strange dreams. When the Commander pounded his gavel, | was awake in an instant.

“Ladgt item, gentlemen,” the Commander announced. “A Sitian delegation has requested amesting.”

The room erupted with voices. Arguments sprang to life asif the Generas were picking up an old debate
right where they had left off. They discussed trade tregties, and quarreled about attacking Sitia. Instead of
trading for goods, why not take them? they argued. They wanted to expand their districts and gain more
men and resources, ceasing al worries about Sitia attempting to attack Ixia

The Commander sat in slence and let the flow of advice wash over him. The Generals settled enough to
proclaim their beliefs about alowing the Sitiansto come. The four northern Generds (Kitvivan, Chenzo,
Franisand Dinno) didn’t want to meet with the delegation, while the four southern Generals (Tesso,
Rasmussen, Hazd and Brazdll) favored asummit with the Sitians.

The Commander shook his head. “1 acknowledge your opinions about Sitia, but the southerners would



rather trade with usthan attack us. We have more men and metal. A fact they arewell awvare of. To
attack Sitiawe would expend many lives and large sums of money. And for what? Their luxury items
aren’t worth the cost. I’ m content with Ixia. We have cured the land of the King's disease. Perhaps my
successor will want more. You' Il haveto wait until then.”

A murmur rippled through the Generdls. Brazdll nodded in agreement, with histhin lipsanchoredina
predator’ssmile.

“I have dlready agreed to meet with the southern contingent,” the Commander continued. “They’re due
to arrivein four days. Y ou have until then to express your specific concernsto me before departing for
your home digtricts. Meeting adjourned.” The bang from the Commander’ s gavel echoed throughout the
dead sllent room.

The Commander rose and with his bodyguards and Vaek close behind, he prepared to leave. Vaek
gestured for meto join them. | lurched to my feet. The full effect of the brandy | had consumed washed
over me. Giddy, | followed the others from the room. An explosion of sound dipped through the door
just beforeit closed behind us.

“That should gtir things up abit,” the Commander said with awan smile,

“| would advise againgt vacationing in MD-8 thisyear,” Vaek said sarcagtically. “ The way Dinno reacted
to your announcement about the southern delegation | would expect him to pepper your beach house
with sand spiders.” Vaek shivered. “ A horribly painful way to die.”

My skin crawled too, thinking of the lethal spidersthe size of smal dogs. Our procession continued in
slencefor awhile as we headed back to the Commander’ s suite. My gait was unsteady. The stonewalls
blurred past me, asif they were moving and | was the one standing still.

Outside the Commander’ s suite, Vaek said, “I'd watch out for Rasmussen too. He didn't take the news
of the change in your successor well.”

The Commander opened hisdoor. | stole aquick glanceingde hissuite. The same plain utilitarian style
that decorated his office and the rest of the castle was present. What had | expected? Maybe a splash of
color, or something abit more feminine? | gave my head alittle shake to banish such absurd thoughts.
The motion made my head spin, and | had to put a hand to the wall to kegp mysdlf from stumbling.

“I watch out for everyone, Vaek. You know that,” the Commander said before shutting the door behind
him.

Upon entering our suite, Vaek stripped off his uniform jacket and threw it on the couch. He pointed to a
chair and said, “Sit. We need to talk.”

| plopped into the chair and dangled aleg over the armrest, watching Vaek pace theroomin his
deeveess undershirt and formfitting black pants. Imagining my hands helping to easethetensoninthe
long ropy muscles of hisarms dmost started agiggling fit. Brandy flowed through my blood, quickening

my pulse
“Two things were very wrong tonight,” Vaek said.
“Oh, comeon. | just dozed for aminute,” | said in my defense.

Vaek shot meaquizzical look. “No, no. You did fine. | meant about the meeting; the Generdls.” He
continued to pace. “First, Brazell seemed unusually happy about the change in successor and the Sitian
delegation. He' saways wanted atrade treaty, but he typically exercises amore cautious approach. And



second, there was amagician in the room.”
“What?’” My breath locked. Had | been discovered?

“Magic. Very subtle, from atrained professond. | only fdt it once, abrief touch, but I couldn’t pinpoint
the source. But the magician had to bein the room, or | wouldn't have fdt it.”

“When?’

“During Tesso'slong-winded dissertation about corn.” Vaek' s posture had relaxed alittle, asif the act
of talking out aproblem helped him ded with it. “ About the same time your snoring could be heard
halfway acrossthe room.”

“Ha"” | sad rather loud. “Y ou were so stiff at that meeting | thought rigor mortishad setin.”

Vaek snorted with amusement. 1 doubt you could have looked any better Sitting in that uncomfortable
dressuniform dl night. 1 imagine Dilanasprayed on extra starch with maicious glee”

Then he grew serious again. “Do you know Adviser Mogkan? He eyed you most of the evening.”
“I' know of him. Hewas Reyad's primary adviser. They aso hunted together.”
“What'shelike?" Vaek asked.

“Same kind of vermin as Reyad and Nix,” | said. The words poured off my lips. | dapped both hands
over my mouth, but it wastoo late.

Vaek studied mefor amoment. Then he said, “ There were anumber of new advisers at the meeting. |
guess|’ll have to check them out one by one. It ssemswe have anew southern spy with magic abilities.”
He sighed. “It never ends.” He dropped onto the edge of the couch as weariness settled on him like a
coating of dust.

“If it did, you'd be out of ajob.” Beforel could stop myself, | squeezed behind Valek and started to
massage his shoulders. The dcohol had taken complete command of my movements, and the tiny sober
section of my brain could do nothing but yell usel ess admonishments.

Chapter Twenty-Four

V dek giffened under my touch. Was he expecting meto strangle him? | wondered. As my hands
kneaded his muscles, he relaxed.

“What would you do,” | asked him, “if suddenly the world was perfect and you had no oneto spy on?’
“I’d be bored,” Vaek said with amusement.

“Comeon, serioudy. A changein profession.” | dug my thumbsinto the muscle at the base of his neck.
“A firedancer?’ A rush of warmth radiated as brandy pumped through my blood.

“No. Anarmsteacher?’ Vaek suggested.

“No. It'saperfect world. No weapons alowed.” | moved my hands down his back. “How about a
scholar? Y ou' ve read al these books lying around, haven't you? Or are they just to makeit difficult for
someoneto sneak in?’

“Books serve mein so many ways. But | doubt your perfect society would need a scholar on murder.”



My hands paused for asecond. “No. Definitely not.”

“A sculptor? | could carve extravagant statues. We could redecorate the castle and liven things up. How
about you?’ he asked as | pressed my fingertipsinto the small of hisback. “What would you do?’

“Acrobatics” Theword flowed without conscious thought. | had thought | |eft acrobatics behind with my
fireamulet, but it ssemed my excursion through the trees had reawakened my desire.

“An acrobat! Wdll, that explainsalot.”

Aroused by my contact with Vaek’ s sculpted body, | did my hands around to his ssomach. Reyad be
damned. The brandy had relaxed me past fear. | started to unfasten Vaek’ s pants.

He grabbed my wrigts, stopping me. “Y elena, you're drunk.” His voice was hoarse.

Vaek released my hands and stood. | sat, watching him with surprise as he swooped down to lift me
from the couch. Wordless, he carried me to my room and laid me on the bed.

“Get somedeep, Yeeng,” Vaek said softly as he left the room.

My world spun as | stared into the darkness. Placing a hand on the cold stone wall next to my bed
helped to steady my thoughts. Now | knew. Vaek had no interest in me other than my job as the food
tagter. | had allowed mysdlf to get caught up in Dilana s gossip and Maren’ sjedlousy. The ache of
rejection throbbing in my soul was my own fauilt.

Why hadn't | learned by now? People turned into monsters. At least the people in my experience. First
Brazell, then Rand, dthough Reyad had stayed consistent. What about Vaek?Would he transform into
oneor had he dready? Like Star said, | shouldn’t be thinking of him at al, not as acompanion, and not
tofill the dead placein my heart.

Asif | could. I laughed. A drunken sound, tattered and ragged, the music of my thoughts. Look around
you, Yelena, | chided mysdf. The poisoned food taster who converses with ghosts. | should be thankful
that | breathed, that | existed. | shouldn’t long for more than freedom in Sitia. Then | could fill the
emptiness. Dismissing al sentimental, weak thoughts, | focused on the business of staying dive.

Escaping to Sitiawould break no bondswith Vaek. Once | obtained the antidote to Butterfly’ s Dust |
could set my plansinto motion. Determined, | reviewed lock-picking techniquesin my mind until | fell into
adeep acohol-induced deep.

| woke an hour before dawn with a pounding head. My mouth felt like an abandoned spiderweb. |
imagined dust blowing from my lips with each exhaed breath. Moving with extreme care, | inched out of
bed. Wrapping my blanket around my shoulders, | went to get adrink. Vaek liked cold water and
always kept a pitcher outside on the balcony.

The crigp night air blew away the lingering fuzziness of deegp. The castle’ s tonewals glowed, eexily
reflecting the moonlight. | located the metd pitcher. A thin film of ice had formed on the top. Bresking it
with afinger, | poured the water into my mouth, gulping.

When | tipped my head back for a second drink, | noticed a black spider-shaped object clinging to the
castle wdll above my head. With growing darm, | redlized the shape was descending toward me. It
wasn't aspider but a person.

| searched for a hiding spot, but stopped when | redlized that the intruder had probably aready seen me.
Locking mysdf in the suite and waking Valek seemed a better plan. But before| could enter the



pitch-black living room, | hesitated. Inside, theintruder’ s dark clotheswould be hard to see. A locked
door no longer gave me a sense of security since my lock-picking lessons with Janco.

Curang mysdf for leaving my switchblade ingde, | moved to the far end of the bacony, clutching the
water pitcher in my hand.

Thewadl climber jumped the remaining distance to the balcony floor. The effortless movement triggered
recognition.

“Vaek?' | whispered.

A bright flash of white teeth, then VVaek removed apair of dark glasses. The rest of hisface was hidden
behind ahood that covered his head and was tucked into a skintight body |eotard.

“What are you doing?’ | asked.

“Reconnaissance. The Generalstend to stay up late after the Commander |eaves the brandy meeting. So
| had to wait until everyone had goneto bed.” Vaek went into the suite. He removed hishood. Lighting
the lantern on his desk, he pulled a paper from his pocket.

“I hate amystery. | would have et the identity of the Commander’ s successor remain asecret, as| have
for fifteen years, but tonight’ s opportunity was too tempting. With eight drunken Generds deeping it off, |
could have danced on their beds without waking them. Not one among them has any imagination. |
watched al the Generals put their envelopes from the Commander right into their briefcases.” Vaek
motioned for meto join him at the desk. “Here, help me decipher this”

He handed me a tiff piece of paper. A jumble of words and numbers were scrawled on it. He had
copied the eight different pieces of the encrypted message by stedling into each Genera’ sroom. |
wondered why he was confiding in me. Too curiousto question, | pulled up achair to help him.

“How did you break thewax sed?’ | asked.

“Rookietrick. All you need isa sharp knife and atiny flame. Now read methefirst set of letters.” He
wrote it down then reordered the letters until he had created the word siege. Opening abook, he flipped
through the pages. Symboals like the ones on my switchblade’ s handle peppered the document. The page
Vaek stopped on was decorated with alarge blue symbol that resembled a star in the middle of three
circles.

“What'sthat?’ | asked.

“The old battle symbol for sege. The dead King used these markings to communicate with his Captains
during times of war. They were originaly created hundreds of years ago by agreat strategist. Read me
the next set. They should be numbers.”

| told him the numbers. He began to count the lines of text.

It occurred to methat | could borrow this book and figure out Janco’ s message on my switchblade.
Eventually, my ass. Won't Janco be surprised.

When Vaek reached that number, he wrote aletter down on aclean page. After he had finished
deciphering the message, Vdek sat as ill asaheld breath. Unableto wait any longer | asked, “Whois
it?”

“Guess,” hesad.



| looked at him. | wastired and hungover.

“I'll give you a hint. Who was the happiest about the change? Whose name kegps popping up during the
mogt bizarre Stuations?’

Terror swept over my body like a cloak. If something happened to the Commander, Brazell would bein
command. | would probably be hisfirst order of business, and wouldn't live long enough to see any
changeshemight implement in Ixia

Vaek understood the look on my face. He nodded. “Right. Brazell.”

For two days the Commander met with each Generd in turn. My brief and periodic interruptionsto taste
the Commander’ sfood created uncomfortable moments of silence. The tension around the castle was
palpable asthe Generds' retinues snarled and fought with everyone.

On thethird day, when | arrived to taste the Commander’ s bregkfast, | found him absorbed in
conversation with Brazdll and Adviser Mogkan. The Commander’ s eyes were glazed, hisvoicea
monotone.

“Get out of herel” Brazdl barked.
Mogkan pushed me into the throne room. “Wait here until we summon you,” he ordered.

| hesitated outside the door, uncertain if | should heed this unusua request. If it had come from Vaek or
the Commander | wouldn’t have doubted, but being expected to follow Mogkan's orders rankled. My
worriesgrew as | imagined Brazell attempting an assassination. | was about to search for Vaek, when he
burgt into the throne room, his expression hard as he hurried toward the Commander’ s office.

“What are you doing out here?’ Vaek demanded. “Haven't you tasted his breakfast yet?’
“| was ordered to wait. He' swith Brazell and Mogkan.”

Sudden fear crossed Va ek’ sface. He pushed past me into the office. | followed. Mogkan was standing
behind the Commander with hisfingertips pressing into the Commander’ stemples. When Vaek
appeared, M ogkan stepped away. He said smoothly, “ Y ou can definitely fedl, Sir, that thisis an excellent
way to ease a headache.”

Animation returned to the Commander’ sface. “ Thank you, Mogkan,” he said. Glaring at Vaek's
intrusion, he demanded, “What' s so important?’

“Digturbing news, Sir.” Vaek stared daggers a Brazell and Mogkan. “1 would liketo discussit in
private.”

The Commander rescheduled their meeting for later that day, then dismissed them.
“Y eleng, taste the Commander’ s breskfast now.”
“Yes, Sr.”

Vaek watched me taste the food. An intense expresson lined hisface, making me nervous. Did he think
the food was tainted? | rechecked the cooling tea and lukewarm omelet, but detected no foreign
substances. | placed the tray on the Commander’ s desk.



“Yelena, if | haveto eat cold food again, I’ ll have you whipped. Understand?” The Commander’ svoice
lacked passion, but the threat was genuine.

“Yes, Sir,” | replied, knowing an excuse was useless.
“You'redismissed.”

| fled from the office, barely noticing the bustling activity in the throne room. Walking past the entrance, |
paused. “Hungry,” said aflat voicein my head. My stomach growled; | was ravenous. | headed toward
the kitchen.

When | rounded acorner, Adviser Mogkan stood there, blocking my path. He linked hisarm through
mine and guided meto an isolated section of the castle. Going with him seemed naturd. | wanted to pull
away. | wanted to be afraid, terrified even, but | couldn’t produce the emotions. My hunger had
dissipated. | felt content.

Mogkan steered me down a deserted corridor. A dead end, | thought, still unable to conjure areaction.
Hisslky gray eyes stared at me for amoment before he unhooked his arm from mine. Hisfingerstraced
the line of black diamonds down my uniform deeve.

“My Yelena,” he sad possessvely.

Fear blazed up my arm and exploded in my chest the second physical contact with Mogkan was broken.
My emotiona ennui had dissolved, but | couldn’t move. The musclesin my body wouldn’t obey my
mind’ sfrantic commandsto fight.

A magician! Mogkan had power. He had used it during the brandy meeting, tipping VVaek off. But further
contemplation on this revelation was cut short when Mogkan stepped closer.

“Had | guessed you would cause such trouble I never would have brought you to Brazell’ s orphanage.”
Hesmiled a my confusion. “Didn't Reyad tell you that | found you?’

“No.” My voicewas husky.

“Youwerelogt inthejungle, only six yearsold. Such abeautiful, bright child. Such addight. | rescued
you from the claws of atreeleopard because | knew you had potential. But you were too stubborn, too
independent. The harder wetried, the more you ressted.” Mogkan cupped his hand under my chin,
forcing me to meet hisgaze. “Even now, when I’'m locked into you, you' re ill fighting me. | can
command your body.” He raised hisleft arm, and my own left arm mirrored his movement. “Buit if | tried
to control both your mind and body, you would eventudly thwart me.” He shook hishead in dishelief, as
if the whole concept amazed him.

“Fortunately, subtle pressureisal that’ srequired.” He pulled his hand away, and then made apinching
gesture with hisfingers and thumb.

My throat closed. | was unable to breathe. Powerless to defend mysdlf, | sank to the ground. My mind's
screaming went unvoiced. Logic grabbed the panic and wrestled it to the ground. Mogkan was using
magic. Maybe| could block it before | passed out. | tried reciting poisonsin my mind.

“Such strength,” Mogkan said in admiration. “But it won't save you thistime.” He bent down and kissed
me tenderly, amost fatherly, on the forehead.

Peace flowed through me. | stopped resisting. My vision blurred. | felt Mogkan take my hand, holding it
inhisown.



Chapter Twenty-Five

R eclining againgt thewadll, | clung to Mogkan’ s hand as the world faded around me. | felt an unwelcome
jolt, then the tight blockage in my throat released. Gasping for breath, | came to my sensesand redlized |
was lying prone on the floor. Next to me sat Vaek atop Mogkan's chest. Vaek’ s hands were wrapped

around Mogkan's neck, but his eyeswere on me.

Mogkan smiled when Vaek stood and yanked him to hisfeet. “I hope you' re aware of the penalty for
beingamagicianinixia” Vaek sad. “If not, I'd be ddighted to enlighten you.”

Mogkan smoothed out his uniform and adjusted hislong dark braid of hair. “ Some would say your ability
to resist magic makesyou amagician, Vaek.”

“The Commander thinks otherwise. Y ou’ re under arrest.”

“Thenyou'reinfor abig surprise. | suggest you discuss these fa se accusations with the Commander
before you do anything drastic,” Mogkan said.

“How about | kill you right now?” Vaek stepped closer to him.

A hot, searing pain stabbed my abdomen. | yelped and rolled into atight ball. The agony was relentless.
Vaek took another step. | screamed asfire blazed up my back and circled my head.

“Any closer, and she'll beacorpse,” Mogkan said, acunning deeknessin hisvoice.

Through eyestearing with anguish, | saw Vaek shift hisweight to the balls of hisfeet, but he remainedin
place.

“Wadl, now. Tha'sinteresting. Theold Vaek redly wouldn't have cared if | killed hisfood taster.
Y eena, my child, | just redized how incredibly useful you are”

The intense pain was unbearable. | would have gladly died to escape from it. Before | passed out, my
last glimpse was of Mogkan' s back as he walked away unharmed.

| woke to blackness. Something heavy pressed against my forehead. Alarmed, | tried to Sit up.
“It'sdl right,” Vadek said, pushing me down.

| touched my head and pulled off adamp cloth. Blinking in the light, | looked around at the familiar
furniture of my own room. Vaek stood next to me, acup in his hand.

“Drink this”

| took asip and cringed at the medicind flavor. Vaek insgsted | finish it. When the cup was empty, he
placed it on the night table.

“Regt,” he ordered, then turned to leave.
“Vdek,” | said, sopping him. “Why didn’t you kill Mogkan?’

He considered for amoment, tilting hishead. “ A tactical maneuver. Mogkan would have killed you
before | could finish him. Y ou' re the key to too many puzzles. | need you.” He strode to the door but
paused at the threshold. His grip on the doorknob was hard enough to whiten his knuckles. “I’ve



reported M ogkan to the Commander, but hewas...” Vaek’s hand twisted on the knob, and | heard the
metd crack. “Unconcerned, so I'll be guarding the Commander until Brazell and Mogkan leave. I’ ve
reassigned Ari and Janco as your persond bodyguards. Don't leave this suite without them. And stop
eating Criallo. I'll taste the Commander’ s Criallo. | want to seeif anything hgppensto you.” Vaek pulled
the door shut, leaving me done with my swirling thoughts.

Trueto hisword and much to the Commander’ s annoyance, Vaek didn’t leave the Commander’ sside.
Ari and Janco enjoyed achangein routine, but | made them work hard. Whenever | wasn't tasting the
Commander’ smedls, | had Ari drill me with knife defense and Janco give me more lessons on picking
locks.

The Generals departure was scheduled for the next day, which meant it was time to do some of my own
reconnaissance. It was early evening and | knew Vaek would gtill be with the Commander until late. |
told Ari and Janco that | was going to bed early, and bade them good-night at the threshold to Vaek’s
suite. After waiting an hour, | dipped back into the halway.

The corridors of the castle were not as deserted as | had hoped, but Vaek’ s office was located off the
main throughway. | approached his door, scanning the halway for activity. Seeing no one, | inserted my
picksinto thefirgt of the three keyholes, but my nerves made popping thelock impossible. | took a
couple of deep breaths and tried again.

| had two locks sprung when | heard voices approaching. Standing, | pulled the picks out of the keyhole
and knocked on the door just astwo men came into view.

“He swith the Commander,” said the guard on the | eft.

“Thanks,” | replied and started to walk in the opposite direction with my heart beating like a
hummingbird’ swings. | glanced behind me until they were gone, then raced back to Vdek’ soffice. The
third lock proved to be the most difficult. | was covered with swest by thetime | popped it. | hurried into
the room, locking the door behind me.

My first task was to open the small wooden cabinet that held my antidote. Perhaps Vaek had locked the
recipein there. | lit adim lantern to peer ingde. Glass bottles of various shapes and Szes gleamed in the
light. Most of the bottles were marked Poison. A growing sense of urgency consumed me as | searched.
All I uncovered was alarge bottle containing the antidote. | poured only afew dosesinto theflask | had
hidden in my pocket, knowing that VVaek would noticeif | took too much.

After relocking the cabinet, | began a systematic search of Vaek’ sfiles, starting with the desk drawers.
Even though his office was strewn with books and maps, his persona dossierswere well organized. |
found files on Margg and the Commander and was tempted to read them, but | stayed focused on finding
any folder bearing my name or areference to Butterfly’ sDust. Vaek had written many interesting
comments about my tasting abilitiesin my personnd file, but there was no mention of the poison or the
antidote.

When | finished with the desk, | moved to the conference table. Books on poisons were interspersed
with files and other espionage documents. | sorted through the piles. My time was running out. | had to
be back in Vaek’ s suite before he escorted the Commander to his apartment.

| suppressed my disappointment as | finished with the table. Therewas till half of his office |ft to search.

| was halfway across the quiet room when | heard the distinct sound of akey being inserted into the lock.
Oneclick, then the key was withdrawn. | snuffed out the lantern as the second lock clicked open. Diving
behind the conference table, | hoped the boxes piled underneath would hide me from view. Please, |



prayed to the forces of fate, let it be Margg and not Vaek. A third click made my heart squeeze.

The door opened and closed. A light tread of footsteps crossed the room. Someone sat at the desk. |
didn’t risk peeking, but | knew it was Vaek. Had the Commander retired early? | reviewed my meager
options: be discovered or wait Vaek out. | eased into a more comfortable position.

A few minutes later, someone knocked on the door.
“Come,” said Vaek.

“Your, ah...package has arrived, sir,” said amae voice.
“Bring himin.” Vaek scraped his chair on the stone floor.

| heard the rustle of chainsand a shuffling step. “ Y ou're dismissed,” Vaek said. The door clicked shut. A
familiar rancid smdl of the dungeon reached my nose.

“Wdll, Tentil. Areyou awarethat you're next in line for the noose?” Vaek asked.
My heart went out to the doomed prisoner. | knew exactly how hefelt.
“Yes, dr,” avoice whispered.

Pages crackled. “Y ou' re here because you killed your three-year-old son with aplow, claiming it was an
accident. Isthat correct?’ Valek asked.

“Yes, gr. My wife had just died. | was unableto afford ananny. | didn’t know he had climbed under.”
The man’ s voice was pinched with pain.

“Tentil, there are no excusesin Ixia”
“Yes, ar. | know, gr. | want to die, gr. The guilt istoo hard to bear.”

“Then dying wouldn't be adequate punishment, would it?’ Vaek didn't wait for aresponse. “Living
would be aharsher sentence. Infact, | know of aprofitable farmstead in MD—4 that hastragicaly lost
both the farmer and hiswife, leaving behind three sons under the age of six. Tentil will hang tomorrow, or
s0 everyone shall believe, but you will be escorted to MD—4 to take over the operation of acorn
plantation and the job of raising those three boys. | suggest your first order of business should beto hirea
nanny. Understand?’

“‘But...”

“The Code of Behavior has been excdlent at ridding Ixiaof undesirables, but it is somewhat lacking in
bas ¢ human compassion. Despite my arguments, the Commander failsto grasp thispoint, so |
occasiondly take mattersinto my own hands. Keegp your mouth shut, and you will live. One of my
associateswill check onyou from timeto time.”

| huddled behind the boxes, frozen in dishelief. Hearing Vaek use the word compassion was as
incomprehens ble to me as the thought of Margg apologizing for her rude behavior.

There was another knock on the door.
“Come,” Vaek sad. “Perfect timing as dways, Wing. Did you bring the documents?’

| heard arustle of papers. “ Y our new identity,” Vaek said. “1 believe our businessis concluded. Wing



will escort youto MD—4.” Chains clanked to the floor. “Y ou' re dismissed.”

“Yes, gr,” Tentil said. His voice cracked. He was probably overwhemed. | knew how | would fed if
Vaek offered me afreelife.

After the men left, apainful quiet descended. | feared the sound of my breath would give me away.
Vaek'schair scraped. Two faint thumps were followed by aloud yawn.

“S0, Yedena, did you find our conversation interesting?’

| held ill, hoping he was guessing. But his next statement confirmed my dismay.

“I know you' re behind the table.”

| stood. Therewas no anger in hisvoice. Helounged in his chair with hisfeet resting on the desktop.
“How did you...” | began.

“Y ou favor lavender-scented soap, and | wouldn't be divetoday if | couldn’t determine when someone
had picked my locks. Assassins|ove to ambush, leaving dead bodies behind mysterioudy locked doors.
Fun stuff.” Vdek yawned again.

“You'renot angry?’
“No, relieved actudly. | wondered when you would search my office for the recipe to the antidote.”

Sudden fury welled in my throat. “ Relieved? That | might try to escape? That | rifled through your
papers? Y ou' re that confident that | won't succeed?’

Vaek cocked his head to one side, considering. “I’m relieved that you' re following the standard steps of
escaping, and not inventing aunique plan. If | know what you' re doing, then | can anticipate your next
move. If not, I might miss something. Learning how to pick locks naturaly leadsto this.” Vaek gestured
around the room. *But, since the formula has not been written down and only | know it, I’'m confident
youwon'tfindit.”

| balled my handsinto tight fiststo keep them from wrapping around Mr. 1-Know-Everything' s superior
neck. “Okay, so there’ sno chance for escape. How about this? Y ou gave Tentil anew life, why not
me?’

“How do you know | haven't dready?’ Valek put hisfeet on the floor and leaned forward. “Why do you
think you were in the dungeon for amost ayear? Wasit only luck that you happened to bethe next in
line when Oscove died? Perhaps | was merely acting at our first meeting when | seemed so surprised that
you were awoman.”

It was too much to bear. “What do you want, Vaek?’ | demanded. “Do you want meto give up trying?
Be content with this poisoned life?’

“Do you redly want to know?’ Vaek’svoice intensfied. He siood and walked over to me.
“Ya”

“I want you...not as an unwilling servant, but asaloyd staff member. Y ou' reintelligent, quick-thinking
and becoming a decent fighter. | want you to be as dedicated as | am at keeping the Commander safe.
Yes, it' sadangerous job, but, on the other hand, one miscal culated somersault on the tightrope could
break your neck. That'swhat | want. Will you be ableto giveit to me?’ Vaek's eyes seared deep into



mine, searching for an answer. “ Besides, where would you go? Y ou belong here.”

| was tempted to concede. But | knew that if | wasn't poisoned or murdered by Brazell, the wild magic
in my blood would eventudly explode, taking me with it. The only physicad mark | would leave on this
world would be aripplein the power source. Without the antidote, | waslost anyway.

“l don’'t know,” | said. “ There stoo much...”
“That you haven't told me?’

| nodded, unable to speak. Teling him about my magica abilities, | thought, would only get mekilled
fadter.

“Trugting is hard. Knowing who to trust, even harder,” Vaek said.
“And my track record has been rather horrendous. A weakness of mine.”

“No, astrength. Look at Ari and Janco. They appointed themsealves your protectorslong before |
assigned them. All because you stood up for them to the Commander, when their own Captain wouldn't.
Think about what you have right now before you give me an answer. Y ou have gained the Commander’s
and Maren’ srespect, and Ari’ sand Janco’ s loyalty.”

“What have | earned from you, Vaek? Loyalty? Respect? Trust”?’

“Y ou have my attention. But give me what | want, and you can have everything.”

The next morning, the Generals prepared to leave. It took four hoursfor eight retinues to assemble. Four
hours of noise and confusion. When everyone had findly passed through the outer gates, it seemed that
the castle breathed asigh of rdlief. In the wake of this sudden release of tension, servants and guards
milled about. They grouped together in small clumps, taking abresk before cleaning the eight guest suites.
It was during thislull in activity that the Commander informed the rest of the castle staff that the Sitian
delegation was scheduled to arrive the next day. Hiswords struck like lightning. A flash of sunned
slence wasfollowed by afrenzy of activity as servants dashed off to make the proper preparations.

Although happy to see the backs of Mogkan and Brazdll, | wandered listlessly about the castle. | hadn’t
given Vaek hisanswer. To live, | had to go south, but without the antidote, | wouldn’t survive. Dread
filled my heart astheredlity of my inevitablefatefilled my mind.

The next day, my presence was required at the specia greeting ceremony for the arriving southern
delegation. Apprehension about seeing the Sitians unsettled my stomach. | felt asif someone were saying,
“Yeena, take agood look a what you can’'t have.”

Since the throne room had been converted into an office, the only placein the castle suitable for Sate
affairs was the Commander’ swar room. Once again, Vaek stood siffly in his dress uniform on the
Commander’ sright Side, while | waited behind them.

My apprehension turned to awe as | felt the waves of nervous energy pulsing from the high-ranking
officials and advisers selected to be a part of the ceremony. When the del egation was announced and
invited to enter, | moved to get a better view.

The Sitiansfloated into the room. Their long, brightly colored, exotic robes draped to the floor, covering
their feet. Wearing animal masks trimmed with bright plumes of feathers and fur, they stopped before the



Commander and fanned out into a V-shape.

Their leader, wearing ahawk’ sface, spoke in formal tones. “We bring you greetings and sa utations from
your southern neighbors. We hope this meeting will bring our two lands closer together. To show our
commitment to this endeavor, we have come prepared to reveal oursalvesto you.” The spesker and the
four companions removed their masks in one rehearsed movement.

| blinked severd timesin astonishment, hoping that during the seconds of darkness everything would be
st right. Unfortunately, my world had just mutated from bad to wretched. Vaek glanced at mewith a
resgned look asif he, too, couldn’t believe this new turn of events.

The Sitian leader was Irys. A magter-level magician stood amere three feet before Commander
Ambrose.

Chapter Twenty-Six

“I xiawelcomes you to our land, and hopes to make afresh start,” the Commander announced to the
southern delegation.

As| waited behind the Commander, | wondered what would happen to the Sitians once Va ek informed
the Commander that Irys was amagician. Contemplating the mischief she might create before leaving the
cadlle, | tried to envision abest-case scenario. | failed, redizing thiswas probably only the beginning of
the end.

Vaek watched thoughtfully as the southerners and the Commander exchanged more formd statements. |
guessed from Vaek’ s demeanor that Irys had not used her magic. After the official greeting ceremony
concluded, the delegation was guided to their quartersto rest from their journey and to await the
evening' sfeast. Protocol decreed that pleasantries and entertainment preceded hard-core negotiations.

Everyone, except the Commander and Valek, filed out of the war room. | started to leave, but Valek
grabbed my arm.

“Okay, Vaek, let’ shear it. Some direwarning | presume?’ the Commander asked, sighing.

“The Sitian leader isamaster magician,” Vaek said, ahint of annoyancein hisvoice. He probably wasn't
used to being sighed at.

“That' sto be expected. How e se could they know we' re Sincere about creeting atrade treaty? We
could have ambushed them ingtead. It'salogica move.” Unconcerned, the Commander turned toward
the door.

“Shedoes't trouble you?’ Valek asked. “She' stried to kill Yelena”

The Commander looked at mefor thefirst time since we had entered the war room. “ It would be unwise
to kill my food taster. Such an act could be misinterpreted as an assass nation attempt and halt
negotiations. Ydenaissafe...for now.” He shrugged off any more thought of my future safety and Ieft the
war room.

Vaek grimaced. “Damn.”
“Now what?’ | asked.

Hekicked at one of the conference chairs. “| anticipated a magician with the southern del egation, but not



He shook hishead, asif to clear the frustration that gripped hisvoice. “I’ll leave the power twins assigned
to you while she' shere. Although, if she's determined to get you, there’ s nothing they or | can do. |
lucked out with Mogkan. | wasjust around the corner when | felt his power surge. Let’s hope she
behaves while she' saguest in our land.”

Vaek pushed the chair againgt the table with aloud bang. “ At least | know where dl the magicians are.
Mogkan wasthe one | felt during the Generals brandy meeting. And the southern master isnow in the
castle. Unless any more decide to show up, we should be safe.”

“What about Captain Star?” | asked.

“Star’ sacharlatan. Her claims of being amagician are just atactic for scaring her informers so they don't
double-cross her.” Vaek sghed.

“Generals, Sitians and feastsincrease my workload. Which reminds me, you need to stay for the entire
feast tonight. A tiresome chore, but at least the food should be good. I’ ve heard Rand wanted to use the
Criallo for anew dessert, but the Commander refused his request. Another puzzle, since Brazell has been
sending the stuff by the wagonload, and has promised to ship the dessert to dll the other Generals. They
were clamoring after it likeit wasgold.”

| saw aflashin Vdek' seye. “Any unusua symptoms, fedings or appetites since you stopped eating the
Cridlo?

It had been three days since | had eaten apiece, and | couldn't recall any actud physica symptoms that
might be linked to it. Eating it had lifted my spirits and given me aboost of energy. | longed for its sweet
taste especidly now that my chancesfor freedom had dwindled.

“A mild craving,” | told Vaek. “But nothing like an addiction. | find mysdf thinking about it from timeto
time, wishing for apiece.”

Vaek frowned. “1t might be too soon. The Criollo could till bein your bloodstream. Y ou'’ Il inform me if
something happens?’

“ Ya”

“Good. I'll seeyou tonight.”

Poor Vaek, | thought, stuffed into his dress uniform three timesin as many days. Elaborate decorations
had been hung in the dining room for the feast. Crimson and black drapes hung aong thewadlls, and red
and gold streamers twisted and dipped from the celling. The room was ablaze with light. An elevated
platform had been constructed to support a head table where the southern delegation, the Commander
and Vaek dl woretheir finest clothes. High-ranking officers and upper-level advisers were seated at
round tables circling the room, leaving the middle empty. In the corner atwelve-piece band played
sedate music, which was a surprise since the Commander frowned on music, consdering it awaste of
time.

| sat behind Commander Ambrose so he could pass his plate to me. As predicted, the food was
marvelous. Rand had outdone himsalf.

My dark uniform blended in with the black drapes dong thewall, and since | doubted anyone beyond
the dais noticed | wasthere, | watched the others as | waited between courses. Ari and Janco sat next to
each other at atable by the door. Attending their first forma function as Captains, they were clearly



uncomfortable. Knowing them, | was sure they would rather be drinking beer with their comrades back
in the barracks.

Irys and her retinue were seated to the Commander’ sleft. Their formal robes had swirls of color and
glittered in thefirdlight. Iryswore adiamond pendant shaped like aflower, which sparkled on her chest.
Sheignored my presence, which wasfine with me.

After the servants cleared the med from the tables, they extinguished half of the lanterns. The band
quickened their tempo until a pulsating rhythm vibrated the glassware on the tabletops. Costumed
dancers burst into the room, holding blazing staffs high above their heads. Fire dancers! They performed
an intricate and complex routine. Watching them whirl and spin to the begt |eft me gasping for breath. |
understood now why their festival tent had been so packed with enthusiagtic fans.

At one point, Vaek leaned back in his chair and said to me, “I don’t think | would have madeit past the
audition, Ydena. | probably would have set my hair on fire by thispoint.”

“What'sasinged head for the sake of art?’ | teased. He laughed. The mood of the room was energetic
and dated. | hoped the Commander wouldn’t wait fifteen more years before having another feest.

The dancers finished their second encore and exited the room. Irysroseto offer atoast. The Sitians had
brought their finest cognac. Irys poured aglass for the Commander, Vaek and hersdf. Shedidn’'t seem
offended when the Commander’ s goblet passed to me.

| swirled the amber liquid and inhaled the sharp odor. Taking asmal sip, | rolled the cognac around my
tongue, then spat it onto the floor. Gagging and retching with the effort, | tried to expd every last bit of it
from my mouth. Vaek stared in darm.

| choked out, “My Love.”

Vaek knocked over the other two glasses, spilling their contents on the table. As my body reacted to the
poison, | watched Vaek turn into a black ink spot, and the walls run with blood.

| floated on a crimson seg, colors dancing and whirling around my head. The sound of broken glass
raining on stones created an odd melody in my mind. | drifted on araft made of curly white hair, carried
along by astrong current. Irys s soothing voice spoke amidst the tempest of colors, “You'll befine, just
hold on to your liferaft. Y ou can ride out this storm.”

| awokein my room. A dim lantern had been lit, and Janco sat in achair, reading abook. Thiswas much
nicer than thelast time | had tasted My Love. A soft bed was preferableto lying in apool of my own
vomit. Although this habit of waking in my room without knowing how | got here had to stop.

“Why, Janco, | didn’t know you could read,” | teased. My voice was hoarse, my throat sore and a dull
acheresided deep in my head.

“I"'m aman of many unknown talents.” Janco smiled. “Welcome back.”
“How long have | been out?’

“Two days.”

“What happened?”’



“After you turned into a madwoman?’ Janco asked. “Or why you turned into one?’
| grimaced. “ After.”

“It' samazing how fast Vaek can move,” Janco said with admiration. “ He pushed you out of sight onto
the floor while corking the tainted bottle and using some deight of hand to swap it for another. He

apol ogized to everyone about being clumsy, and proceeded to pour three new glasses so that southern
witch could make her phony toast. The whole incident was smoothed over so quick that only the people
on the dais knew what really happened.”

Janco scratched at his goatee. “Well, they and Ari. He had his eye on you all night, so when you went
down, we were on our way. We dipped behind the head table during the toast and he carried you here.
He' d still be here, but | forced him at knifepoint to get some deep.”

Ah, that explained my curly-haired raft. | sat up. The achein my head intensified. A water pitcher rested
on my night table. | poured aglass, draining it dry.

“Vaek said you' d bethirsty. HE s been here a couple of times, but he' s been busy with the southerners.
| can't believe that witch had the audacity to try to poison the Commander.”

“She didn’t. Remember? She poured three glasses from the same bottle. Someone else must have,” |
sad. But the culprit eluded me asthe effort of concentrating made my head pound.

“Unless she was going for amurder-suicide. A quick deeth instead of waiting in our dungeon to be

“Possible” | said, but | thought it unlikely.
“Vaek must agree with you. The treaty discussions are proceeding asif nothing happened.” Janco

yawned. “Well, now that you' re coherent again, I'll get some deep. It' sanother four hours until dawn.”
Janco pushed me back down on the bed. “Get some rest. We'll be back in the morning.”

He studied me, indecision creasing hisface. “ Ari said you screamed and raved alot while he took care of
you. In fact, he said that if Reyad was dive today, he' d gut the bastard without amoment’ s hesitation. |
just thought you might want to know.” Janco gave me abrotherly kiss on the forehead and I ft.

Oh gredt, | groaned. What else did Ari know? How would | be able to face him in the morning? Well, |
thought, nothing | could do about it now. | tried to go back to deep, but my empty stomach kept
growling. All I could think of wasfood. | examined my hunger, trying to deduceif it was a menta
command from Iryslike Mogkan had done to me before, but | couldn’t come up with agood reason
why she would summon me.

Once | had decided to risk thetrip, | strapped on my switchblade and made my way on wobbly legsto
the kitchen, where | hoped to sneak in and grab some bread before Rand woke up to start his dough.

Slicing off achunk of cheese to eat along with my loaf, | was about to leave, when Rand’ s door opened.
“Yeena” hesadin surprise.
“Morning, Rand. Just stedling some food.”

“I haven't seen you in weeks,” he grumped. “Where ve you been?’ He moved toward the ovens.
Opening thefirst black meta door, he stoked the embers of the fire and added more cod.



“I’ve been busy. Y ou know. The Generals. The delegation. The feast. Which, by theway, was
magnificent, Rand. You'reagenius”

He perked up after | gppedled to hisego. | resgned mysdf to the fact that, if | wanted him to think we
were gtill friends, | would haveto talk to him. | placed my breakfast on atable and pulled up astool.

Rand limped toward me. “ Someone said you were Sck?’
“Y eah. Stomach bug. Haven't eaten in two days, but I’'m better now.” | gestured to the bread.
“Hold off, I'll make you some sweet cakes.”

| watched him mix the batter, making sure he didn’t dip in a poisonous ingredient. But after the cakes
were under my nosg, | dug into them with mindless abandon. The familiar scene of Rand making bread
while | sat close by dissolved the awkwardness between us. We were soon chatting and laughing.

It wasn't until his questions turned pointed and specific that | redlized Rand was pumping mefor
information about the Commander and Vaek. | clenched my fork, stabbing it hard into my sweet cakes.

“Hear anything about this southern tresty?’ Rand asked.

“No.” My tonewas harsh, and helooked a mewith curiosity. “ Sorry, I'm tired. | better get back to

“Before you go, you might as well take these beansaong.” Rand pulled down the glassjar. “I've
sautéed, ground, even boiled them, but they till taste unrecognizably terrible.” He poured theminto a
bag, and went to check on hisbaking fires.

Watching him gtir the glowing cods gave me an idea. “Maybethey’ renot to eet,” | said. “Maybethey’re
asource of fuel.” The southern pods had been ddlivered to Brazdll’ s new factory. Perhaps he was using
them to heat hisovens.

“Worth atry,” Rand said.

| threw the beans into the hearth fire. We waited for awhile, but there were no sudden flames or increase
in temperature. While Rand switched his bread pans, | stared into the embers, thinking that asfar asthe
mystery of the beanswas concerned, | was out of options.

When Rand started again with his questions, | turned my eyes away from the oven’ sfire. Pressure
knotted in my throat. “I’ d better get going or Vaek will be wondering where | am.”

“Yes, by adl meansgo. | noticed you and Vaek have become close. Tel him, for me, not to kill anybody,
will you?" Sarcasm rendered Rand' s voice sharp.

| lost control and dammed the oven door shut. It echoed in the quiet kitchen. “At least Vaek hasthe
decency to inform mewhen he' s poisoning me,” | blurted out, but wished | could pull the words from the
ar and stuff them back into my mouth. Blaming my fatigue, my anger, or Rand for my outburst wouldn't
erasewhat | had just said.

Hisfacid expressons contorted and vacillated from surprise to guilt to anger. “ Did Star tell you?’ he
demanded.

“Ah...” | wasa aloss. If | said yes, hewould find out from Star that | waslying, and if | said no, he
would ingst on knowing my source. Either way, he'd figureit out. | had just revealed Va ek’ s entire



undercover operation.

Fortunately, Rand didn’t wait for me to answer before launching into atirade. “I should have known she
would tell you. She lovesto play nasty head games. When you came dong, | didn’'t want to know you.
All I wanted was the hegp of gold credit that Star offered to apply to my debt if | spiked Vaek’ stest.”
Rand pounded the table. “Then my damn moras and your damn niceness complicated things. Selling
information about you, then having to protect you without looking like | was protecting you made my life
hdl.”

“Sorry for theinconvenience,” | said. “1 guess | should be grateful, poisonings and kidnappings asde.”
Sarcasm sharpened my voice.

Rand rubbed his hands over hisface. Hisanger had dissipated. “I'm sorry, Yeena | was backed into a
corner and | couldn’t get out without hurting someone.”

| softened. “Why did Star want me poisoned?’
“Generd Brazell commissioned her. That shouldn’t beasurprise.”

“No.” | thought for amoment, and then asked, “Rand, is there anyone who can help you get out of this
mess? Maybe Vaek?”

“Absolutely not! Why do you have such an devated opinion of him? He' samurderer. Y ou should hate
him just for giving you Butterfly’ s Dust. | would.”

“Who told you?’ | demanded. “Who ese knows? | thought only the Commander and Vaek knew.”

“Y our predecessor, Oscove, told mewhy he never tried to run, and no, | haven't sold that information to
anyone. | do havelimits.” Hetugged at his apron. “Oscove s hatred of Vaek rivaed my own, and |
understood that, but your reationship with Vaek...” Rand’ sfurrowed brows spiked up toward his
forehead.

“You'reinlovewithhim,” hecried.
“That’ s preposterous,” | shouted.
We gaped at each other, too stunned to say anything more.

Then aswest, nutty aromareached my nose. Rand, too, sniffed the air. | followed the scent to the oven
where | had tossed the mystery beansinto the fire. Opening the door, | was greeted by a strong puff of
heavenly scent. Criallo.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

“W here did you find those beans?” Rand asked. “They’ re the missing ingredient to the Criollo recipe. |
didn’t think of roasting them to change theflavor.”

“A gtoreroom downgtairs,” | lied. | wasn't about to tell him that Vaek and | had intercepted them on the
way to Brazdl’s new factory. Which, | now realized, was probably not producing feed but manufacturing
Cridllo.

“Which storeroom?’ Rand asked, a hint of desperation in hisvoice.

“| don’t remember.”



“Try harder. If | can duplicate Ving srecipefor Criollo, then maybel won't be transferred.”
“Tranderred? Where?”’

“Y ou mean Vaek hasn't gloated over it by now? He' s wanted to get rid of me since the takeover. I'm
being sent to Brazell’ s manor house, and Ving will come here. Hewon't last aweek!” Rand spat the
words out with bitter force.

“When?’

“Don’t know. | haven't gotten my transfer papers yet. So there' s some hope to stopit. If you can find
me those beans.”

Hethinkswe re dtill friends, | redlized in amazement. Even after admitting to poisoning me and accusing
me of loving hisenemy, he bdieves!’ll doit for him. | had no response. | stdled. “I'll try,” | said, then
made a hasty exit.

Thefirst flicker of dawn was cresting the Soul Mountainsas| arrived at Vaek’ s suite unseen. Thetal
windowsin theliving areafaced east, and in the weak gray light | saw Vaek’ s profile as he sat on the
couch, waiting for me.

“Back so soon?’ he asked. “Too bad. | was just about to organize a search for your dead body. What
happened when you knocked on the southerner magician’ s door to sacrifice yoursaf? Did they kick you
out, thinking you too haf-witted to waste their time on?’

| plopped on achair to wait out Vaek’s sarcagtic lecture. No excuse | could offer would satisfy him. He
was right, going out aone had been afoolish thing to do, but logic and an empty stomach werelike oil
and water, they didn’t mix.

When hewas quigt, | asked, “ Are you done?’
“What? No rebutta 7’

| shook my head.

“Then I'mfinished.”

“Good,” | said. “Sinceyou're dready in abad mood, | might aswell tell you what happened while | was
in the kitchen. Actudly two things: one bad, one good. Which would you like to hear first?’

“Thebad,” Vaek answered. “ That alows me the hope that the good will balance things out.”
| braced mysdlf and admitted to reveding his undercover operation. Vaek’sface hardened.
“It'syour fault. | was defending you!” | blurted.

He paused. “In protecting my honor, you exposed months of work. | should be flattered?’

“You should,” | said. | wasn't about to fed guilty. If he hadn’t tested my loyalty with Star and then used
meto further hisinvestigation, hewouldn't bein this Stuation.

His shoulders drooped as he leaned back on the couch, kneading histemples. “1 hadn’t planned on
making arreststill later this month. Better implement my cleanup plan before Rand has a chanceto dert
Star.” Vaek rubbed hiseyes. “ Still, thismight be abenefit. | think Star’ s becoming suspicious. She hasn't
been conducting any illicit businessin her office. If | bring her in now, | might discover who hired her to



poison the Sitian’ s bottle.”
“Star? How?’

“She hasasouthern nin her employ. Hewould be the only one with the skill and the opportunity.
I"'m sure the poisoning was't aresult of Star’ s persond politica views. Her organization would do
anything for anybody for theright price. | must find out who would risk so much to compromisethe
delegation.”

He stood up, energized. “What' s the good news?’
“The mystery beans are an ingredient in making Criollo.”

“Thenwhy did Brazdl lie on his permit application? There sno law against manufacturing a dessert,”
Vaek said, matching my legp of logic about the true nature of Brazell’ sfactory.

“ Perhaps because the beans are imported from Sitia,” | theorized. “That would beillegd; at least until the
trade treaty isfinalized. Maybe Brazel’ s been using other southern ingredients or equipment aswell.”

“Possible. Which iswhy he was so eager to have atreaty. You'll have to take agood look around when
you vist thefactory.”

“Whet?’

“The Commander has scheduled atrip to MD-5 when the southernersleave. And where the
Commander goes, you go.”

“What about you?Y ou’ re going too, aren’'t you?’ The panic welling in my throat made my voice squesk.

“No. I’ve been ordered to stay here.”

“One, and two, and three, four, five. Keep fighting like thisand you will die,” Janco sang.

| was pinned againgt the wal. My bow clattered to the floor as Janco’ s staff tapped my temple,
emphasizing hispoint.

“What'swrong? Y ou' rerarely thiseasy to beat.” Janco leaned on his bow.

“Too digtracted,” | said. It was only aday ago that Vaek had informed me of the Commander’s plans.
“Then what are we doing here?’ Ari asked. He and Maren had watched the match.

Still uncomfortable about what he might have heard when | was delusiond, | had ahard time mesting
Ari’sgaze. “Next round, I'll try harder,” | said as Janco and | caught our breath. Reviewing our fight, |
asked Janco, “Why do you rhymewhen you fight?’

“It helps kegp my rhythm.”
“Don’t the other soldiers give you ahard time about it?’
“Not when | beat them.”

We gtarted another match. | made an effort to concentrate, but was beaten again.



“Now you'retrying too hard. | can see you planning each offensve move,” Janco said. “You'regiving
yourself away, and I’ m there for the block before you even strike.”

Ari added, “Wedrill for areason. Offendve and defensive moves must be ingtinctive. Let your mind
relax, but stay aert. Block out al distractions. Stay focused on your opponent, but not too focused.”

“That'sacontradiction,” | cried in frustration.
“It works,” wasdl Ari said.

| took acouple of deep breaths and cleared the distressing thoughts of my upcoming trip to Brazell’s
district from my mind. Rubbing my hands aong the bow, | concentrated instead on the smooth solidness
of theweapon. | hefted it in my grip, trying to make a.connection, cresting an extenson of my thoughts
through the bow.

A light vibration tingled through my fingertips as | traced the wood grain. My consciousness flowed
through the bow, twisting and turning along the grain, and back along my arm. | possessed the bow and
my body at the sametime.

| moved into the third round with a sense of heightened awareness. Intuitively, | knew what Janco was
planning. A spilt second before he moved | had my bow up to block. Instead of scrambling to defend
myself, | had moretimeto counter aswell asblock. | pushed Janco back. A beat of music pulsed in my
mind, and | dlowed it to guide my attack.

| won the match.

“Amazing,” Janco shouted. “Did you follow Ari’ sadvice?’
“Totheletter.”

“Canyoudoitagain?’ Ari asked.

“Don’t know.”

“Try me.” Ari snatched hisbow and assumed afighting stance.

| rubbed my fingers dong the bow’ swooden grain, setting my mind back into its previous mentd zone. It
was easer the second time.

Ari was abigger opponent than Janco. What he lacked in speed, he made up for in strength. | had to
modify my defense by dodging his strikes or he would have knocked me off my feet. Using my smaler
Szeto duck under one of hisblows, | swept my bow behind his ankles and yanked. He dropped like a
sack of cornmed. | had won again.

“Unbelievable,” Janco said.
“My turn,” Maren challenged.

Again, | tuned in to that mental zone. Maren’ s attacks were panther-quick. She favored the fake jab to
the face, which usudly lured my guard up and away from protecting my torso, leaving it exposed for a
body strike. Thistime, | was one step ahead of her, ignoring the fake and blocking the blow.

A clever opponent, she applied tacticsinstead of speed or strength. She charged me. And | knew she
planned to move to my side when | stepped up to engage her. Instead of moving up, | spun and tripped
her with my bow. Pouncing on her proneform, | pressed my staff against her neck until she conceded the



meatch.

“Damn!” she said. “When a student starts beating her teacher, it means she doesn't need her anymore.
I’'mwaking.” Maren strode from the room.

Ari, Janco and | looked at each other.

“She’skidding, right?’ | asked.

“Blow to her ego. She'll get over it,” Ari said. “Unlessyou start beating her every time you fight.”
“Unlikdy,” | said.

“Very,” huffed Janco, who was probably nursing his own bruised ego.

“That' senough fighting,” Ari said. “Y elena, why don’t you do some katas to cool down, and we' Il quit
for theday.”

A katawas afixed routine of different defensive and offensive blocks and strikes. Each kata had aname,
and they grew more complex with each skill leve. | started with asmple defensive bow kata.

As| moved | watched Ari and Janco become absorbed in conversation. | smiled, thinking that they
bickered like an old married couple, and then concentrated on my kata. | practiced finding my mental
fighting zone, diding into and out of it while | performed the appropriate kata moves. Panting, | finished
the routine, and noticed Irys watching me from the doorway with great interest.

She was wearing her hawk mistress uniform. Her hair had been tied back in accordanceto Ixia s military
regulations. She had probably walked through the castle unchallenged.

| glanced toward my “bodyguards.” They were engrossed in their conversation, ignoring Irys and me.
Uneasinessrolled in my stomach. | inched closer to my companions as she cameinto the room.

“Won't Vaek sense your magic?’ | asked her, gesturing to Ari and Janco.

“He' son the other side of the castle,” she said as she stepped nearer. “But | did fed someone pulling
power before we arrived. Two brief surges. So thereis or was another magician in the castle.”

“Wouldn't you know?’ | asked indarm.
“Unfortunately no.”
“But you do know who it is? Right?’

She shook her head. “ There are severa magiciansthat have disappeared. They’ re either dead or hiding.
And some keep to themsalves and we never know about them. It could be anyone. | can only identify a
magician if | have established alink with him or her, as| havelinked with you.” Irys examined the
wegpons lined againg thewall.

“What' swrong with the Commander?’ she asked. “Histhoughts are practically dripping out of his head.
He' sso open, | could go in and extract any information | wanted if it weren’t against our mora code of
ethics”

| couldn’t answer her. “What are you doing here?’ | asked instead.

Irys smiled. She gestured to the bow in my hands. “What were you doing with that wespon?’



Seeing noreasontolie, | explained about my training.
“How did you do today?’ she asked.

“| beet dl three opponentsfor the first time.”
“Interesting.” Irys seemed pleased.

| glanced over at Ari and Janco, who were till involved in their conversation. “Why are you here?’ |
asked again. “ Y ou promised me ayear.” Then | had asudden horrific thought. “Am | closer to
flameout?”

“There still time. Y ou’ ve stabilized for now, but how close are you to coming to Sitia?’
“The antidote is beyond my reach. Unlessyou can stedl the information from Vaek’smind?’

Shefrowned. “Impossible. But my healers say if you can filch enough antidote to last amonth, there sa
possibility we can remove the poison from your body. Come with us when we leave. | have an adviser
just your size. She' ll wear your uniform and lure Vaek and his men away while you take her place. With
amask on, no one would know.” Irys spoke with assurance. She was ether unconcerned or unaware of
therisks.

Hope bloomed in my chest. My heart raced. | had to cdm mysdf with a cold reminder that Irys had said
there was apossibility of removing the poison. In other words, no guarantees. The escape plan appeared
straightforward, but | searched for loopholes anyway. | knew better than to fully trust her.

Deciding, | said, “ Adviser Mogkan was here last week. Is he one of your spies?’
“Mogkan, Mogkan.” Sheturned the name over her tongue.

“Tal with gray eyes and wears hislong black hairinasinglebraid.” | formed apicture of himin my mind.
“Vaek said he has power.”

“Kangom! How unorigind! He dropped from sight ten years ago. There was abig scanda about his
dleged involvement with some kidnapping ring. Oh.” Irysinhaed sharply and studied my face. Giving her
head atight shake, she asked with keen interest, “ So where has he been hiding?’

“MD-5. Ishe wanted?’

“Only if he becomes adanger to Sitia. But that explains why we' ve been picking up occasiond flares of
magic from that direction.” She cocked her head asif straining to hear somefaint music. “ Thereisafaint
flow of magic to the cadtle. It could be from Kangom...Mogkan, dthough it’ s highly unlikely. He doesn’t
have that kind of strength. It's probably just atiny ripplein the power source, like aloop of thread
hanging down. It happens from timeto time. But | did fed someone pulling power recently.” She paused,
garing at mewith her direct emerdd gaze. “ Are you coming with me?’

Mogkan’ s magic might not concern her, but it concerned me. There seemed to be alink between
Mogkan's magic and the Commander’ s unusual behavior, but | couldn’t quite grasp the reason why.

Undecided, | ralled it around my mind, much as | moved food in my mouth, tasting for danger. Running
away had dways been an automatic defensive move, and going south offered my best chance for
surviva. Months ago, | would have jumped at the offer, but now | felt asif | would be abandoning ship
too soon, that there was aremedy yet to be discovered.



“No,” | said. “Not yet.”

“Areyou crazy?’

“Probably, but | need to finish something firg, then I'll keep my promise and cometo Sitia.”
“If you'redll dive”

“Maybe you can help me. Isthere someway | can shidd my mind from magica influence?’
Irys cocked her head. “Y ou’ re worried about Kangom?’

“Vay.”

“I think s0. Y ou're strong enough to handleit.” She handed me the bow. “Do one of your katas, eyes
closed, and clear your mind.”

| started a blocking bow kata.

“Imagine one brick. Place the brick on the ground, and then make arow of them. Using imaginary
mortar, build another row. Keep building until you have awal as high asyour head.”

| did as she ingtructed, and heard a distinct tone as each brick waslaid. A wall formed in my mind.
“Stop,” she ordered. “ Open your eyes.”

My wall disappeared.

“Now block me!”

Loud music vibrated in my head, overwhdming me.

“Imagineyour wal,” Irys shouted.

My brick defense flashed completein my mind. The music sopped midnote.

“Very good. | suggest you finish your business and escape south. With that kind of strength, if you don't
achieve complete control of your magic, someone else might grab it and useit, leaving you amindless
dave.” Annoyance quirked her face as she spun on her hed and |eft the training room.

The moment the door clicked into place, Ari and Janco ended their conversation and blinked asif they
had just woken from a deep deep.

“Done dready? How many katas?’ Ari asked.

| laughed and put my bow away. “Comeon, I’'m hungry.”

When the Sitian delegation left three days later, | had asudden panic attack. What the hell was| doing?
My one perfect opportunity for escape had dipped away to the south, whilel remained behind,
preparing to leave for Brazdl’s manor. Irys had been right; | was crazy. My breeth hitched every timel
thought of the trip. The Commander’ s retinue was scheduled to depart in the morning.

| rushed around the castle, packing my own specia provisonsfor thejourney. Dilana s sorrowful face
greeted me when | stopped by her room for some traveling clothes. Rand’ s paperwork had been



findized, she said. He was coming with us.

“I requested atrandfer, but | doubt it’ | be gpproved,” Dilana said as she searched through her piles of
clothing. “If only the lout had married me, then wewouldn’t bein this predicament.”

“There still time to submit the gpplication. If it’s approved, you can travel to MD-5 for the wedding.”

“He doesn't want to et anyone know how much he caresfor me. He sworried that my safety might be
used asleverage againgt him.” She shook her head, refusing to be cheered even when | told her that the
new trade treaty with Sitiawould alow sk to beimported.

The southern treaty was a Smple exchange of goods. Specific itemswere listed. Only merchantswith the
proper permits and licenses would be able to buy and sall theseitems at afixed price. All caravanswould
be subject to ingpection when crossing the Ixian border at the approved locations. Rand’ s cup of coffee
was only afew months away, but | doubted he would brew some for me since | hadn’t spoken to him
since our argument in the kitchen. | couldn’t get him more beans, and | couldn’t explain why.

The morning of our departure was gray and overcast, hinting at snow. The cold season was beginning,
which usudly indicated the end of travel, not the onset of it. The snowswould most likely keep the
Commander’ sretinue a Brazdl’ s until the thawing season. | shuddered at the thought.

Vaek stopped me before | |eft our suite. “Thisisavery dangeroustrip for you. Maintain alow profile
and keep your eyes open. Question thoughtsin your mind; they might not be your own.” He handed me a
slver flask. “The Commander has your daily dose of antidote, but if he forgetsto giveit to you, heré sa
backup supply. Tell no onethat you haveit, and keep it hidden.”

For thefirst time, Vaek trusted me. The metd flask felt warm in my hands. “ Thanks.”

A feather of fear brushed my stomach as| packed the flask into my backpack. Another danger | hadn’t
recognized. What else had | missed?

“Wait, Y elena, there sonemorething.” Vaek’s manner and tone were strangely stiff and formal. “1 want
you to havethis.” He extended his hand. On his palm sat the beautiful butterfly he had carved. Silver
gpots on the wings glinted in the sunlight, and asilver chain hung from asmdl holedrilled into its body.

Vaek looped the necklace around my neck. “When | carved this statue, | was thinking about you.
Delicate in gppearance, but with a strength unnoticed at first glance.” Hiseyes met mine.

My chest fdt tight. Vaek acted asif hewould never see me again. Hisfear for my safety seemed
genuine. But was he worried about me or his precious food taster?

Chapter Twenty-Eight

C ommander Ambrose straveling entourage consisted of nearly fifty soldiersfrom hiselite guard. Some
led the way, others walked beside the Commander and his advisers atop their horses. Guards also
bracketed the small group of servants, who preceded the horses. The remaining soldiers followed behind.
Ari and Janco scouted the Commander’ s planned route and were hours ahead of the procession.

We advanced at abrisk pacein the crigo morning air. Thevivid colors of the hot season had long since
drained from the forest, leaving behind abarren, gray-hued smplicity. | had tucked Vaek’ s butterfly
undernesth my shirt, and found myself fingering the lump it made on my chest aswetraveled. Vaek’ sgift
had caused my emotionsto roil. Just when | believed | had figured him out, he surprised me,



Carrying apack, | dso held awalking staff that was athinly disguised bow. A few of the guards cast
suspicious glances my way, but | ignored them. Rand refused to meet my gaze. He stared straight ahead
in stony slence. It wasn't long before he lagged behind; hisleg prevented him from maintaining the pace.

After astop for lunch, we continued until an hour before sunset. Mgor Granten, the officia leader of the
expedition, wanted to set up camp in the daylight. Spacious tents were raised for the Commander and his
advisers, and smaller two-man tents were erected for the servants. | found | would share space with a
woman named Bria, who ran errands and served the Commander’ s advisers.

| settled into the tent while Briawarmed hersdf by thefire. Lighting asmdl lantern, | pulled out the book
onwar symbolsthat | had borrowed from Valek. After we had deciphered the name of the new
successor, | hadn’t had a spare moment to interpret Janco’ s message on my switchblade. There were six
slver markings etched into the wooden handle. | began with the top and worked my way to the bottom.
My smile grew wider with each trandation. Janco could be so annoying, but undernegth he could be so
Sweet.

When Briaentered the tent smelling of wood smoke, | shoved the book into my pack.

Disturbing dreams made for arestless night. | awoketired in the gray fuzz of dawn. With the amount of
time the procession took to eat and reassemble, plus the shorter hours of daylight, | estimated the
excursion to Brazell’s manor house would take about five days.

On the second night of thetrip, | found anotein my tent. A request for arendezvous. The next evening
while the soldiers set up camp, | wasto follow asmall, northbound trail that intersected the main road
just past our campsite. The message was signed Janco, in alavish hand. | examined the Signature in the
fading light, trying to remember if I’ d ever seen Janco’ swriting.

Genuine note or atrap? Should | go or should | stay in camp where it would be safe? | worried the
question in my mind throughout the night and al through the third day on the road. What would Vaek do
inthis particular Stuation? The answer helped meto form aplan.

When the signd to stop for the night sounded, | waited until everyone was occupied before leaving the
clearing. Once out of sight, | swept off my cloak and turned it ingde out. Before departing the castle |
hed procured gray cloth from Dilana, which | had then sawn into the ingde lining of my cloak just in case
| needed to hide in the winter landscape. | hoped the improvised ashen camouflage would be adequate in
concedling my presence when | neared the mesting site.

| strapped my bow to my back, sheathed my switchblade on my right leg, then grabbed my rope and
grappling hook from my backpack. | found the northern trail. Rather than walk down the narrow path,
though, | sought a suitable tree and tossed my hook up into its branches. My first concern wasthe
potential noise of my passage through the treetops, but | soon discovered that trees without leaves only
cresked under my weight as| followed thetrail.

Maneuvering close to the meeting Site, | spotted atal dark-haired man waiting at the prearranged
location. He seemed restless and agitated. Too thin for Janco, | thought. Then the man turned in my
direction. Rand.

What was he doing here? | circled the clearing. Discovering no threet lurking in the bushes, | climbed
down to the path, leaving my rope hanging from the branch. | tucked my backpack behind thetree's
trunk.

“Damn,” Rand cursed. “I thought you weren't going to show.” His haggard face had dark smudges under
hiseyes.



“And | thought Janco was supposed to be here.”

“| wanted to explain, but thereé snotime, Yeena.” Rand’ s haunted eyes bored into mine. “It’ satrap!
Run!”

“How many? Where?’ | demanded, pulling the bow from my back. I scanned the woods.

“Star and two goons. Close. Leading you here was supposed to pay off my debt.” Tears streaked
Rand’sface.

| spun on him. “Wdll, you did agood job. | see you're actualy following through on thisassgnment.” |
gpat the words at him.

“No,” hecried. “I can’t do it. Run, damn you, run.”
Just as| moved to go, Rand' s eyes widened with fright.

“No!” He shoved me aside. Something whistled past my ear as| fell to the ground. Rand dropped beside
me, an arrow in his chest. Blood welled, soaking hiswhite uniform shirt.

“Run,” hewhispered. “Run.”

“No, Rand,” | said, brushing the dirt from hisface. “I’'mtired of running.”

“Forgive me, please.” He clutched my hand as his eyes beseeched me through tears of pain.
“You'reforgiven.”

He sighed once, then stopped breething. The shinein his brown eyesdulled. | pulled hishood over his
head.

“Get up,” aman’'svoice ordered.

| looked into the dangerous end of aloaded crossbow. Leaning on my bow, | rose. With my weight
balanced on the bals of my feet, | rubbed my hands aong the wooden staff, finding my zone of
concentration.

“Theareais secured, Captain,” the man cdled out to thewoods. “Don’'t move,” he said to me, leveling
hiswesgpon at my chest.

Footsteps approached. The man took his eyes off meto look for his companions. | moved.

My first bow strike landed across his forearms. The crosshow sailed from his hands, firing into the
woods. My second strike went to the back of hisknees. | knocked hisfeet out from under him. Lying flat
on hisback, he blinked at me with a stunned expression.

Before he could draw bresth, | dammed the point of my bow straight down onto his neck, crushing his
windpipe.

A quick glance over my shoulder reveded Star and another man rushing into the clearing. Star shouted
and pointed. Her goon drew his sword. | raced down thetrail, his heavy footsteps thundering after me.
When | reached my rope, | tossed my bow into the woods before scrambling up into the tree. The man's
blade stabbed at my legs. Cloth ripped as his sword cut through my pants. The brush of cool sted on my
thigh spurred me on.



He cursed as | legped to the next tree. Moving fast, | swung through the treetops. When the sound of his
crashing through the underbrush was far enough behind me, | found agood place to hide. Wrapping
mysaf in my cloak, | hunkered down on alow branch and waited.

Star’ s thug barreled though the woods. Not far from my perch, he stopped to listen, searching the
treetops. My heart raced. | muffled my heavy breathing with my cloak. Sword raised, he hunted for me.

When hewas below me, | threw off my cloak and launched mysdlf, hitting his back with my feet. Wefdl
hard. | rolled away and stood before he could recover, then kicked his sword from his hand. He was
faster than | had anticipated. He grabbed my ankle, yanking me down.

Next thing | knew, hisweight pressed on top of me and his hands were wrapped around my neck.
Banging my head on the hard ground, he muttered, “ That’ sfor giving metrouble.” Then he pressed his
thumbs deep into my throat.

Dazed and choking, | plucked at hisarms before | remembered my switchblade. | fumbled in my pockets
asmy vison blurred, turning to snow. The smooth fed of wood greeted my fingertips. | grasped the
handle, pulled it out and triggered the button.

The snick of the blade caused fear to flicker in his eyes. For amoment he stared straight into my essence.
Then | plunged the knife into his stomach. With alow growl, he increased the pressure on my neck.
Blood, hot and sticky, ran down my arms, soaking my shirt. Through dizzinessand pain, | jerked the
weapon out and tried again. Thistime, | pointed thetip of the blade up toward his heart. The man
hunched forward, driving the knifein farther, and finaly collapsed.

The dead man’ sweight impeded my starved lungs. Summoning my last bit of strength, | rolled hisbody
off of me.

Dazed, | wiped my switchblade clean in the dirt, found my bow and went in search of Star.

Two men. | had just killed two men. A killing machine, | hadn’t even hesitated. Fear and rage settled
deep in my chest, forming alayer of ice around my heart.

Star hadn’'t gone far. Shewaited in the clearing. Her red hair blazed against the dark gray background of
the forest dusk. Night would soon be on us.

She made asmall noise of surprise when | stepped clear of the trees. Peering through the gloom, she
studied the blood on my shirt. The wet material clung to my skin. When she saw | was unharmed, her
sharp nose jerked her head around, searching for her goon.

“He' sdead,” | said.
The color drained from her face. “We can work thisout.” A pleading note entered her voice.

“No, wecan't. If | let youwak away, you'll only return with more men. If | take you to the Commander,
I"d have to answer for killing your thugs. I’ m out of options.” | stepped toward her, my body frozen with

dread. The others| had killed in self-defense during the heet of battle; thiswould be difficult—this would

be premeditated.

“Yelena, stop!” someone called from behind me. | spun. One of the Commander’ s soldiers stood with a
sword in hishand. As he moved closer, | judged the distance between us.

He must have recognized my battle stance because he stopped and sheathed his sword. Pulling the wool
cap off hishead, helet hisblack curls spring free.



“I thought you had ordersto stay at the castle,” | said to Vaek. “Won't you be court-martiaded?’

“And | thought your killing dayswere over,” he replied as he examined the prone form of Star’ sthug. His
crushed windpipe had suffocated him. “ Tel you what. If you don’t tdll, | won't. That way we can both
avoid thenoose, Ded?’

| jerked my head at Star. “What about her?’
“There san arrest warrant out for her. Did you even consder taking her to the Commander?’
“No.”

“Why not?’ Vaek didn't try to hide hisdisbdlief. “Killing isn’'t the only solution to aproblem. Or hasthat
been your formula?’

“My formulal Excuse me, Mr. Assassin, whilel laugh as| remember my history lessons on how to dedl
with atyrannicad monarch by killing him and hisfamily.”

Vaek flashed me a dangerous |ook.

| was on the edge. Changing tactics, | said, “My actions were based on what | thought you would do if
you were ambushed.”

He consdered my wordsin silence for an uncomfortable length of time.
Star seemed horrified by our discussion. She glanced around asif planning her escape.
“Youredly don’'t know meat al,” Vaek sad.

“Think about it, Valek, if | took her to the Commander and explained the details, what would happen to
me?’

The sad knowledgein hisface said it adl. | would be arrested for killing Star’ s men, the food taster’ sjob
would pass on to the next prisoner awaiting execution and | would spend my last few daysin adank

dungeon.

“Wall, then, it wasfortunate for both of you that | arrived,” Vaek said. He whistled a strange birdcall just
as Star made her escape.

She dashed down thetrail. | moved to follow, but Vaek told meto wait. Two gray forms materidized
from the dark forest on either side of the road. They grabbed Star. She yelped in surprise and anger.

“Take her back to the castle,” Vaek ordered. “I’ll dedl with her when | get back. Oh, and send a
cleanup crew. | don’t want anyone stumbling onto this mess.”

They began to pull Star away.
“Wait,” shesad. “| haveinformation. If you release me, I'll tell you who plotted to ruin the Sitian treaty.”

“Don'tworry.” Vaek'sblueeyesheld anicy glare. “You'll tel me.” Hewas about to walk past her,
when he paused. “However, if you want to reved your patron now, then we can skip apainful
interrogetion later.”

Star’ s nose twitched as she considered his offer. Even in this Stuation, shewas ill the shrewd
businessvoman.



“Lying would only worsen your predicament,” Vaek warned.
“Kangom,” she said through clenched teeth. “He wore abasic soldier’ s uniform with MD-8 colors.”
“Generd Dinno,” Vaek said without surprise.

“Describe Kangom,” | ordered, knowing that Kangom was another name for Adviser Mogkan, but
unableto tell Vaek how | had come by thisinformation.

“Tall. Long black hair in asoldier’ sbraid. An arrogant bastard. | almost kicked him out, but he showed
meapileof gold | couldn’t refuse,” Star said.

“Anything ds2?’ Vaek asked.

Star shook her head. Vaek snapped hisfingers. As the camouflaged men escorted Star back toward the
cadtle, | said, “Could it be Mogkan?’

“Mogkan?’ Vaek looked at measif | had sprouted antennae. “No. Brazell was far too happy about the
delegation. Why would he jeopardize the treaty? That doesn’t make sense. Dinno on the other hand was
furious with the Commander. He probably sent one of hismento hire Star.”

| tried to fathom the reason why M ogkan would endanger the treaty negotiations when trade with Sitia
wasto Brazell’ s benefit. Unable to deduce alogical answer, | wondered how | could convince Valek
that Mogkan had hired Star.

| began to shiver. Blood soaked my uniform shirt and stained my hands. | wiped the blood on my ripped
pants. Retracing my steps, | found my cloak, but before | could swing it over my shoulders, Vaek said,
“Y ou better leave your clothes here. There would be quite afussif you showed up for dinner soaked
with blood.”

| retrieved my pack from behind the tree. Vaek turned hisback while | changed into aclean uniform. |
wondered if he had any more sneaksin the woods as | wrapped my cloak around me.

We set out for the camp.

“By theway, nicework,” Vaek said as we passed the second dead body. “| saw the fight. | wasn't
close enough to help. Y ou held your own. Who gave you the knife?’

“I bought it with Star’ smoney.” A sretch of the truth, but | wasn’t about to get Janco into trouble.
Vaek snorted. “Fitting.”

When we arrived, Vaek meted into agroup of soldierswhile | rushed to the Commander’ stent to taste
his dinner. The entire Star episode had taken only an hour and ahaf, but my battered body felt asif I'd
been gonefor days.

As| sat by the campfire that night, my musclestrembled in reaction to the fight. Grief for Rand surprised
me as melancholy thoughtsfilled my mind. The flames of the fire wiggled accusing red fingersat me. What
do you think you' re doing? they asked. Three men are dead because of you. How are you going to help
anyone? Pure concelt, the flames admonished. Go south. Let Vaek worry about the Commander and
what Brazdl’sup to, you silly girl. Thefire pulsed, making shooing motionsa me.

| pulled my gaze away, blinking into the darkness. Was it my imagination or was someonetrying to
influence me? Summoning the menta image of my protective brick wall cooled some of the doubts, but



not al of them.

Rand' s disappearance wasn't noticed until the next morning. Thinking he had run avay, Mgor Granten
sent out asmall search party, while the others continued deeper into Brazdll’ sdidtrict.

The rest of thejourney was uneventful except for the disturbing fact that the closer we drew to Brazell’s
manor house, the blanker the look grew on the Commander’ s face. He had ceased to give ordersor to
take an interest in the events surrounding him. Theintelligent, piercing glint that had made his gaze letha
faded with each step, leaving only avacant, dull expressoninits place.

In contrast to the Commander, | was beginning to fed rather warm. My hands|eft dick prints on my bow
aswe neared Brazell’s. | scanned the woods for an ambush as dread hovered behind me like apair of
hands waiting to wrap around my neck. The ground felt soft and sucked at my boots so that each step
required an extraeffort. Big mistake, big mistake, coming to Brazdl’s, | thought asmy mind whirled on
the edge of panic. To cam mysdf | imagined my brick wall, and focused my thoughts on survival.

An hour away from Brazdl’s, therich aromaof Criollo hung heavy intheair. Asaprecaution, | dipped
into the forest off the main trail and stashed my backpack in the crook of atree, hiding my bow nearby.
Taking only my picksfrom the bag, | pulled my hair into abun, using the thin meta toolsto hold itin
place.

At the outer buildings of Brazdll’s manor our pace dowed. A collective Sigh of relief rippled through the
soldiers. They had safely delivered the Commander. Now they could rest in the barracks until it wastime
to return home.

| experienced the opposite of the soldiers ease despite my menta protection. | found it difficult to
bresthe as | followed the Commander and his advisersto Brazd|’ s office. | heard the liquid damming in
my heart, and fdt light-headed.

When we entered, Brazdll rose from behind his desk, alarge smile adorning his square face. Mogkan
hovered behind Brazdll’ sright shoulder. With my mental shield in place, | remained near the door, hoping
to beincongpicuous. AsBrazell recited aforma greeting, | surveyed hisoffice. Lavish inits decoration,
the room had a heavy, brooding fed. Black walnut wood framed hunting scenes, and crimson and purple
velvet draped the windows. Brazell’ s oversize ebony desk seemed a barrier between his high-backed
leather chair and the two overstuffed, velvet seatsfacingit.

“Gentlemen, you must betired from your trip,” Brazdll said to the Commander’ s advisersasatal woman
entered the office. “ My housekeeper will guide you to your rooms.”

She motioned for them to follow her. Asthe advisers exited the room, | tried to dip out with them, but
Mogkan grabbed my arm.

“Not yet,” hesad. “We have specid plansfor you.”

Alarmed, | glanced a the Commander, Sitting in one of the chairs. The abundant purple fabric of the
cushion exaggerated his pale face and dight build. No expression touched his features, he stared into the
distance. A puppet waiting for his master to pull the strings.

“Now what?’ Brazell asked Mogkan.

“We put on ashow for afew days. Take him to see the factory as planned.” Mogkan gestured toward
the Commander. “Keep his advisers happy. Once everyone' s hooked, then we don't have to pretend.”

“And her?’ Satisfaction bent the edges of Brazell’ s mouth.



| kept the picture of the brick wall in my mind.

“Yeena” Mogkan said, “you' ve learned anew trick. Red brick, how mundane. But...”

| heard afaint scraping noise like stone grinding on stone.

“Wesak spots. Here and here.” Mogkan pointed afinger intheair. “And | do believethisbrick isloose.”
Mortar crumbled. Small holes gppeared in my menta wall.

“When | have amoment, I’ ll smash your defensesinto dust,” Mogkan promised.

“Why waste your time?’ Brazell asked, drawing his sword. “Dead. Now.” He advanced with murderous
intent blazing in hiseyes. | flinched back astep.

“Stop,” Mogkan ordered. “We need her to keep Vaek inline.”
“But we have the Commander,” Brazdll whined like achild.

“Too obvious. There are saven other Generasto consider. If wekill the Commander while he' shere
they would be suspicious. Y ou' d never become his successor. Vaek knowsthis, so any threat to the
Commander won't work.” Mogkan turned his calculating eyes on me. “But who cares about afood
taster? No one except Vaek. And if she dieshere, the Generals will agreethat it was justified.”

Mogkan leaned over the Commander, whispering in his ear. The Commander opened his briefcase,
withdrew aflask and handed it to Mogkan. My antidote.

“Starting now, you'll come to me for your medicine,” Mogkan said, smiling.

Before| could react, someone knocked on the door. Two soldiers entered the office without waiting for
permission.

“Your escorts are here, Yelena They’ll take good care of you.” Mogkan turned to the guards. “ She
doesn't need atour. Our infamous Y eena has come home.”

Chapter Twenty-Nine

| scanned the two muscular guards. Swords, short knives and manacles hung from their belts. They were
well armed, and wore grim expressions of recognition. | was outmatched. | touched the familiar lump of
the switchblade strapped to my thigh, but decided to wait until the odds were morein my favor.

The guards gestured for me to accompany them. | shot afina beseeching look at the Commander, but
nothing so far had roused him from his oblivious stupor.

| felt asmall surge of hope when the guards led meto atiny, barren room in the guest wing instead of the
underground cellsin which Brazell housed his prisoners. Having spent aweek in those dank, rat-infested
chambers after | killed Reyad, | loathed the thought of ever going back.

After the door was locked behind me, | took comfort from removing the picks from my hair. The lock
was abasic pin-and-tumbler type, which would be easy to open. Before springing it, | dipped asmall
pick with amirror on the end under the door. With the mirror, | spied apair of boots standing on either
sde. Those overachieving guards had stationed themsel ves outside my room.

| went to the window. The guest wing was on the second floor. My view included the main courtyard. |
could jump to the ground if | was desperate, but for now | would wait.



The next day, | was permitted out of my room only to taste the Commander’ s meals. After breakfast,
Mogkan waved asmdl vid of antidote in front of my face.

“If you want this, you must answer aquestion,” he said.

| steadied my nerves. With acam voice, | replied, “Y ou're bluffing. If you wanted me deed, | wouldn't
be standing here now.”

“| assureyou, it'sonly atemporary condition.” Anger burned in hiseyes. “I’'m merely offering you a
choice. Degth by Butterfly’ s Dust isalong, ugly and excruciating experience, while, say, ditting your
throat is quick—amoment of pain.”

“What' sthe question?’
“Where sVaek?

“I don't know,” | said truthfully. I hadn’t seen Vaek since the fight in the woods. M ogkan considered my
answer. Taking advantage of hisdistracted state, | plucked the via from hishand and draineditina

snglegulp.

Mogkan's face reddened with fury. He seized my shoulders then shoved me toward the guards. “ Take
her back to her room,” he ordered.

Oncethere, | wondered what mischief Valek was creating. | doubted he was sitting idle. Mogkan's
questions on Vaek’ s whereabouts confirmed my suspicions. Restless, | paced the small chamber, longing
for aworkout with Ari and Janco.

During my brief vigtswith the Commander over the next few days, | began to recognize that my
presence was part of Mogkan’ s show. In order to keep the Commander’ s advisers from becoming
suspicious, Brazdll pretended the Commander was till giving orders. At one point, Brazell leaned close
to the Commander asif they were having a private conversation, then proclaimed that, per Commander
Ambrose srequest, afactory tour would be scheduled for the next day.

| was dlowed to join the group going to the plant. This surprised me amost as much asthe fact that none
of the Commander’ s advisers made aprotest or comment about Brazell manufacturing Criollo instead of
the livestock feed he had reported on his permit. They munched on bars of Criollo, content to nod and
agree with Brazell that the factory was amarvelousinvention.

Aswe walked through the building, sweltering heat pulsed from the gigantic roasters that were
continuoudly fed with Sitian beans. Workers, streaked with swegt and black dust, shoveled cod into the
massive fires under the ovens. Once roasted, the beans were conveyored to alarge area where other
workers cracked their shells with malets, extracting adark brown nib. Sted rollers crushed the nibsinto
apaste. The paste was spooned into afive-foot-wide metal container to which sugar, milk and butter
were added. Using stedl pitchforks, workers stirred these ingredients until the mixture became a smooth,
thick liquid, which was then poured into square and rectangul ar-shaped molds.

A veritable shop of ddightful smellsand flavors, the place was, however, ajoyless environment. The
dour employees, uniforms soiled with Criollo and swest, grunted and strained under the physical exertion.
During the tour, | searched the various work areas for poisonous or addictive ingredients that might be
dipped into the mix but found none.

When the group returned to Brazell’ s manor house, | watched the animated expressions on the advisers
faces |eak away, leaving behind the same blank look that had taken over the Commander’ sface. Which



meant that there must be alink between eating Criollo and succumbing to Mogkan’s magic. Mogkan's
show would end as soon as he had gained control of the advisers: minds, and when that happened my
accommodations would change for the worse.

That night, under cover of darkness, | dropped my cloak out the window of my room and banged on the
door, cdling to the guards.

When the door opened, | declared, “1 need abath.” Without waiting for aresponse, | strode with
purpose down the hallway. The guards followed.

At the baths, one guard stopped mein the halway while his companion looked around inside. Only when
he was sure | would be aone did he nod and step back.

As| went through the entrance, | said in an authoritative voice, “I don’t need an audience. Wait here, |
won't belong.”

To my delight they remained outside. | scurried to the far wall where, hidden from view, there was
another entrance. The guards might work in the manor house, but I’d grown up here. With achild's
curiogty and freetime, | had been able to explore dmost every corner of the house. Only Brazell’s
private suite, office and Reyad' swing had been off-limits. Unfortunately once | turned sixteen, Reyad's
wing became my daily nightmare. Pushing away the thought, | concentrated on the present.

| pulled the handle of the door and encountered my first unwanted surprise. It was locked. No problem, |
thought, reaching for my picks. The mechanism popped with ease, the door swung open, and |
discovered a second nasty shock. One of the guards waited in the hallway.

He smirked. | rushed him. Using my momentum, | shoved him off balance and punched him in the groin.
A dirty Vaek move, but | didn’t care as| raced down the corridor, leaving the guard far behind.

Slipping out the south entrance, | retrieved my cloak, and then headed west to find my pack and bow.
Bright moonlight illuminated my path, and | could see where | was going; however, my true path wasless
evident. | knew | couldn’t help the Commander from alocked room, but | was unsurewhat | could do
from the outside. | needed to talk to Vaek. Deciding it would be too risky to go to the barracks, | took
to the treetops. Only Vaek knew thistrick. Once he learned of my escape, he would track me.

When | reached the open areareserved for the annud fire festival’ svisit to MD-5, | stopped for the
night. Shivering in my cloak, | huddled againg atree trunk, blowing clouds of steam from my mouth.
Once, | heard the baying of dogs and distant shouts, but no one came close to my makeshift bed in the
tree. Sleep duded me; | wastoo cold and nervous. Instead, | envisioned the bright fabric of the festival
tentsin the clearing, hoping to warm myself by remembering the hot energy of thefetival nights.

| imagined the big topsin their proper places. Dancers, singers and acrobats lined up in the middle of the
clearing. Food stands huddled in and around the big tents, scenting the air with mouthwatering treats. |
went to the festival every hot season when | had lived under Brazdll’ sroof. 1t had been the highlight of my
exisence. Although my memories of those last two years, when | had been Reyad' slaboratory rat, were
dreadful.

Unabletoress, | climbed down from the tree and walked through my imaginary festival. | stopped
where the acrobatics tent had stood, wondering if | could still perform the tumbling routine that had won
mefirst place and the fire amulet. Without thought, | tossed off my cloak and started awarm-up. In the
back of my mind, I knew | should be hiding, that it was stupid to be this exposed to discovery, but the
desireto relive my one moment of true joy wastoo strong to deny.



Soon all thoughts of Brazdll, Reyad and Mogkan were banished as | spun and soared through the air. My
mind settled into the mental zone of pure concentration | used when | fought. | relished the release, brief
asit might be, from my days of tenson and threet.

As| performed my routine, | discovered that | could push my heightened awareness beyond my body to
encompass the trees, even sense the animalsin the forest. An owl, perched high on abranch, tracked the
movements of afield mouse. A family of possums dipped without sound through the underbrush. A
woman, crouched behind a stone, watched me.

Steding into Irys' smind was as easy as dipping on apair of gloves. Her thoughts flowed into my mind
likeslk. | reminded her of her younger sster, Lily, and shelonged to be back home with her family, not
sneaking around in cold, horrid Ixia. The Situation in the north was getting dangerous, she would be safer
in Sitia. But for how long? she wondered. As amaster-level magician, she couldn’'t alow the abuse of
power that she had felt emanating from this areato continue. Kangom, who called himself Mogkan, was
producing Theobromaat darming quantities. He had aso rigged away to intensify his power.

Irys sthoughts returned to me, and | felt atug on our mental connection.
Y elena, what are you doing in my mind?
I’m not sure how | got here.

Haven't you figured it out by now? Y ou’ re focusing your magic when you fight. That’ swhy you
ingtinctively anticipate your oppo nent’smoves. | felt you at the castle when you were fighting your
friends. Now that you have learned to harness your power, you have taken the next logica step by
expanding it beyond theimmediate area.

My surprise broke our link. | stopped, panting in the cold night air asIrys emerged from the woods.
“Doesthat mean I’'m not going to flame out?’ | asked.

“Y ou' ve stabilized, but you won't get any stronger unless you receive the proper training. Y ou don't
want to waste your potential. Come south now; your pursuers are miles away.”

“The Commander...”

“Isensorcdled. Nothing you can do; his mind is probably gone. Mogkan has been feeding him
Theobroma. I'vesmdled it sncel arrived.”

“Theobroma? Do you mean Criollo? The brown-colored sweet that Brazell’ s manufacturing.”

“That soundsright. It opensamind to magica influence. It relaxes the menta defenses, dlowing easy
accessto someone smind. We useit asatraining tool in controlled stuations where afledgling magician
iscloseto the subject. The Commander has a strong persondity, very resistant to magical suggestion.
Theobroma bresks down that barrier, which helpswhen a student islearning, but using it on the
Commander to gain control of hismindisthe sameasrape.” Irys pulled her cloak tight around her
shoulders. “ Even with Theobroma, amagician shouldn’t be able to reach the Commander’ s mind from
this distance, but Mogkan has. He has found away to boost his power.”

Irys rubbed her armswith her hands, trying to warm up. “I' m guessing Mogkan' s vigit to the castle was
to lock himsdlf into the Commander’ s mind so he could lead him out here.”

“What can we do to break the lock?’ | asked.



“Kill Mogkan. But it'll be difficult. HE svery powerful.”

“Isn’'t there another way?’ | recalled my conversation in the woods with Vaek about murder asa
solution. My formula, he had said, and it <till annoyed me. He' d probably never beeninthelose-lose
gtuation | wasawaysfinding mysdf in.

“Block Mogkan's power supply. That might work. He Il still have his magic, but it won't be enhanced.”
“What would his extra power look like? How do wefind it?’

“My guess would be that he's either recruited anumber of magiciansto pool their power, or he' s devised
away to concentrate the power source without warping it.” She paused, considering. “ Diamonds.”

“Diamonds?’ A cold knot of anxiety churned in my stomach. There was so much | didn’t know about
meagic.

“Yes. Very expensgive, but they will gather and store power like ahot coal holds heat. He might be using
diamonds to enhance his magic. He would need a man-size circle of diamonds, and that' s not easily
hidden. If we could find thiscircle | might be ableto useit to block his power or, at least, redirect it long
enough for you to awaken the Commander.”

“What if the sourceisagroup of magicians? How would | recognize them?’

“Unfortunately, Ixiadoesn't have auniform for magicians,” Irys said, her voice sharp with sarcasm.
“Instead of searching for them, look for an empty room with awagon-whed design painted on the floor.
Tolink magica power, each magician must be perfectly digned dong the edge of acircle”

“I can search the manor, but | need help,” | said. “I need Vaek.”
“You need amiracle,” Irysreplied with awry twist to her lips.
“Canyou direct Vaek here?’

“He sdready on hisway. Y ou two have forged a strong connection, athough | don’t know if it’s of
magical origin.” Iryspursed her lips. “I’ d better go before Vaek arrives. When and if you discover the
source of Mogkan's extra power, chant my namein your mind. I'll hear your call because we, too, have
crested abond. Our mentd link grows stronger each time we communicate. I’ll try to help you with the
Commander. But no promises. I'm after Mogkan.” She disappeared into the forest.

While | waited for Vaek, | paced on the packed dirt and tried to think of away to find Mogkan’ s power
source. Irys swords about needing amiracle were, indeed, an understatement.

To distract mysdlf, | focused on my surroundings. The tread of many feet had rubbed out the grassand
trampled the earth until it was worn smooth and shiny. | remembered digging my hedlsinto this same hard
dirt the last time | was here, when Reyad dragged me to the manor house to punish me for disobeying
him and winning the amulet. | had pressed that prize so tight againgt my skin it had left amark. Then | had
hidden it to keep it out of Reyad’ s crud hands.

Two years had passed since | had buried my amulet. Someone had probably discovered it by now. For
an exercise, | tried usng my new magica skill. Directing my awareness downward, | circled the clearing.
| made many circuits and was growing bored, when suddenly, the soles of my feet felt hot. When |
continued they cooled. | moved here and there until, once more, hegat stabbed my fest.

Taking my grappling hook from my pack, | dug at the spot. My efforts reveded some fabric. | tossed my



hook aside and clawed at the ground with my fingernails, uncovering my lost amulet.

It was dull and covered with dirt. The ribbon that held it was torn and stained. Pressing the flame-shaped
amulet againg my chest, | fet warmth emanating fromit. | put it down tofill the hole, humming atune,
Cleaning the pdm-size medal on my pants, | strung it onto the necklace chain with Vaek’ s butterfly.

“Not the best hiding place. Wouldn't you agree?” Vaek asked.
| jumped. How long had he been standing behind me?
“They’re searching for you. Why did you run?’ he asked.

| briefed Vaek on the Commander, Mogkan, the factory and the advisers, hoping he would draw the
same conclusons| had.

“So Mogkan isusing Criollo to take control of their minds, but where' s he getting the power?” Vaek
asked.

“1 don't know. We need to search the manor.”
“Y ou mean, | need to?"

“No, we. | grew up there. | know every inch.” Thefirst place | wanted to look wasin Reyad's
laboratory wing. “When do we start?’

“Now. We have four hourstill dawn. What are we looking for?’

When | explained that we were seeking either acircle of diamonds or apainted whed, Vaek’ sthin
eyebrows puckered asif he wanted to question me about how | had come by thisinformation. He held
his peace and headed back toward the barracks.

| hid outsde while Vaek changed into hisblack skintight sneak suit. He brought me a dark-colored shirt
to wear over my bright red uniform shirt, and carried an unlit bull’ s-eye lantern. My cloak would be too
cumbersome for cregping through the hdls, so | hid it in the bushes.

Wefound aback door near the servants quarters. Vaek lit the lantern. Pushing the dide almost closed,
he alowed only athin ray of light to escape. Insgde the manor, | took the lead.

Reyad' s suite was in the east wing on the ground floor, opposite the laboratory. The entire wing had been
his, and there were anumber of doorsthat he' d kept locked while | had been the resident laboratory rat.

Old horrors haunted me as we searched. My skin felt tight and hot. | recognized the faint acidic aroma of
fear that mixed with the dust stirred by our footsteps. It was my smdll. | had worn it like a perfume
whenever Reyad dragged meto histest.

Thethick air pressed down on me, filling my mouth with the taste of ashes and blood. | had bitten my
hand without conscious thought. It was an old habit, away to stifle my cries.

Exploring the [aboratory room, the thin lantern’ s beam spotlighted instruments hanging from the walls and
piled on the tables. Each revelation sent a.cold numbing pulse through my body, and | shrank away from
the large shadows of equipment unreveaded, unwilling to even brush againgt them. The room resembled a
torture chamber rather than a place for experiments.

Fedling like an anima pierced in the metd jaws of atrap, | wanted to scream and bolt from the room.
Why had | brought VValek here? Brazdll’ s advisers were housed on the second floor. Mogkan' s diamond



device, if there was such athing, was probably hidden near hisroom, not down here.

Vaek hadn’'t said aword since lighting the lantern. In the hallway outside Reyad’ s bedroom, aphysical
force prevented me from entering. My musclestrembled. Anicy sweat soaked my uniform. | waited at
the door while Vaek went in. | could see the dark maevolent shape of Reyad' s sadigtic “toy” chest
lurking in acorner of theroom. If | burned that chest to cinders, | wondered, would my nightmares
cease?

“Not if | can helpit,” Reyad' sghost said, materidizing besde mein the hallway.
| jerked back, hitting the wall. A yelp escaped my lips before | could shove my hand into my mouth.
“I thought you were gone for good,” | whispered.

“Never, Ydena. | will dways bewith you. My blood has soaked into your soul. Y ou have no chance of
cleenang meaway.”

“I have no soul,” | said under my bregath.

Reyad laughed. “Y our soul is drenched black with the blood of your victims, my dear, that iswhy you
can't seeit. When you die, that heavy blood-filled essence will sink to the bottom of the earth where you
will burnin eternity for your crimes.”

“From the voice of experience,” | whispered with arage that made my voice hiss.

Vaek came out of Reyad' s room. With aface pale as bone, he stared at me with ahorrified expression
so long that | wondered if he had been struck dumb. Finally, closing the door, Vaek walked past the
ghost without seeing him, then stopped at the next locked room, pausing amoment with his head bowed
to press ahand to hisforehead.

“There s someone who redlly needsto be haunted,” Reyad said, stabbing a ghostly white finger at Valek.
“It'sashame he doesn't let his demons bother him, because | know a certain dead King that would love
to plague him.” Reyad looked at me. “Only the wesk invite their demonsto live with them. 1sn't that
right?’

| refused to answer Reyad as| followed Vaek. We continued our search but it was obvious that, other
than the |aboratory, the wing had been abandoned. There were three doors | ft.

While Vaek picked the two locks, Reyad chatted on. “My father will soon send you to me, Yelena. I'm
looking forward to spending eternity with you.” Heleered and wiggled hisfingersat me.

But | was no longer interested in the ghost. The contents of the room before me riveted my attention.
Inside, dozens of women and afew men flinched from the yellow beam of Vaek’ slantern. Greasy hair
obscured their dirt-streaked faces. Rags clung to their emaciated bodies. None of them spoke or cried
out. Tomy increasing horror, | redlized they were chained to thefloor. In circles. One outer circle and
two inner rings with lines painted between them.

When Vaek and | stepped into the room, the foul stench of unwashed bodies and excrement wafted
through the air. Gagging, | covered my mouth. Vaek moved among them, asking questions. Who are
you? Why are you here? His queries were met with silence. Their vacant eyes followed his passage. They
remained where they were chained, staring.

| began to recognize some of the grubby faces. They had lived in the orphanage with me. They were the
older girls and boys who had “ graduated” and were supposed to be employed throughout the digtrict.



The gght of onegirl, her ginger hair dull and matted, finaly made mecry out in pain.

Carra s soft brown eyes held no sign of intelligence as | stroked her shoulder and whispered her name.
Thefree-spirited girl | had cared for in the orphanage had become amindless, empty shell of awoman.

“My students,” Reyad said. His chest puffed out in pride as he floated in the middle of theroom. “The
oneswhodidn't fall.”

“What now?’ | asked Vaek with ashaky voice.
“You're arrested and thrown in the dungeon,” Mogkan answered from the entrance.

Vaek and | spun in unison. Mogkan loomed in the doorway, his arms folded across his chest. Vaek
charged him; fury blazed in his eyes. Mogkan stepped back into the halway. | saw Vaek stop just past
the doorway and raise hishandsin the air. Damn, | thought, racing to help him.

Mogkan stood like a coward behind eight guards. Thetips of their swords were aimed mere inches from
Vaek'schest.

Chapter Thirty

A ssword points pricked my back, | watched Vaek, expecting him to spring into action during the
whole miserable trip to Brazell’ s holding cdlls. | waited for him to blur into motion asthey stripped and
searched us, enduring the humiliation of being prodded and poked by rough hands as they confiscated
my backpack, switchblade and necklace. Losing my clothing didn’t upset measmuch aslosing Vaek's
butterfly and my amulet.

| prepared for a sudden jailbreak when we were led down into the prison, and was gtill waiting aswe
were shoved into adjoining cdls.

| held my breath as the heavy metal lock clanged shut on our underground chambers. The soldierstossed
our clothing in through the bars. Then they | eft, abandoning usto blackness. | fumbled with my uniform,
trying to button my shirt in the dark.

Herel wasagain. A nightmare turned real aswe went through the guardroom, down oneflight of steps,
and into BrazdlI’s small dungeon, which only contained eight cells, four on each side of ashort corridor.
Vaek and | werein thetwo cells closest and to the left of the steps. A familiarly loud, rancid stench
permeated the prison. Thethick, sty air so overpowered my sensesthat it took me awhileto redlize we
were the only occupants.

Unableto bear the sudden quiet, | asked, “Vaek?’
“What?’
“Why didn’t you fight the guards? | would have helped you.”

“Eight men had drawn swords pointed at my chest. Any sudden movement and | would have been
skewered. I'm flattered that you think | could win against those odds. Four armed opponents, maybe,
but eght is definitely too many.”

| could hear the amusement in Vaek’ svoice.

“Then we pick thelocks and make our escape?’ My confidence was based on the fact that Valek wasa
master n and trained fighter, aman who wouldn’t stay confined for long.



“That would beided, provided we had something to pick them with,” Vaek replied, dashing my hopes.

| searched my cdll with my hands. Finding nothing but filthy straw, rat droppings and unrecognizable
muck, | sank to the floor with my back against the one ssonewall | shared with Vaek.

After along moment, Vaek asked, “Wasthat your fate? If you hadn't killed Reyad, were you dated to
be chained to the floor, mindless?’

The image of those captives burned in my mind. My flesh crawled. For thefirst time, | was content to
have faled Reyad' stests.

As| thought more about them, | remembered acomment Irys had made regarding amagician’ s ability to
ged magic from others. Findly, the significance of the women and men Sitting in circles hit me. Mogkan's
extra power came from those chained captives. Brazell, Reyad and Mogkan must have screened the
children of the orphanage for magica potentia. Then, while experimenting on them, Mogkan had wiped
their minds clean, leaving them mindless vessals from which to draw more power.

“| think Brazdll and Reyad were determined to reduce meto that mental state. But | endured.” |
explained my theory about the captivesto Vaek.

“Tell mewhat happened to you,” Vaek said, hisvoicetight.

| paused. Then my tale flowed from my lips, in bitsand pieces at first, but the words soon gushed with
the same speed as the tears streaking down my face. | didn’t spare him any details. | didn’'t gloss over
the unpleasant parts. Teling Vaek everything about my two years as alaboratory rat, Reyad’ stortures
and torments, the crudl games, the humiliations, the beatings, the longing to be good for Reyad, and,
findly, the rapethat led to murder, | purged mysdf of the black stain of Reyad. | fet light-headed with
therelease.

Vdek remained slent throughout my disclosure, neither commenting nor questioning. Findly, withice
cryddlizing in hisvoice he said, “Brazell and Mogkan will be destroyed.”

Promise or athresat, | couldn't tell, but with al of Vaek’ sforce behind it, it was morethan idle talk.

Asif they had heard their names, Brazell and Mogkan stepped through the main door of the dungeon.
Four guards holding lanterns escorted them. They stopped at our cells.

“It'sgood to see you back where you belong,” Brazedll said to me. “My desireto fed your blood on my
hands has tempted me, but Mogkan has kindly informed me of your fate, should you not receive your
antidote.” Brazell paused, and smiled with pure satisfaction. “ Seeing my son’skiller writhingin
excruciating pain will be better justice. I'll vigt later to hear your screams. And if you beg me, | might put
you out of your misery, just so | can breathe in the hot scent of your blood.”

Brazdl’sgaze bored into Vaek’ s cdl. “ Disobeying adirect order isacapita offense. Commander
Ambrose has signed your degth warrant. Y our hanging is scheduled for noon tomorrow.” Brazell cocked
his head, appraising Vaek like athoroughbred. “| think | shal have your head stuffed and mounted.

Y ou' [l make an effective decoration in my office when | become Commander.”

Laughing, Brazdll and Mogkan |eft the dungeon. The darknessthat flowed in after them felt even heavier
than before. It pressed againgt my chest, giving me atight, panicky fediing around my ribs. | paced my
cell. My emotions swung from sheer terror to overwheming despondency. | kicked at the bars, threw
sraw into the ar and pounded on the walls.

“Yeena” Vaek findly said, “ settle down. Get some deep; you' |l need your strength for tonight.”



“Oh yeah, everyone needsto be well rested to die,” | said, but regretted my harshnesswhen |
remembered that Vaek, too, faced death. “I'll try.”

| lay onthefoul straw, knowing it wasfutile to try and rest. How could anyone deep her last hours
away?

Apparently, | could.

| woke with acry. My nightmare about rats melded with redity as| felt awarm, furry massresting on my
legs. Legping to my feet, | kicked the rodent. It crashed into the wall and skittered away.

“Nicengp?’ Valek asked.

“I"ve had better. My deeping companion snored.”

Vaek grunted in amusement.

“How long was| out?’

“It'shard to tdl without the sun. I’'m guessing it' s close to sunset.”

| had received my last dose of antidote yesterday morning. That gave me until tomorrow morning to live,
but the symptoms of the poison would take hold sometime tonight.

“Vaek, | haveaconfess...” My throat closed. My stomach muscles contracted with such severity that |
fdt asif someone weretrying to rip them from my body.

“What' sthe matter?’
“Stomach cramp from hell,” | said, till gasping even though the pain had subsided. “Isthisthe start?’
“Yes. They begin dowly, but soon the convulsons will be continuous.”

Another wave of agony hit, and | crumpled to the floor. When it passed, | crawled to my straw bed,
waiting for the next assault. Unable to endure the anticipation in silence, | said, “Vaek, talk tome. Tell
me something to distract me.”

“Likewhat?’
“I don't care. Anything.”
“Here’ s something you can take some comfort from—there’ sno poison called Butterfly’ s Dugt.”

“What?" | wanted to scream at him, but a doubling-over, vomit-inducing convulsion hit, causing my
abdominal musclesto fed asif they were being shredded with aknife.

When | was sensible again, Vaek explained, “Y ou' re going to want to die, wish you were dready dead,
but in theend you'll be quitedive.”

“Why tdl menow?’

“The mind controlsthe body. If you believed that you were going to die, then you might have died from
that conviction done.”

“Why wait until now to tell me?’ | demanded, furious. He could have relieved my anguish.



“A tactica decison.”

| bit back anasty reply. | tried to see hislogic; to put mysdf in hisplace. My training sessonswith Ari
and Janco had included strategy and tactics. Janco had compared sparring to a card game. “Keep your
best moves close to your chest and only use them when you' ve nothing left,” he had said.

An opportunity to escape might have presented itself during the day. In that case VVaek wouldn't haveto
show hislast card and tell me about the poison.

“What about the cramps?’ | asked just as another one seized my body. | rolled into atight bal hoping to
relieve some of the pain, but to no avail.

“Withdrawa symptoms.”
“Fromwha?’

“Y our so-caled antidote,” Vaek sad. “It’ san interesting concoction. | useit to make someone sick. As
the potion wears off, it produces ssomach crampsworthy of aday in bed. It's perfect for putting
someone temporarily out of commission without killing him. If you continue to drink it, then the symptoms
areforestdled until you stop.”

Of dl the books| had studied, | didn’t recall reading about atonic like that. “What' s the name?’
“White Fright.”

The knowledge that | wasn't going to die erased the frightened panic and helped me to endure the pain. |
viewed each contraction as a step that must be taken in order for me to be free of the substance.

“What about Butterfly’s Dust?” | asked.

“Doesn't exigt. | made it up. It sounded good. | needed some thresat to keep the food tasters from
running away without using guards or locked doors.”

An unwel come thought popped into my head. “ Does the Commander know it saruse?’ If hedid,
Mogkan would also know.

“No. He believes you' ve been poisoned.”

During the night, it was hard for me to remember that | had not been poisoned. Torturous cramps refused
to release me. | crawled around the cell, retching and screaming.

| was vaguely aware, at one point, of Brazell and Mogkan gloating over me. | didn’t care that they
watched. | didn’t carethat they laughed. All | cared about was finding a position that would dleviate the

pan.
Findly, | fel into an exhausted deep.

| woke lying on the muck-covered floor of the cell. My right arm stretched through the bars. | marveled
more over thefact that | clutched Vaek’ s hand than the fact that | wasdive.

“Ydena, areyou dl right?’ The concernin Vaek’svoice was evident.
“I think s0,” | replied with arasp. My throat burned with thirst.

A clank rang out as someone unlocked the prison door.



“Play dead,” Vaek whispered, releasing my hand. “Try to get them closeto my cell,” heingructed as
two guards cameinto the dungeon. | yanked my Vaek-warmed hand into the cdll, and poked my
ice-cold left hand out just as the men descended the sairs.

“Damn! The stench down here’ sworse than the latrine after abrew party,” said the guard holding the
lantern,

“Y ou think she'sdead?’ the second guard asked.
With my faceto thewal, | closed my eyesand held my breeth asthe yellow light swept my body.

The guard touched my hand. “Cold as snow-cat piss. Let’sdrag her out before she startsto rot. You
think it smellsbad now...” The snap of the lock wasfollowed by a squeak of meta asthe cell door

opened.

| concentrated on being a dead weight while the guard dragged me out by my feet. When the light moved
away from me, | risked a peek. The guard with the lantern walked ahead to light the way, leaving my
upper body in darkness. Aswe passed Valek’s cell, | seized the bars with both hands.

“Ugh. Hold up, she' sstuck.”

“Onwhat?’ the lantern guard asked.

“I don’t know. Come back here with that bloody light.”
| released my grip, hooking my arm insdethe cell.
“Back off,” the lantern guard warned Valek.

His meaty hand tugged a my elbow. Then he grunted softly. | opened my eyesin timeto seethelantern’s
light extinguish asit toppled to the ground.

“What the hell’?” the other man exclaimed. Hewas till holding my feet. He backed away from Vdek's
bars.

| bent my legs, pulling my body closeto his boots. He yel ped with surprise when | grabbed his ankles.
Hetripped and fell back.

The sickening crunch of bone striking stone wasn't what | expected. His body went limp. | stood on
shaky legs.

Hearing athud and the jingle of keys, | turned back in timeto see Vaek lighting the lantern. The other
guard was propped againgt the bars, his head cocked at an unnatural angle.

In the weak glow, | gazed at the prone form at my feet. The soldier’ s head had struck the edge of the
bottom step. A black liquid began to pool around my boots. | had just killed another man. | began to
tremble. A fourth man had died because of me. Had the robbing of my soul reduced meto a heartless
killer? Did Vaek fed any remorse or guilt when hetook alife? | watched him through aveil of blood.

Efficient asdways, Vaek stripped the dead guards of their wespons.

“Wait here,” heinstructed. Unlocking the main door of the prison, he sprang through the entrance to the
guardroom.

Shouts, grunts and the sound of flesh striking flesh reached my ears as| waited on the stairway. No



remorse, no guilt, Vaek did what he had to for hissideto win.

When Vaek motioned meto join him, | saw that blood had splattered on hisface, chest and arms. Three
guards, either unconscious or dead, were strewn about the room.

My backpack sat on atable, its contents scattered about. | stuffed everything back in while Valek tried
to open the remaining locked door between freedom and us. Although meager, | wanted my possessons,
including my butterfly and amulet, back. Once | wrapped the chain around my neck, | felt strangely
optimidtic.

“Damn,” Vdek sad.

“What?’

“The Captain hasthe only key to this door. He will open it when it’ stime to change the guards.”

“Try these” | handed Vaek my picks.

He grinned.

While he worked on thelock, | found apitcher of water and awash barrel. The fear of being caught
couldn’t override the desire to rinse of f my face and hands. But that was not enough. The need to rid
myself of the stench of vomit and blood overpowered me. Soon, | was dumping buckets of water over
my head until | was soaked through. | drained half the water pitcher before | thought to offer someto
Vaek. He stopped to drink, then continued to pick the lock.

Findly, it popped open. Vaek peered out into the hallway. * Perfect. No guards.” He pulled the door
wide. “Let'sgo.”

Taking my hand and alantern, VVaek turned away from our only escape, and led me back down into the
prison, pausing to leave the door to the cells wide open as well.

“Areyouinsane?’ | whispered as he dragged me toward the last cell. “ Freedom’ s that way.” | pointed.

Heignored me as he unlocked the door. “Trust me. Thisisthe perfect hiding spot. The messwe left will
soon be discovered, the open doors proof we vefled.” Vaek pushed me ahead of himinto the cell.
“Search partieswill be sent out. When dl the soldiers have | eft the manor, we' [| make our move. Until
then, welay low.”

Vaek made amakeshift bed of straw in thefar corner of the cell. After extinguishing and hiding the
lantern, he yanked me down. | curled on my sde with my back to him, shivering in my wet clothes. Valek
pulled some straw on top of us and wrapped an arm around me. He drew me close. | stiffened at the
contact, but hisbody heat warmed me, and | soon relaxed into hisgrip.

At firgt, every tiny noise made my heart race. But | shouldn’t have worried; the commotion that ensued
when our escape was discovered was deafening.

Angry and accusing voices shouted. Search parties were organized and dispatched. It was agreed that
we had an hour head start, but Brazell and Mogkan argued on which direction we had taken.

“Vaek' s probably retreating west to well-known territory,” Brazell stated with authority.

“South isthe logica choice,” Mogkan insisted. “We have the Commander; there’ s nothing they can do.
They’ re running for their lives, not toward some strategic position. I'll take ahorse and scan the forest



withmy magic”

Vaek harrumphed in my ear, and whispered, “They actudly think | would abandon the Commander.
They have no concept of loyaty.”

When the prison had been quiet and empty for afew hours, | grew bored and anxiousto be gone. The
door to the cells had remained wide open, dlowing afaint light to illuminate our surroundings.

“Canwego now?’ | asked.
“Not yet. | believeit' sl daylight. We Il wait until dark.”

To help passthetime, | asked Vaek how he had become involved with the Commander. | thought it an
unintrusive question, but he grew so quiet that | regretted asking it.

After along pause, he spoke. “My family lived in Icefaren Province before it was renamed MD-1. A
particularly harsh winter collapsed the building that housed my father’ sleather business, ruining al of his
equipment. He needed to replace his equipment to stay in business, but the soldiers who cameto our
house to collect the tax money wouldn't listen to reason.” Vaek’s arm tightened around me.

A minute stretched longer before he continued. “1 was just askinny little kid at the time, but | had three
older brothers. They were about Ari’ s Size and had his strength. When my father told the soldiersthat if
he paid the full tax amount he wouldn’t have enough money left to feed hisfamily—" Vaek paused for
severd heartbeats “—they killed my brothers. They laughed and said, ‘ Problem solved. Now you have
threelessmouthsto feed.”” The muscleson Vaek'sarm trembled with tension.

“Naturaly, | wanted revenge, but not on the soldiers. They were only messengers. | wanted the King.
The man who had alowed his soldiersto murder my brothersin hisname. So | learned how to fight, and
| studied the assassin’sart until | was unbeatable. | traveled around, using my new skillsto earn money.
Theroya upper class was so corrupt they paid meto kill each other.

“Then | was commissioned to kill ayoung man named Ambrose, whose speeches called for rebellion and
made the royals nervous. He' d become popular, gathering large crowds. People started to resist the
King'sdoctrines. Then Ambrose disappeared, hiding his growing army and employing covert operations
againg the monarchy.

“My payment to find and kill Ambrose was significant. | ambushed him, expecting to have my knifein his
heart before he could draw breath to cry out. But he blocked the blow, and | found myself fighting for my
life, and losing.

“Instead of killing me, though, Ambrose carved a C on my chest with my own knife. The same wegpon,
by theway, that | later used to kill the King. Then Ambrose declared himsalf my Commander, and
announced that | now worked for him and no oneelse. | agreed, and | promised him that if he got me
close enough to kill the King, | would beloyal to him forever.

“My firgt assgnment was to kill the person who had paid meto nate Ambrose. Throughout these
years, |’ ve watched him achieve his goals with asingle-minded determination and without excess violence
and pain. He hasn't been corrupted by power or greed. He' s consistent and loyal to his people. And
there’ sbeen no onein thisworld that | care for more. Until now.”

| held my bresath. It had been asimple, innocent question. | hadn’t expected such an intimate response.

“Yelena, you' ve driven me crazy. Y ou’ ve caused me considerable trouble and I’ ve contempl ated ending
your lifetwice sincel’ve known you.” Vaek’ swarm breath in my ear sent ashiver down my spine.



“But you' ve dipped under my skin, invaded my blood and seized my heart.”

“That sounds more like apoison than aperson,” wasdl | could say. His confession had both shocked
and thrilled me.

“Exactly,” Vaek replied. “Y ou have poisoned me.” Herolled me over to face him. Before | could make
another sound, he kissed me.

Long suppressed desire flared to life as | wrapped my arms around his neck, returning hiskisswith equal
passion.

My response was addlightful surprise. | had feared, after Reyad’ s abuse, my body would clench tight in
horror and revulsion. But the intertwining of our bodies linked our minds and spirits together.

The distant sound of music vibrated in the air. Pulsing, the magica harmony soon rose to a crescendo and
encompassed us like awarm blanket. The prison cdll and filthy straw dropped away from our awareness.
Whiteness draped in snowy sk surrounded us. On this plane we were equals, partners. Our souls
bonded. His pleasure was my ecstasy. My blood pumped in his heart.

Utter bliss camein short snatches, athough, Vaek and | were happy to try again. We had merged, our
minds had become one. | drew in his essence, feasting on the fed of hisbody in mine, exhilarating in the
caress of hisskin againgt mine. Hefilled the hollow emptinessinsde my heart with joy and light. Even
though welay in the grubby straw and faced an uncertain future, a degp hum of contentment vibrated

throughout my body.
Chapter Thirty-One

R edlity and the rank odor of adecompaosing animd intruded. Darkness had descended.
“Let’sgo,” Vdek sad, pulling meto my feet.
“Where?’ | asked, adjusting my uniform.

“The Commander’ sroom, so we can take him back to the castle with us.” Valek brushed the straw from
hishair and clothes.

“Won't work.”
“Why not?” Vaek demanded.

“As soon as you touch him, Mogkan will know.” | explained about Mogkan'slink with the Commander
and how he had established that connection using Criollo.

“How do we break the bond?’ Valek asked.

It wastimeto tell him about my magic. | felt light-headed, asif | stood on the edge of theworld. Taking a
deep bresath, | related the encounters and conversations |’ d had with Irys, and how she might be able to
help us

Vaek sood ill for afull minute, while my heart thumped madly in my chest.
“Doyoutrust her?’ he asked.

“ YS,”



“Isthere anything €lse you haven't told me?’

My head spun. So much had happened and we still needed to stop a powerful magician. Desth wasa
red posshility. | wanted Valek to know how | felt.

“I loveyou.”

Vaek wrgpped mein hisarms. “My love has been yours since thefire festival. If those goons had killed
you, | knew then that | would never be the same. | didn’t want or expect this. But | couldn’t resist you.”

| molded my body to him, wanting to share his skin.
Hetook my hand. “Let’sgo.”

We raided the guardroom for uniforms before dipping into the halway. Wearing Brazdll’ s colors of black
and green, we hoped to avoid discovery aswe stole through the manor.

Vaek needed his bag of tricks, so we headed toward the barracks. While | retrieved my cloak, Valek
did inside the empty wooden building. The soldiers had gone to search for us.

| paced in the shadows of the building, chanting Irys s namein my mind. We needed a plan of attack.
We had to move tonight.

Shouts and curses emanated from the barracks. Running inside, | found Ari and Janco with their swords
drawn and pointed at Valek.

“Stop,” | sad.
Spotting me, Ari and Janco sheathed their weapons, smiling.
“We thought Vaek had escaped without you,” Ari said, giving me abear hug.

“Aren’t you supposed to be with asearch party?” Valek asked as he pulled his black bag from under a
bunk. He had changed into an ebony coveral with numerous pockets.

“We'retoo sick,” Janco said, hisbest smirk in place.

“What?' | asked.

“The charges against you were obvioudly fabricated, so we refused to take part in the hunt,” Janco said.
“That’ sinsubordination.” Vaek extracted along knife and some darts from his bag.

“That was the point. What' s afellow have to do around here in order to get arrested and thrown in the
dungeon?’ Janco asked.

| stared at Janco in amazement. They had been willing to risk acourt martia in order to help me. He had
meant what he had inscribed on my switchblade.

“Which direction did the search parties go?’ Valek asked. He placed weapons in various pockets and
strapped his sword and knife onto his belt.

“Mainly south and east, dthough afew small groups were sent west and north,” Ari replied.
1 chstji



“yYes”
“And the manor?’

“Minimd coverage”

“Good. You' rewith us,” Vaek ordered them both.
They snapped to attention. “Yes, gr.”

“Prep for covert ops, but keep the swords. Y ou' re going to need them.” Vaek finished dressing as Ari
and Janco got ready.

“Wait,” | said. “I don’t want them getting into trouble.” My heart started to skitter around in my chest
and a nauseous wave threatened to send bile up my throat as fear of what we were planning to do
overcame me.

Vaek squeezed my shoulder. “We need their help.”

“Y ou're going to need more than that.” Irys s voice came out of the darkness. Three men smultaneousy
drew their swords. When she stepped into the weak lantern light, Vaek relaxed, but Ari and Janco
brandished their weapons.

“At ease” Vaek ordered.

Seeing their reluctance, | said, “ She’ safriend. She'shereto help.” | looked at her. “We discovered
Mogkan's extra power source.”

“What isit?’

| told her about the mindless captives and how they had been chained in circles, and then explained my
theory that Mogkan had wiped their minds to seize their power. Horror and revulsion touched her face.
Despite her rough exterior, her concern went deep. She managed to regain her no-nonsense frown, but
Ari and Janco looked alittle green, asif they were going to be sick.

“What' sthisal about?” Ari asked.

“I'll explainit later. Right now—" | stopped short. A complete plan of attack snapped into my mind, but
it included Ari and Janco. | had been hoping to keep them safe, but Va ek was right. We needed their
help.

“I want you to protect Iryswith everything you have. It svery important,” | told my friends.
“Yes, gr,” Ari and Janco said together.

Stunned, | stared at them. They had addressed me as Sir, meaning they would follow my orders, evenif it
led to their degth.

Vaek'seyesdrilled into mine. “Y ou have asirategy ?’
“YS.”

“Tdl us”



Why, | thought as Vaek and | crept through the silent empty halls of the manor, had | opened my mouth?
My plan. What did | know? Vaek, Ari and Janco had years of experience doing this nerve-racking,
somach-turning work, but everyone risked their necks following my plan.

Inthe dark corridor, | swallowed my fear and reviewed the strategy. At the Commander’ s door, we
waited to give the others time to move into position. My short breaths seemed to echo off thewalls, and |
fet asif | waseither going to scream or pass out.

After afew moments, Valek picked thelock and we dipped inside. He secured the door. Lighting a
lantern, he moved toward the oversize four-poster bed. The Commander was stretched out on top of the
bedding, fully clothed. His vacant eyes were open, staring at the celling. He made no acknowledgment of
our presence.

| sat beside him and took his hand in mine. Following Irys sbrief ingtructions, | imagined my brick wall,
then expanded it until | had built adome of brick that encompassed us both. Vaek pressed againgt the
wall next to the door, waiting for Mogkan. His expression had hardened into his battle face. Hewas
stone cold on the exterior, but | knew that aletha, molten fury resded within.

It wasn't long before akey turned in the lock. Silence. Then the door burst open. Four armed guards
rushed in. Vaek had one down before the man could react. The ringing of swordsfilled the room.

Mogkan dinked into the chamber after hismen had VVaek fully engaged. Avoiding the fighting, he moved
toward me. A condescending smile touched hislips.

“A brick igloo. How nice. Come on, Y elena, give me some credit. A stone fortress or asted wall would
have been more of achdlenge.”

| felt asolid blow strike my mental defenses. Brick crumbled. Patching holes as he hammered on my
shield, | prayed with desperation that Ari, Janco and Irys had made it to the room where Mogkan kept
the prisoners chained. Irys had explained that she needed to be there with them in order to block
Mogkan' s extrapower. Even if she succeeded, | would still have to dedl with Mogkan's own magic.

Halting his attack for a second, Mogkan jerked his head to the Side, staring off into the distance. “Nice
trick,” he said. “ Friends of yours? They'rein Reyad' s hadlway, but unlessthey can fight their way through
ten men, they won't makeit to my children.”

My heart sank. Mogkan resumed his ond aught with renewed determination. One guard out of four
remained in battle with Vaek. Hurry, | thought. My defenses weakened with each blow. | threw every
ounce of strength into my wall, but it collgpsed into acloud of dust.

Mogkan's power gripped melike agiant’ sfist around my rib cage. | yelped in pain and dropped the
Commander’ shand. | stood on weak legs beside the bed just as Vaek yanked his sword from the last
guard’ s dead body.

“Stop or she dies,” Mogkan ordered.

Vaek froze. Three more guards hustled into the room, Brazell on their hedls. They surrounded Valek.
Taking hissword, they forced him to his kneeswith his hands on his head.

“Go ahead, Generd. Kill her,” Mogkan said, stepping back to let Brazell pass. “I should havelet you dit
her throat the first day she arrived.”

“Why listen to Mogkan?’ | asked Brazdll. “He snot to be trusted.” Pain crawled dong my spine as
Mogkan turned his burning eyes upon me.



“What do you mean?’ Brazell demanded. He gripped his sword as he glanced from me to Mogkan.
Mogkan laughed. “ She’ sonly trying to delay theinevitable.”

“Likewhen you tried to delay the Sitian treaty negotiations by poisoning the cognac? Or were you aming
to stop the delegation atogether?’ | asked him.

Mogkan's shock revedled his guilt. Although surprise touched Vaek’ sface, he remained silent. His body
tensed, ready to pring into action.

“That doesn’'t make sense” Brazdl said.

“Mogkan wants to avoid contact with the southerners. They would know about—" My throat closed. |
clawed a my neck, unableto breathe.

Brazell turned on Mogkan. His square face creased with anger. “What have you been up to?’

“We don't need atreaty with Sitia. We were getting our supplies without any problems. But you
wouldn’t listen to me. Y ou had to be greedy. After establishing atrade treaty it would only be amatter of
time before we' d have southerners crossing the border, sniffing around, finding us.” Mogkan showed no
fear of Brazell, only anger that he had to explain his actions. “Now, do you want to kill her or should 1?7’

Spots spun in my eyesas my vison blurred. Before Brazell could answer, Mogkan staggered. Hishold
on medipped dightly, releasing my airway. | gasped for air.

“My children!” Mogkan roared. “ Even without them, | till have more power than you!”

Like afish on ahook, | was yanked off my feet and hurled against thewall. My head banged on the
stone. Pinned in midair, Mogkan’s power pelted me. Each blow felt like aboulder crashing into me. This
isit, | thought. Reyad was right; becoming the food taster had just delayed the inevitable.

Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Vaek fighting his guards as he tried to reach Mogkan. Too late for
me. With afina surge of strength, | mentally reached out. | hit an impenetrable barrier as| felt my
consciousness drain. Blacknessfilled my world.

Then Irys svoice wastherein my mind, soothing. “Here” shesad, “let me help you.” Pure power
flowed into me. | reconstructed my mental shield and deflected Mogkan’ s ondaught, pushing him back.
He crashed into the opposite wal with a satisfying thud.

Confusion reigned in the Commander’ s chambers. Inexperienced with magic as| was, | couldn’t restrain
Mogkan. He bolted from the room. With aknifein hishand, Vaek fought three guards with swords. As|
rushed to help Vaek, Brazdl grabbed my arm and spun me around to face him.

Heraised his sword. Murder blazed in his eyes. | jumped back to avoid thefirst swing of hissword and
bumped against the Commander’ s bed. | leaped onto the bed to avoid Brazell’ s next swing. | glanced
down. The Commander’ s gaze was il fixed on the celling. Brazdl’ sthird swing severed one of the
bedposts.

Asl| dived from the end of the bed to avoid another blow, | seized the post from the floor.
Now | was armed. The post wasn't balanced properly for abow, but it wasthick. Better than nothing.
Brazell was a powerful opponent. Each swing of his sword hacked chunks out of my wespon.

At firdt, he scoffed a my attemptsto fight him. “What do you think you' re doing? Y ou're askinny



nothing. I’ll gut you in two moves”

When | found my mental zone of power, he stopped wasting his breath. Even sensing his next attack, |
gtill scrambled to stay one step ahead of him. My wooden post was no match for his sword.

Reyad’ s ghost materiaized in the room. He cheered hisfather on, trying to distract me. Histactics
worked. My back hit thewall. Brazdl’s sword split my post in half.

“You'redead.” With gleeful satisfaction, Brazdll pulled his sword back to dash a my neck. But | ill
held apart of the wood. As hissword swung close, | deflected the weagpon downward with my broken
post. Thetip cut across my waist. The sound of ripping fabric accompanied aline of fire acrossmy
stomach. Blood soaked the ripped ends of my uniform shirt.

Then Brazell made hisfirgt error. Thinking | wasfinished, herdlaxed hisguard. But | was till on my fedt.
| raised my wespon. With desperate strength, | struck him across the temple. We crumpled to the floor
together.

| gazed at the ceiling, trying to regain my breath. Vaek hovered over me. | shooed him away. “Find
Mogkan.” He disappeared from my view.

Once girength returned to my limbs, | examined my wound. Running afinger along the gash, | thought all
| needed was some of Rand' s glue.

Reyad’ s ghost floated over me, sneering. | couldn’t bear lying on the ground with him in the room.
Cursing and bleeding, | stood.

“You.” | stabbed abloody finger a him. “Go away.”
“Makeme,” hechalenged.

How could | fight aghost? | moved into a defensive stance. He scoffed. No, not aphysica fight, amental
one.

| thought about what | had accomplished in the year and ahaf since | had dit Reyad' sthroat.
Overcoming my fearsto make friends. Confronting my enemies. Finding love. How | felt about mysdlf.
Who | was. | looked into the gilded floor-length mirror of the Commander’sroom. My hair waswild.
My shirt soaked with blood. My face streaked with dirt. Almost the same reflection when | first became
thefood taster. But thistime there was something different. The shadows of doubt were gone.

| peered deeper and found my soul. A little tattered and with some holes, but there dl the same. It had
aways been there, | redized with ashock. If Reyad and Mogkan had truly driven it from me, | would be
chained to afloor right now and not standing over Brazdll’ s unconscious form.

| wasin control. Thisnew person in the mirror wasfree. Free of al poisons. | glanced at Brazell. He was
gtill breathing, but | wasin charge of him and of myself. In command. No longer avictim. No longer the
rat caught in the metd jaws of atrap.

“Begone,” | ordered Reyad' s ghost. His shocked expression gave me greet joy as he vanished.

But joy waslike abutterfly alighting on ahand; abrief rest before flying away.

“Janco’shurt.” Irys s aarmed voice resounded in my skull. “We need amedic. Come now.”

Using manaclesfrom adead guard’ sbelt, | handcuffed Brazell to the heavy bed. Then | bolted from the



room. | raced through the corridors. He can't die, | thought. Not Janco. | wouldn't be ableto bear his
death. Horrible scenarios played in my mind. | was so preoccupied that | rushed right toward Vaek and
Mogkan without even recognizing them.

They dueled with swords. The reason the scene had taken awhile to clarify in my mind was because
Mogkan had the upper hand. Vaek’ s pale face was haggard. He swung his sword asif it was a dead
weight. His natura grace had fled, and what remained were sporadic, jerky movements. Mogkan, on the
other hand, was quick and competent, technicaly accurate, but lacking style.

My disbelief and concern grew as | watched the match. What was wrong with Vaek? Was it Mogkan's
magic? No, Vaek wasimmuneto it, | thought. Then redlization dawned. Vaek had said being closeto a
magician felt like wading in thick syrup. And VVaek had fought seven guardsin the Commander’ sroom
after spending the last two daysin the dungeon without food or deep. Exhaustion had findly caught up to
him.

Mogkan' s grin widened when he spotted me hovering nearby. He executed alightning-quick feint, and
then lunged. Vaek’ s sword clattered to the floor as acrimson dash snaked up hisarm.

“What an incredible day!” Mogkan exclaimed. “I get to kill the famous Vaek and theinfamous Y denaat
the sametime.”

| triggered my switchblade. Mogkan laughed. He sent me amagical command to drop my wespon.

Just as my hand released the blade, | heard Irys svoicein my head. “Y elena, what’ swrong? Did you
find the medic?’

“I need help!” | cried in my mind. Power swelled insde me, pushing to break free. | aimed afinger of
power toward Mogkan. His sword dropped from his hand. Terror gripped his face asthe magic
swaddled him like a baby, then tightened like anoose. He was parayzed, rooted to the floor.

“Y ou rat-spawned daughter of ademon!” Mogkan cursed. “ Y ou're ablight on this earth. An incarnation
of hell. You'rejust like the rest of them. The Zatana bloodline should be burned out, erased,
exterminated...”

Mogkan raged on, but | ceased to listen. Vaek picked up my switchblade. Mogkan's curses grew
louder and more frantic as Va ek approached him. A blur of movement, ashriek of pain, then Mogkan
wasfindly slent. His body sank into aheap on the ground.

Vaek handed me the bloody knife. With an exhausted bow, he said, “My love, for you.”

Chapter Thirty-Two

| gasped, remembering. “ Janco!” Grabbing Vaek’sarm, | dragged him with me, explaining between
huffs of breath. Still wearing Brazdll’ s colors, dthough torn and bloodstained, we roused the medic, who,
with peevish annoyance, fussed about protocol and proper authority until Vaek drew hisknife.

My stomach heaved when we entered Reyad’ swing. The hallway leading to the captives room was
gruesome. Soldierslittered the floor, pieces of arms and legs were scattered about as if someone had
hacked their way through them. The walls were splattered with blood and pools of scarlet dotted the
floor.

The medic wanted to stop at the first man, but Vaek yanked him to hisfeet. Stepping carefully around
the bodies, we reached the doorway. Just ingde, | saw Janco lying on hisside with hishead in Ari’slap.



He was unconscious, which was agood thing since asword had skewered his sscomach, the bloody tip
poking from his back. Ari’ s gore-splashed face held a grim expression. A crimson-coated ax, the
wespon responsible for the carnage in the hallway, rested next to him. Irys sat cross-legged in the center
of the circle of emaciated people. Her brow glistened with sweat. Her expression was distant. The
chained women and men viewed the scene with dipassionate eyes.

Thetrip to theinfirmary was a chaotic nightmare. Everything blurred together like awhirlwind until |
found mysdf lying in abed next to Janco, holding hishand. The medic did hisbest, but if the sword had
pierced any vitd organsor if therewasinternd bleeding, Janco wouldn’t survive. Twice during the night
Ari and | despaired that we would lose him.

My own wound had been cleaned and sedled with Rand’ s glue, but | hardly noticed or cared about the
throbbing pain. | aimed dl my energy and strength toward Janco, willing himto live.

Late the next day, | woke from alight doze.
“Seeping onthejob?’” Janco whispered with aweak smile on his ashen face.

| breathed asigh of relief. Surdly if he was strong enough to insult me, then he was on hisway to
recovery.

Unfortunately, Irys couldn’t say the same about the Commander. Four days after Mogkan’ s death, he
gtill hadn’t regained his spirit. His advisers had rebounded from their brief ensorcellment, and they had
commandeered Brazd |’ s manor while waiting for the Commander to return. They assumed temporary
control of the Military District. Messengers were sent north to General Tesso of MD—4 and west to
Generd Hazal of MD-6, requesting their immediate presence. The Generals would have the authority to
determine what the next step would be in case the Commander failed to revive.

Just as confusing was the fact that none of Brazell, Mogkan and Reyad' s victimswoketo Irys' s probing.
She had tried to enter their minds, to break through to where their self-awarenesswas hiding. Irys
reported that their minds were like abandoned houses, fully furnished, with embers still smoking inthe
fireplace, but no one home.

Irysand | resigned oursavesto the knowledge that the victimswould live out their days unaware of their
new comfortable surroundingsin Brazdl’ s guest wing. | mourned over thelossof my friend Carra Irys
had sought out the rooms used by the orphans, and reported that May was ill there, dive and well. |
planned to visit with May as soon as Janco regained some of his strength.

“It' sobviousthat the children in Brazdll’ s orphanage were kidnapped from Sitia,” Irysexplained, visiting
meintheinfirmary at Janco’ s bedside.

“Mogkan’ sring of child thieves spaced their abductions far enough apart to avoid detection. Magicis
usudly stronger in women, and that explains why there are more girls. The kidnappers targeted
bloodlines where magic was present, athough they took agamble with children that young. There sno
way to be sure the power will develop. Mogkan and Brazell must have planned thisfor along time.” Irys
raked her fingersthrough her long brown hair. “ Finding your family shouldn’t be too difficult.”

| blinked at her in shock. “Y ou'rejoking. Right?’
“Why would | joke?" Shewas unaware of the emotiond tailspin she'd caused me.

She wasright, joking wasn't her style, so | thought for amoment. “ Before he died, Mogkan said



something about the Zatana bloodline.”

“Zdtanal” Wiping away her usua serious expression, Iryslaughed. It waslike the sun coming out after
weeksof rain. “1 think they did lose agirl. My goodness, you'rein for ared surpriseif you're part of the
Zdtanaclan. That would explain why you done didn’t cave in under Mogkan's spell.”

Questions hovered on my lips. | wanted to know more about thisfamily, but | didn’t want to get my
hopes up. There wasthe possibility that | wasn't aZatana. | guess| would find out when | reached Sitia.
Iryswanted to start my magicad training right away.

Uneasiness hovered in my chest whenever | thought of leaving Ixia | changed the subject. “How’ sthe
Commander?’

Irys confessed her frugtration. “He' s different from the children. Ther€ snothing in their minds, but he's
retreated to awhite place. If | can only find where heis, then | might be able to bring him back.”

| considered thisfor awhile, and thought back to atimein thewar room when | had fallen adeep. “May
| try?’

“Why not?’

| made sure Janco was comfortable and had everything he desired. Irys accompanied meto the
Commander’ s room. The bodies had been removed and someone had attempted to clean up. | perched
on the edge of the Commander’ s bed and took his cold hand in mine. Following Irys singtructions, |
closed my eyes, sending my menta awarenesstoward him.

My feet crunched onice. A cold wind stabbed my face and filled my lungs with tiny daggers. Dazzling
white surrounded me. Diamond dust or snowflakes, it was hard to tell. | walked for awhile and was
immediately confused by the sparkling blizzard. Stumbling through the sorm, | fought to remain camand
to remind myself that | was not lost. Whenever | took astep forward, theicy wind drove me back.

| was about to admit defeat, when | remembered why | had thought | could find the Commander.
Focusing on the scene of ayoung woman exating over adain snow cat caused the wind to stop and the
blizzard to clear. | stood next to Ambrose.

She was dressed in heavy white hunting furs that resembled the skin of the cat.
“Comeback,” | sad.
“I can't,” she said, pointing into the distance.

Thin black bars surrounded us on al sides. A birdcage was my first impression, but upon closer scrutiny |
could see that the bars were soldiers armed with swords.

“Every time| tried to leave, they pushed me back.” Fury flamed in her face before dying into weary.
“But you' re the Commander.”

“Not here. Here | am just Ambrosiatrapped inside my mistake of abody. The soldiers know about my
curse”

| searched my mind for areply. The guards didn’t belong to Mogkan, they belonged to her. My eyes
were drawn to the snow cat’s carcass. “How did you kill the cat?’

Her face came aive as she recounted how she had bathed in snow-cat scent and spent weeks cloaked in



snow-cat furs, pretending to be one of the animals until they allowed her to be part of their pack. Inthe
end it was only amatter of time and the perfect opportunity to makethekill.

“Proof that | wasredly aman. That | had won the right to be aman.”

“Then perhaps you need to wear your prize,” | suggested. “ Skinswill not help you against that lot.” |
jerked my head at the ring of guards.

Comprehension widened the woman’ s golden eyes. She gazed at the dain cat, then morphed into the
Commander. Her shoulder-length hair shortened into hisbuzz cut, finelines of age growing on her face as
he emerged. The white furs dropped to the ground as his wrinkle-free uniform materialized. He stepped
away from the skins, kicking them dismissvely.

“You shouldn't do that,” | said. “She' sapart of you. Y ou might need her again.”

“And do | need you, Yelena? Can | trust you to keep my mutation a secret?’ the Commander asked
with afierceintengty.

“I came hereto bring you back. Isn't that answer enough?’

“Vaek swore me ablood oath of loyalty when | carved my initid on his chest. Would you do the same?’
“Does Vaek know about Ambrosia?’ | asked.

“No. You haven't answered my question.”

| showed the Commander Vaek’ s butterfly. “1 wear thisagainst my chest. I’ ve pledged my loyalty to
Vdek, whoisfathful toyou.”

The Commander reached for the butterfly. | stood still as he removed it from my necklace. Hetook a
knife from the skins and diced it across hisright pam. Holding the pendant in his bloody hand, he
extended the knife toward me. | held out my right hand, wincing asthe knife bit into it. Our blood mixed
as | shook his hand with the butterfly wedged between our pams. When he released his grip, Vaek’ s gift
wasin my hand. | returned it to its proper place over my heart.

“How do we get back?’ he asked.
“Y ou' re the Commander.”

His eyesrested on the dead cat. Looking around at the ring of soldiers, he drew his sword. “Wefight,”
hesad.

| pulled the spear from the cat’ s side, and wiped the blood on the snow. Fedling the weight of the
wespon in my grip, | swung it around in afew practice moves. It was lighter than abow, and abit off
bal ance by the metd tip. But it would work.

We charged the men. The circle of guardstightened immediately around us. Back to back, the
Commander and | fought.

The men were skilled, but the Commander was amaster swordsman. He had bested Va ek and killed a
snow cat. It waslike fighting with five more defenders by my side.

When | sunk the spear’ stip into one guard’ s heart, he exploded into a shower of snow crystals that
floated away with thewind.



Time dowed as | hacked at one man after another, until finaly time snapped to the present. | whirled
around searching for an opponent only to discover that we had dispatched all the men. Snow swirled
around us.

“Nicework,” the Commander said. “Y ou helped me rediscover my true sdif, killing off my demons.” He
took my hand and pressed it to hislips.

The wintry scene melted, and | found myself back on the bed, looking into the Commander’ s powerful
eyes.

That night, Vaek and | briefed the Commander on dl that had happened since the Generals' brandy
meeting. Vaek had Brazell interrogated, and discovered that Brazell and Mogkan had been planning a
coup for the past ten years.

“Brazell told me that Mogkan showed up at his manor with agroup of children,” Vaek said. “Hewas
looking for aplace to hide and he struck adeal with Brazell to help Brazell become the next
Commander. Once Mogkan achieved enough power to reach your mind from MD-5, they started
feeding you Cridllo, Sir.”

“What about the factory?’ the Commander asked.

“We have hdted production,” Valek said.

“Good. Savage what equipment you can, then burn the factory and any Criollo to the ground.”
“Yes, Sr.”

“Anything ds=?’

“One moreinteresting item. Brazell said that once he and Mogkan had control of Ixia, they planned to
take over Sitia”

The next day the Commander held court with Vaek standing at hisright sde. Brazell was brought before
him to face charges. As expected, Brazell was stripped of his rank and sentenced to spend the rest of his
lifein the Commander’ s dungeon.

Permitted afew last words, Brazdll shouted, “Y ou fools. Y our Commander’ sadecever. You've been
lied to for years! The Commander’ s redly awoman dressed asaman!”

Silence blanketed the room, but the Commander’ s neutra expression never faltered. Soon laughter
echoed off the Ssonewalls. Brazdll was hauled away amid cheers and jeers. Who would bdieve the
ravings of amadman? Obvioudy, no one.

| thought about their jeers. They laughed not because the idea of awoman in power was so ridiculous,
but because Commander Ambrose had a powerful presence. Hisfrank and abrupt dealings were so
honest and forthright that the thought of him deceiving anyone was laughable. And dueto hisbdiefsand
convictions about himsdlf, even though | knew the truth, | could not think of him in any other way.

Later inthe day, | went to visit the orphanage. | found May in the dormitory. Thistime, happy memories
followed me as | walked through the rooms used by the orphans. When she saw me, May bounced off
the bed and wrapped herself around me.



“Yéeena, | thought | would never seeyou again,” she gushed.

| squeezed her tight. When she pulled back, | smiled to see her crooked skirt and messy ponytail. As|
braided her hair, May chattered about what had happened since | had left. Her excitement faded when
shetalked about Carra. And it was then that | could see how much she had grown.

When | finished her hair, she said, “We re going with you to Sitial” May spunin acircle, unableto
remain till. She waved toward a suitcase on the floor.

“What?’
“That lady from the south told us that she would take us home. To find our families!”

A brief pang clenched my heart. Family had a different meaning to me. Vaek, Ari and Janco felt like my
family, and even Maren seemed like agrumpy older sster.

“That' swonderful,” | said to May, trying to match her enthusiasm.

May stopped her dance for amoment. “ There are so few of usleft,” she said in asedate voice.
“Vaek will make sure Carraand the others are taken good care of.”

“Vdek! He' s so handsome.” May laughed, and was so ddlightful | couldn’'t resst hugging her again.

Janco, on the other hand, greeted me with agloomy face when | stopped to say goodbye. Irys, anxious
to head south, wanted to be on the road in the morning.

Ari had taken over my role of nurse, and was sitting next to Janco.

“Whatever happened to * Sieges weathered, fight together, friendsforever’ ?’ | asked him, quoting his
message on my switchblade.

Janco'seyeslit up. “Youllittlefox. Figured it out aready, have you?’
| smirked.

“As soon as Janco’ s better, we re coming south,” Ari said.

“And what would you do there?’ | asked.

“Work on our tans,” Janco said, smiling. “1 could use avacation.”
“Protect you,” Ari sad.

“1 don’t need protection in the south,” | said. “And | seem to remember that not long ago, | bested two
of my indructors”

“She' scocky adready.” Janco sighed. “We can't go with her now, she'll be swaggering and boasting and
generdly obnoxious. It’sbad enough | haveto ded with that from Ari, | could never handle two.”

“Besides,” | said, “you’ll be bored.”

Ari grumped and crossed his massive ams, looking sour. “First sign of trouble, you send usamessage
and we' |l bethere. Y ou got that?” Ari asked.

“Yes, gr,” | sad. “Don’t worry about me, Ari. I'll befine. And, I'll be back.”



“You'd better,” Janco said. “1 want arematch.”

But | had spoken too soon about returning. Vaek, Irysand | had discussed my future, but the
Commander seemed to have other plans. Commander Ambrose called for aforma meeting that evening.
With just Vaek, Ari and Irysin attendance in Brazdll’ s old office, the Commander agreed to honor the
trade treaty, even though it had been enacted under Mogkan' sinfluence. Then hetold me my fate.

“Ydena,” he beganinaforma tone, “you have saved my life and, for that, | thank you. But you have
magica abilitiesthat are not tolerated in Ixia | have no choice but to sign an order for your execution.”

Vaek placed awarning hand on Ari’ s shoulder to prevent him from charging the Commander. Ari stayed
gtill, but his outrage was evident in hisface. When the Commander held a paper out to Valek, coldness
crept dong my skin, leaving behind anumb feding of dread.

Vaek didn't move. “Sir, I’ ve dways believed that having amagician work for uswould be beneficia and
could have prevented this particular Situation,” Vaek said. “We can trust her.”

“A vaid point.” The Commander drew back hisarm, resting it on the desk. “ Even though wetrust her,
even though she saved my life, | must follow the Code of Behavior. To do otherwise would be asign of
weakness, something | can’t afford right now, especidly after this businesswith Mogkan. Plus, the
Generdsand my adviserswill not trust her.”

Once again the Commander extended the execution order to Vaek. In my frantic mind | heard Irys
telling meto flee. She would attempt to dow Valek down. No, | told her. | would seethisto theend. |
would not run away.

“I won't takeit,” Vaek said in aflat voice. He betrayed no emotion.

“Y ou would disobey adirect order?’ the Commander asked.

“No. If | don’'t take the order, then | won't have to disobey it.”

“Andif | makeit averba order?’

“I will obey. But it will bemy very last task for you.” Vaek pulled aknife off his belt.

Thering of sted sounded as Ari unsheathed hissword. *Y ou’ Il haveto get through mefirst,” he said,
stepping in front of me. Ari had a better than average chance of beeting VVaek, but | knew he wouldn't
win. And | didn’t want himto try.

“No, Ari,” | said. | pushed his sword arm down, and stood next to Vaek. Our eyes met. | understood
that Vaek’ sloyaty to the Commander was without question. His blue eyes held afierce determination
and | knew inmy soul that Vaek would take his own life after he had taken mine,

The Commander gazed at uswith aquiet consderation. | flt time freeze under his scrutiny.

“I’ve 9gned the order, per the Code,” the Commander finaly said. “1 will assgn someone elseto carry it
out. It may take afew daysfor meto find a suitable person.” Helooked at me and Irys. A hint that we
needed to get on the road as soon as possible. “ Thisorder isvdidin Ixiaonly. You' red| dismissed.”

Theofficeemptied in ahurry. | wasgiddy with relief as Ari swept meinto one of hisbear hugsand
whooped with joy. But then my heart seized with pain as| redlized that | would be parted from Valek so
soon after we had joined. After Irysand Ari |eft to organize the “ escape,” Vaek pulled me aside. We
kissed with passion and a desperate urgency.



After we drew apart to catch our bregths, | said, “Comewith me.” It wasn't apleaor aquestion. It was
aninvitation.

Vaek' sblue eyes closed with pain. “1 can't.”
| turned away, fedling like one of Vaek'sblack statues, but he drew me back.

“Y elena, you need to learn, you need to find your family, you need to spread your wings and see how far
you can fly. Y ou don’t need meright now, but the Commander needs me.”

| clung to Vaek. Hewasright, | didn’'t need him, but | wanted him to be with me forever.

Weleft that night. Irysled our ragtag group. Eight girls and two boys from Brazell’ s orphanage followed
Irys through the forest toward the southern border. | took the rearguard position to make sure everyone
stayed together, and to make sure no onetailed our group.

We hiked for afew hours until we found a suitable clearing to camp for the night. More than adequate
provisonsfor our journey had been provided by Ari. | smiled, remembering hislecture to me about
staying out of trouble. Just like an over-protective brother, he wasn't content until | promised to send him
amessageif | needed help. I would miss him and Janco dearly.

We st up six smdl tentsin acircle. Irys amazed the children as she st fire to the kindling with amagical
flourish. After everyone had goneto deep, | sat by thefire, irring the dying embers. Unwilling tojoin
May in our tent, | gazed at the single flame that erupted when | poked at thefire. It danced by itsalf for
an audience of one. | wondered for the hundredth time why Vaek hadn’t come to say goodbye, fingering

my pendant.

| sensed movement. Jumping up, | drew my bow. A shadow detached from atree. Iryshad created a
magica barrier around our tents. According to her, the barrier would deflect aperson’svison, sodl he
would see was an empty clearing. The shadow stopped at the edge, unaffected by the magic, and smiled
at me. Vaek.

He held out ahand. | grasped his cold fingers with both hands as he led me away from the tentsand
deeper into the forest.

“Why didn’'t you come before we left?” | asked him when we stopped at the base of atree. The roots of
the massive oak had broken through the ground, creating small protective hollows.

“I was busy making sure the Commander would have ahard time locating someone to carry out his
orders.” Vaek grinned with vicious delight. “1t' s amazing how much work thereis cleaning up after
Brazdl.”

| thought about what that cleanup would entail. “Who istasting the Commander’ sfood?’ | asked.

“For now, | am. But | believe Captain Star would make an excellent candidate. Since she knowswho al
the assassnsare, | think her help will beinvaluable.”

It was my turn to smile. Star would do well if she passed the training. If.
“Enough talk,” Vaek said, guiding me down between theroots. 1 need to give you a proper send-off.”
My last night in Ixiawas spent with Vaek beneath the tree. The hourstill dawn flew by. Therisng sun



intruded, waking me from a contented doze in Vaek’ sarms, forcing meto face the day that | had to
leavehim.

Sensing my mood, Valek said, “An execution order hasn't kept us gpart before. There are waysto get
around it. We will be together.”

“|sthat an order?’

“No, apromise.”
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