
        
            
                
            
        

      



A RAGE OF SABERS
©2022 VICTOR GISCHLER
This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. Any reproduction or unauthorized use of the material or artwork contained herein is prohibited without the express written permission of the authors.
Aethon Books supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.
The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact editor@aethonbooks.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.
Aethon Books
www.aethonbooks.com
Print and eBook formatting by Steve Beaulieu. Art provided by Antti Hakasori.
Published by Aethon Books LLC.
Aethon Books is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead is coincidental.
All rights reserved.




ALSO IN SERIES
A Rumor of Kings
A Rage of Sabers
The Bones of the World




CONTENTS
Prologue
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Chapter 40
Chapter 41
Chapter 42
Chapter 43
About the Author
Thank you for reading A Rage of Sabers




PROLOGUE



I.
L uizen realized someone had spoken to her.
She turned her head and blinked at the source of the voice through the haze of the kwali weed. Her servant Rhanee, a petite, wide-eyed thing that seemed constantly startled by something.
Luizen stretched and yawned like some lazy cat. She puffed the pipe again, blowing out a long stream of smoke. In the slow-moving world of her kwali daze, there was no rush to reply to what had been said to her. She glanced around, reminded herself where she was.
Ah, yes. Her private study, reclined in a plush lounger, bare feet toward the fireplace. She wiggled pink toes in the warmth of it, nails painted a bright blue to match her silk dress, an exotic golden dragon sewn into the material with gold thread. Fine stitchwork and expensive. It was high-necked but with a slit to show off plenty of leg. She reached up to touch her hair. Had Luizen meant to go out? Yes, she’d done her hair – or rather Rhanee had – her raven black hair in four long braids.
Obviously, she’d intended to meet her gaggle of libertine contemporaries at the Hallucinating Hog but hadn’t made it that far.
Luizen puffed the pipe again, eyelids going heavy.
She realized Rhanee still stood there.
“You said something, Rhanee?”
“The count, milady,” Rhanee said. “He’s here to see you.”
“Huh. Well, see if he wants a drink or something and bring him in here.”
A short, fidgety bow, and Rhanee scurried away to do as bid.
Probably she should put on her shoes and stand. The man was a count after all and entitled to a proper greeting. No, she couldn’t be bothered. She puffed the pipe again.
Count Tazar entered a moment later. “Hello, cousin. I see I’m not interrupting anything.”
“Renn, how nice.” Luizen’s smile was disingenuous and meant to appear so. “You’ve taken yourself away from world domination for an hour just for the pleasure of my company. I’m flattered.”
“Nobody’s seen you for days,” Tazar said. “You’re not still moping about Red William, are you?”
Luizen’s artificial smile fell. “You know for certain he’s dead then?”
“No.” Tazar shrugged. “I mean we don’t have a body. Nobody witnessed anyone plunging a dagger into his heart. But according to my eyes and ears out in the world … well, I think we’ve seen the last of our young, brash wizard.”
“I see.” She sucked hard on the pipe.
“What’s the matter?” Tazar asked. “You weren’t in love with him or anything, were you?”
“No,” she said. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
But she paused to think about it. No, her fascination with Red William didn’t rise to the level of love. Not even close. The realization saddened her. Being in love would have at least been a novelty. Red William was different, interesting, and there were woefully too few interesting people in Luizen’s life.
“He amused me,” she said. “I’ll miss him.”
“I suppose I’ll miss him too in my own way,” Tazar agreed. “I certainly found him useful.”
“You didn’t come out to the manor just to console me,” Luizen said.
Her manor house was an hour by carriage – less on a fast horse – from Sparrow’s Nest. The land around it had once been a vineyard, but a hard freeze a century before she was born had put an end to that.
“What are you now? Thirty?” Tazar asked.
“Thirty-one.”
“Honestly, Luizen, what are you doing with yourself?”
Luizen stuck the pipe into the corner of her mouth and inhaled. She tilted her head back and blew a long stream of smoke at the ceiling. It had never occurred to Luizen that she should be doing anything in particular with herself. Like many of the old aristocratic families, she’d come into her money the old-fashioned way. Her parents had died, and she had no siblings. She’d never married although a few had asked. Luizen produced nothing, provided no service to anyone.
She spent most of her time inventing ways to spend her time.
Luizen grinned at the count, more sincere this time. “You’re not here to give my life purpose, are you, Renn?”
“Don’t joke,” Tazar said. “I need a favor, and it might be the most important thing you ever do.”
Luizen set the pipe on the small table beside the lounger and sat up straight. Renn Tazar was not given to pranks nor hyperbole, and she suddenly felt the need to pay attention. “Me?”
“I need discretion,” Tazar told her. “I’d prefer to keep it in the family.”
“I’m not especially good at anything,” Luizen said. “I can’t imagine what I might do for you.”
“It’s true you’ve avoided learning any marketable skills most of your life.” He frowned briefly at the kwali pipe. “But you were brought up in the nobility. You know our ways, how to dress and act at all the best parties, who you allow to kiss your hand and who you demand must kiss your ass. You know what to say and how and to whom. The world you take for granted would bewilder any common peasant.”
“You’ve a dozen other useless relations clunking about in that castle of yours who all live in the same world,” Luizen reminded him. “Obviously there’s more.”
“Of course, there’s more,” Tazar said. “You’re not close to anyone.”
“I have friends.”
“Any you trust?”
Luizen snorted. “Those backstabbers? Not likely. You know better. I wouldn’t trust you to show up if I needed an honest day’s work out of you. You’d sleep right through to lunch despite your best intentions. But you know how things work and when to keep your mouth shut.”
“So, what is it you want?” she asked. “To teach one of your peasants how to pose as an aristocrat?”
“Quite a fine guess actually. But this man is far more important than some random, dirty peasant.”
Realization struck her so palpably, it was as if she could feel it clicking into place inside her head. “It’s that hulking brute of a hunchback you keep as a pet in your hunting cabin, isn’t it?”
Tazar looked startled. Luizen had never seen him caught off guard before.
“The look on your face tells me I’m right,” she said.
“How did you know about him?”
“I said I wasn’t very good at anything, but that’s not quite true,” Luizen said. “I’m an excellent gossip, meaning I always take in more than I let slip. There’s an art to it.”
The count frowned. “I’ll have to look into this. If someone with loose lips is in my employ, I want to know about it, but we’ll set that aside for later.”
“So, tell me about your hunchback.” She reached for the kwali pipe but stopped herself.
“Don’t call him that,” Tazar warned. “I’ve had to disabuse myself of the same habit. He’s certainly no peasant, but he is … rough around the edges. It was his idea that someone like you might spend some time with him smoothing those edges.”
“I’m intrigued,” Luizen admitted. “Who is this mystery man?”
Tazar sighed and glanced back over his shoulder. “Where’s that squashed cabbage leaf that waits on you? What’s her name?”
“Rhanee.”
“Call her in,” Tazar said. “I’ll take that drink now. This is going to be a long story.”
II.
Almost exactly due west across the Arrowhead Mountains, the remains of another village burned. Black smoke drifted across the road. Arlane Voss paused to study the ruin. It had been two days since she’d passed through a functioning village, the inhabitants going through the motions of daily life. That’s where she’d heard the news of Whiteout Pass, eavesdropping on a conversation in the market square. The news was only a week old, but as often happened, news that traveled fast traveled poorly. The excited talk provided scant details and was probably embellished with rumor, but at its core, the news seemed certain on one point.
The Union army had suffered a catastrophic setback at Whiteout Pass.
Hunched in baggy peasant garb, Voss hoped nobody would give her a second glance. She’d left her clean and starched bishop’s robes behind when she’d fled the capital. Under the layers of homespun, a special belt circled her middle with pockets sewn in and filled with as much gold as would fit.
Sarasin Martz and his thugs may have burned down the abbey and killed most of the monks, but Dumo be damned if she’d leave a full treasury for him to loot. She’d sent much of the silver with the few priests who’d managed to escape.
Who would have suspected a mere tutor would erase everything the Kingdom of Haddelon had been, centuries of tradition, an unbroken line of kings since the kingdom’s founding? But Sarasin Martz had done exactly that, replacing the feudal system with what had become known as the Union of Territories. The bluebloods had doggedly been exterminated, the land no longer ruled by barons and counts and dukes who paid tribute to a king. Tutoring the privileged children of the aristocracy had given Martz a view of their world from the inside.
And Martz hadn’t liked what he’d seen.
The great lords and ladies of Haddelon had grown fat and lazy on the work of regular people who slaved for crumbs all because the wrong blood ran in their veins. In hindsight, Martz’s sales pitch must have been irresistible, the dirty and the downtrodden told all their troubles could be traced to clean-clothed fat folks in high towers. The spark had lit a fire, a simmer became a boil and then seemingly overnight – although nothing could be further from the truth – an angry people rose strong and angry and blood ran in the streets.
Voss kept telling herself she should have noticed sooner, that something could have been done. But what?
And so, in the name of justice, Martz had shattered the barriers between high-born and low. And with a uniformity of class came a uniformity of justice and fairness and, inevitably, a uniformity of thought.
The church was done-for in the newly formed Union of Territories. When people across the land were told to turn to the Union for their salvation, religion had been deemed a corruption of thought meant to dupe common folk, to lure them from constructive participation in the new societal order. Even small rural temples like the one she was looking at now were being erased from all memory. The small building had fallen in on itself, smoldering beams blackened. The village priest hung from the limb of a large oak off to the side, body battered and bloody.
The Truth Brigades were no longer satisfied with burning the temples, Voss observed. The last three villages had been razed as well, every building and hut. The rural folk were a stubborn lot when it came to worship, and the Truth Brigades had only become more merciless in driving their point home: citizens should put their faith in the Union, not into some indifferent god. Living for the false hope of some promised afterlife instead of working for the here and now to better the life of all the peoples of the Union was the true blasphemy. Religion numbed the minds of the people, seduced them away from hard work and productive contribution to society.
Or at least, that’s what the Truth Brigades would have us believe. Voss scoffed. More like Murder Brigades.
Truth Brigades consisted of twenty armed soldiers led by a Union official called an Auditor which was a civilian title, not military. The Minister of Information had empowered the Auditors to use their own discretion when imposing Union law, and so far, they’d devastated numerous villages throughout the Southern Territory.
They’ll never stop, Voss realized. Not until all citizens of the Union are harmonious in thought.
Harmonious in thought. Vos tsked. Leave it to bureaucrats to attach such a benign phase to their evil.
She glanced around. No one in sight. Best to keep moving. Standing around, gawking at the smoldering remains of the village would only draw attention.
If she could make it safely through the Southern Territory, then she’d reach the Coastal Territory where – as far as she knew – she could still board a ship and book passage away. Incoming and outgoing vessels were being closely inspected, but Sarasin Martz wasn’t stupid enough to close the ports. Foreign trade was too important to the economy.
But things had definitely changed. Foreign merchants were not allowed to leave the port districts. Special visas were required for all Union citizens attempting to book passage abroad. Getting out wouldn’t be easy, but Voss had considered the other options and had discarded them.
She would have preferred to cross the mountains due east back into the Scattered Kingdom and then to make a beeline to the abbey at Five Rivers, but all the passes were too well guarded. According to what was left of her spy network, even the narrowest goat trails were being watched. She supposed she could make her way west. The Frostflow River marked the western edge of the Union. Disorganized wilderness hamlets lay beyond, owing their allegiance to no one. Undoubtedly, Martz would get to them at his convenience, but in the meantime, she could cross the river and maybe work her way south to one of the pirate ports.
And that would put me out of it for good, Voss thought. Then I really would be just a useless old woman in hiding.
No, she had to make her way to the coast as quickly as she could and scheme or bribe her way onto a ship heading east. She might not have been a Bishop any longer, her abbey now a ransacked ruin, but she could still contribute to the fight. Sooner or later the Union would invade. The Scattered Kingdom couldn’t stay scattered and stand against them. It needed to be united.
It needed to be Greymond again.
And Voss would help anyway she could.
A splash of scarlet caught her attention. It was the color preferred by the Truth Brigades for their graffiti. Across half a stone wall they’d painted their slogan in a haphazard scrawl.
TRUTH IS OUR SWORD.
III.
Back east across the Arrowhead Mountains, a dozen miles northeast of the city of Five Rivers, Master Hinkle of the Skull & Dagger League rode his horse to the edge of the tree line, his silent companion astride the horse behind him. Beyond the tree line, a dozen armed men waited. They were all League strongarms but wore no uniform, dour types with blood on their hands.
Hinkle looked past them and the tree line, across an overgrown field to a small manor house built of river stone. The landscaping was unkempt, one of the iron gates hanging loosely off a single rusty hinge. The place appeared abandoned and in disrepair.
Which was the point, Hinkle supposed. League safe houses discouraged casual visitors.
“Who’s in charge here?” he asked.
A man with a full black beard and a nose crooked from being broken multiple times detached from the others and approached Hinkle. “Me. I’m Tam.”
“Well?”
“We’ve been watching,” Tam said. “I’d like an idea of how many are inside before we try anything.”
“And what have you seen?”
“Not much,” Tam admitted. “Nobody in or out. Not even sure there’s anyone actually in there.”
“Then perhaps send some scouts,” Hinkle suggested.
Tam turned to consider the house, then squinted back up at Hinkle. “Yessir, I suppose. But them holdouts is stubborn. Lost four men yesterday clearing them out of the catacombs. They know surrendering won’t save ‘em, so …” A shrug.
“I see.” Hinkle glanced back at the huge, brooding figure riding on the horse behind him, hood pulled forward to cover his face. “Perhaps I can help. Do any of your men have crossbows?”
“Three,” Tam said. “And two longbowmen.”
“How long to get your men positioned around the rear of the manor unseen?” Hinkle asked.
“Twenty minutes?”
“Do it,” Hinkle told him. “All you need to do is make sure nobody escapes out the back. My friend and I will handle the rest.”
Tam’s keen eyes flicked to the hooded figure and back. “You’re the boss.”
Hinkle gave Tam and his men twenty minutes to circle the long way around to the rear of the manor house, hopefully without being seen. Hinkle had never worked with Tam before, but reports were that he was a capable fellow.
Hinkle glanced back at his companion. “Come on then. Work to do.”
They rode toward the front of the manor in no particular hurry, nor did they try to conceal themselves. Hinkle scanned the windows for faces but saw none. Perhaps Tam’s suspicions were correct, and no one was here.
But the spy report indicated holdouts had fled to this abandoned manor. The family who’d originally owned the estate had fallen into disrepute decades ago, and the League had put around the rumor the place was haunted to discourage the idly curious. The League elder who’d overseen administration of the safe houses had been one of the holdouts when the purge came. He’d been captured and questioned and broken. All of the League elders and many of the senior officials – such as Hinkle – each knew where some of the safe houses were located, but nobody knew about all of them except for the captured official. With the information from him, they’d been able to ferret out many of the dissenters who’d thought themselves safely hidden.
A pity such bloodshed had been needed, but dissenters left on their own could regroup and threaten the newly reformed League or at the very least sell sensitive information to the League’s enemies.
Hinkle sighed. Sad but necessary. A little bloodshed now saves a headache or two later.
They passed through the dilapidated gate and into the manor house’s courtyard. Weeds grew up between the paving stones. Shutters hung askew. There were still no signs of life.
Hinkle dismounted. His companion followed suit. By now Tam would have his men in position. Hinkle stood a moment, listened. No point in stalling any further.
He turned to his hulking sidekick. “Irwin.”
The monster who’d once been a man called Irwin pulled back his hood. The sight of him might have been shocking if Hinkle hadn’t gotten used to it a long time ago. Irwin’s skin was a splotchy fish-belly white, going green at the edges in some places. Head lumpy and bald and spotted with scabs. His eyes and ears had been sewn shut with crude stitching. Hinkle had no idea why such steps would be important to animating the thing that used to be a man called Irwin, but frankly he didn’t want to know. Hinkle wasn’t squeamish but … well, he had limits.
“I’m not sure how many are in there, Irwin,” Hinkle said. “Perhaps the mace.”
Irwin unstrapped a wicked looking mace from his saddle.
Hinkle pointed at the front door. “Let’s go.”
Irwin pushed the front door open and entered, Hinkle following at a cautious distance.
Two crossbow bolts struck Irwin’s chest with meaty thuks. Irwin didn’t so much as flinch. Three men with swords rushed through the darkened foyer, screaming war cries. Irwin swung the mace. It smashed into the side of the first attacker’s head with a sickening crunch, bone and blood and teeth flying. He dropped lifeless as the next two pressed in close.
Irwin swung backhanded, slamming into the next man high in the shoulder. The wet snapping sound of a bone breaking, and he screamed, dropping his weapon, and stumbling back.
The last attacker swung hard. His sword blade lodged into Irwin’s collarbone and stuck there. Irwin’s free hand shot out and grabbed the man by the throat and squeezed. The attacker’s eyes bulged, mouth working for air. He struggled uselessly, trying to pry the fingers from his throat. Irwin dropped his corpse a second later.
The one with the broken arm had fled, but moments later Hinkle heard distant screams. Apparently, Tam and his men had caught a few trying to run.
“Check the rest of the manor,” Hinkle told Irwin. “And take that damn thing out of your collarbone.”
Irwin removed the sword still lodged there and let it drop to the floor. He didn’t bleed, couldn’t be hurt, but Hinkle had to wonder what simple wear and tear would do over time. He’ll fall apart eventually.
That would be a shame. Irwin had come in very handy over the last few years.
Hinkle left the manor house the same way he’d entered. He found a stone bench in the courtyard, brushed the dead leaves off it, and sat. He pulled his pipe and tobacco from his satchel, filled the bowl, and lit it with a flamestone. The stones were devilishly expensive, but Hinkle had gotten a lot of use from it. He liked convenience.
He puffed his pipe and waited patiently. Only once did he hear a blood-curdling scream come from the second floor of the manor. Hinkle trusted Irwin to be thorough.
Tam came through the gate and stopped in front of Hinkle. “Two came out the back. We took care of them easy enough.”
“My man’s clearing the interior,” Hinkle said. “He should be finished shortly. Then you and your men can search the place for important documents or anything else we shouldn’t leave lying around.”
Tam’s eyes went to the front door. He clearly wanted to ask but instead reached into his jerkin and came out with an envelope. He handed it to Hinkle. “Almost forgot. This came by fast horse a few hours before you arrived.”
Hinkle stuck the pipe into the corner of his mouth and took the envelope. The Skull & Dagger seal in wax. He tore it open. It was from the archbishop.
The head of Dumo’s Church was now also the head of the Skull & Dagger League, even if it wasn’t public knowledge. Hinkle’s mother had been a devotee, never missing weekly temple prayers or holiday services. What would mum have thought if she’d been told the church now owned the Skull & Dagger League, the biggest and most-feared criminal organization between the Arrowhead Mountains and the east coast? The thought made Hinkle smile.
He read the letter. Much of it was implied or in coded language in case the letter fell into the wrong hands, but Hinkle understood clearly enough. He read it again to be sure. The archbishop had a special mission for him, and it wasn’t quite what Hinkle would have expected.
Well, this is … interesting.
“Tell your men to make ready to travel,” Hinkle told Tam.
Tam raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”
“I’ve been given my next assignment,” Hinkle said. “And you lot are coming with me.”
Tam sighed. “Right. I’ll tell the boys to pack up.”
Hinkle glanced at the letter again. The last time he’d seen Merrik Niles was when he and his now-deceased compatriot Master Hobbins had hired the man to steal a map. But instead of returning the map to Hinkle and Hobbins, Niles had used it to find the treasure for himself. The enterprise had all been part of Archbishop Fenwigg’s complex scheme to …
Well, Hinkle wasn’t sure exactly what the archbishop was trying to accomplish. That was all above Hinkle’s paygrade. Of course, Hinkle wasn’t a fool, he’d heard talk and could make an educated guess. Enormous changes were coming to the Scattered Kingdom.
But Hinkle wasn’t in the guessing business. His job was to follow orders.
He stood and stretched, folding the letter, and putting it away. No sense dawdling.
See you soon, Merrik Niles, wherever you are.




CHAPTER ONE
“I ’m not sure this is a good idea, milord.”
Merrik Niles clung to the rubble leading down from the ruined wall of the fortress guarding Whiteout Pass. Snow still blocked the gates leading out the east and west sides. The blizzard nine days ago had choked the pass utterly, spilling into the fortress’s throughway and preventing Merrik and the others from leaving. Merrik himself had caused the blizzard – or rather the wizard living rent free inside Merrik’s head had caused it – along with the earthquake which had sent a cliff face crashing into one of the fortress walls.
Merrik had borrowed the wizard’s ability to cast the spell, using the wizard’s knowledge and skill as if it were his own.
And I suppose I overdid it a bit. I didn’t mean to snow us in for nearly a fortnight.
Also, he’d brought down the mountains on top of an invading army.
Did the wizard do that or was it me?
A bit of both.
Ponder, where have you gone? I need answers.
But the jester – one of three ghosts running loose inside Merrik’s head – had apparently gone into hiding. So had Cullen the swordsman and the wizard Arzumel. Ever since the catastrophic avalanche and the devastating blizzard, Merrik had felt strangely … normal? The only voice inside his head had been his own.
And a fat lot of help that’s been.
Merrik looked up at the young boy on the wall above. “Never fear, Padraig. I’m going slowly, carefully placing each step. You don’t happen to see the dirty bastard’s corpse, do you?”
Padraig leaned out, scanning the rocks and snow below. “No, milord. Maybe it’s best to leave well enough alone.”
It was a tempting notion. Merrik wasn’t keen on mucking about in the freezing snow with the potential to slip and fall and break his bloody neck. But Red William’s body was down there somewhere.
And hopefully something very valuable along with it.
The tumbledown collection of boulders and broken chunks of wall would have made for a relatively easy climb except for the snow. There was no telling what was underneath or if one were planting a foot on level ground or some jagged piece of stone at a cockeyed angle. He made his way slowly, nearly losing his footing a few times. Finally, he stood on the valley floor and gave Padraig the thumbs up.
In the sheltered area where the wall met the cliff face, the snow wasn’t so bad, halfway up his thigh as opposed to over his head as it would be near the gates. Moving about was difficult, and he was wet and shivering in minutes.
Maybe this is a terrible idea. I can’t let Padraig know. I’ll never hear the end of it.
If his calculations were correct, Red William’s body would have landed somewhere to the left. If he could find the wizard’s corpse quickly, he could get back up, change into dry clothing and sit by a warm fire in no time.
But after ten minutes of stomping around, feet going numb, he still hadn’t found the body. Had Merrik miscalculated? If the falling cliff face had buried William under tons of rubble, he’d never be found. Or was there some spell that brought back wizards from the dead. What about it, Arzumel? Did William get up and walk away?
No answer.
It was no use. If Merrik kept tromping around in the deep snow like this, he’d lose a toe to frostbite. A shame. It had been a good idea, but now –
Merrik stepped on something. Not a stone, something that gave under his weight.
He bent over and began to dig with his hands. He’d taken a pair of thick leather gloves off one of William’s henchmen. Even so, the cold seeped into his fingers quickly. Finally, he uncovered something black, maybe leather …
A boot.
Merrik cleared away the snow until William’s corpse was completely revealed. Dead and frozen, there was an unreal quality to the body, skin white with a hint of blue. Face still damaged where Rugger had smashed it with the blacksmith’s hammer.
Merrik saw the leather strap across his chest and felt a spark of hope.
The satchel was underneath the body. Merrik had to roll William over to get at it. Touching the corpse gave him a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold. He unlatched the satchel’s buckles and looked inside.
And smiled.
Merrik knew little of magic, but one thing he had learned was that a wizard’s spell book was his most important possession. If Merrik understood the process properly, a wizard had to study a spell, memorize it, and then hold it inside his head until he needed it. Casting the spell was like erasing it, so the wizard had to study his book before he could use it again.
Merrik lifted the book from the satchel. It was leatherbound, thick and heavy. He was tempted to open it, but he’d rather read it at his leisure in front of a warm fire. He looked back into the satchel. Glass vials with wax-sealed stoppers. Small leather bags closed with drawstrings. Small bundles of dried herbs.
Of course. Spell ingredients. Again, Merrik was no expert, but he knew many spells required a pinch of this or a dash of that to work properly. He put the book back into the satchel, buckled it closed, then hung the strap around his neck.
“Padraig!”
“Here, milord!”
“I’m coming back up,” Merrik called. “Set out some dry clothes for me.
    
Duchess Kitimar Denning looked down from the tower window at Merrik Niles climbing the ruined fortress wall toward the peasant boy he insisted on calling his squire. “Tell me again what he’s doing down there?”
“Close those shutters. It’s freezing.” Jeen Derelith huddled under a blanket right up next to the tower’s big fireplace. She sat so close because while the fireplace was big, the fire wasn’t. They’d been rationing firewood ever since realizing they’d been snowed in.
“Sorry.” Kitimar closed the shutters. “I was just wondering what that idiot was up to now.”
Jeen smiled. “You don’t think he’s an idiot.”
“You know what I mean,” Kitimar said. “He’s so … juvenile.”
“I thought you found him amusing.”
“I did before.”
“Before what?” Jeen asked.
Kitimar crossed her arms, suddenly feeling embarrassed.
“Let me guess,” Jeen said. “He offered to help keep you warm at night while we’re all snowed in together.”
Kitimar frowned. “How did you know?”
“You’re not the only woman in this tower, you know.”
Kitimar’s eyes went wide.
Jeen laughed. “You’ve met men before, haven’t you?”
“The men I know are gentlemen,” Kitimar said.
“You’re a duchess,” Jeen said. “Maybe you’re used to a different type of man.”
“Merrik is a Marquis.”
Jeen’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve been wondering about that. Anyway, he’s interesting. And reasonably handsome, and charming in a transparent sort of way.”
“You’re welcome to him.”
Jeen laughed again. “While we’re snowed in? Tempting but no thank you. There’s a certain kind of mistake I don’t mind making, but only if I can escape afterward.”
Kitimar snorted a laugh then immediately covered her mouth, embarrassed. “That’s … crude.”
“That’s one of the few good things about being a commoner,” Jeen said. “I’m allowed to be crude. Noble types like you are held to a higher standard. Nobody cares who I shag. I’m not expected to make a good match with Baron So-n-so or Duke Whatshisname.”
Jeen’s view of the nobility was somewhat oversimplified, but Kitimar couldn’t quite dispute it. When her father had been alive, he’d told her similar things. Being duke wasn’t just about wielding power. It was a responsibility. He was expected to set a good example. The eyes of the people had been on him.
And now they were on Kitimar.
Or they would have been if she wasn’t stranded in a dilapidated fortress at the farthest-flung, frozen point of the Scattered Kingdom.
Kitimar’s father had wanted her to make a good match although he never would have insisted.
I’m duchess now. Nobody’s going to make me marry anyone, good match or not. I can do as I please.
Except that wasn’t quite true either. She had responsibilities. Her father’s lessons had taken root. Even the Blind Goddess had tasks for her if the high priestess was to be believed. Kitimar’s thoughts went to her sisters. Jin was smart, and could run the household, but she was young. Would the lords listen to her if there was real trouble? And the twins … well, Kitimar always worried about the twins. She should have been home helping them, instead of gossiping about Merrik Niles at Whiteout Pass. More than ever, Kitimar’s life was not her own.
“I didn’t mean anything,” Jeen said.
Kitimar blinked. “What?”
“That look on your face,” Jeen said. “I wasn’t insulting you. Most everyone I ever met would rather be a duchess than a commoner. Significant wealth and eating regularly being the chief attractions.”
Kitimar waved it away. “I’m not insulted. I was just thinking of home. We’ve been stuck here too long.”
“Then that’s another difference between us, I guess,” Jeen said. “There’s nobody waiting for me anywhere. I’m in no hurry to figure out where I’m supposed to go … although someplace warm would be nice. I’m a deserter from my army, so I’m not going home again.”
“That sounds like freedom,” Kitimar said.
“I was thinking the same thing. It’s exciting,” Jeen said. “And a little terrifying.”
Alan came up from the floor below, holding a wooden bowl in his hand. Steam rose from it, and Kitimar smelled stew. Horse meat again from the slaughtered mounts of the red wizard’s henchmen. Alan seemed to be feeling better, although half his face was still covered with blood-stained bandages, the result of a magical fireball which had caught the man by surprise.
“Anyone hungry?” Alan asked.
Both women shook their heads.
“Try Rugger.” Kitimar said. “He’s up top keeping watch.”
“Right.” Alan took the narrow stairs to the tower’s roof.
Merrik entered followed by Padraig carrying his wet clothes. Merrik had changed into leather breeches and a heavy wool shirt of deep blue. The garments had been scavenged from the dead, most of the blood stains washed out. Padraig began hanging the wet clothes over a line strung in front of the fireplace.
Kitimar wore salvaged clothes also, men’s breeches and tunic too big for her. There were holes where sword blades had gone through.
“Mission accomplished.” Merrik dropped the satchel on the table.
Jeen raised an eyebrow. “You’ve invented the satchel?”
“Very humorous.” Merrik unbuckled the satchel, reached inside, and came out with a thick, leatherbound, tome. “Behold! The wizard’s spell book.”
    
Merrik had hoped for gasps of astonishment.
No appreciation for drama. Honestly.
Jeen rose from her place by the fire, pulling the blanket tight around her shoulders as she approached. “Should you be messing with that?”
Merrik rolled his eyes. “Excuse me, but you’re talking to the man who brought down mountains on the enemy army.” He made what he imagined to be a spellcasting flourish with one hand.
“That’s what I mean,” Jeen said. “This is powerful stuff. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”
Merrik frowned, annoyed. She seemed to already suspect the answer. “That’s gratitude.”
Kitimar moved in closer too but cautiously. “Is there a spell that makes snow disappear?”
“The perfect question, your grace.” Merrik set the book on the table and pulled up a chair. “I doubt there’s anything so specific, but perhaps some kind of fire or heat spell. Maybe I can levitate us all out of here. Who knows? But I think this Red William fellow was powerful. There must be some spell in here that can help us.”
Jeen moved to stand shoulder to shoulder with Kitimar. “I take it back. Throw caution to the wind if you think you can get us out of here.”
“I thought you weren’t in a hurry,” Kitimar said.
“I’m not,” Jeen said. “But if I can be not in a hurry someplace warmer, I wouldn’t mind.”
“Let’s dive right in, shall we?” Merrik flipped the book open to the middle, bent over the page to squint at the precise scrawl. “Stand back, ladies. It would be a shame to accidentally turn one of you into a toad.”
Kitimar’s eyes slid to Jeen. “He’s joking, right?”
A withering look from Jeen. “Of course, he is.”
But they both took a step back.
Merrik read the first word on the page … or tried to. Something irritated his eyes. He blinked and rubbed them, began reading again. The first word was … it was …
He wiped both eyes with his fingers. He was having trouble focusing. Were his eyes going bad? Merrik remembered his father nearing middle age, squinting whenever he consulted one of his many books. He didn’t like the idea of his eyes losing strength. For the love of Dumo, he was still a young man!
He looked at the page again, focusing on the first word with renewed intensity. The letters weren’t … no, were they even letters at all? Symbols or … Merrik’s eyes blurred, a pressure building behind his eyes. He looked away abruptly.
Jeen took a tentative step forward. “What is it?”
Merrik waved her away. “It’s nothing. I’m just not familiar with all these arcane symbols. Let’s have another go, shall we?”
He tried to read the first word again. It was a blur on the page, seeming to writhe in and out of his vision. He stared at it, refusing to blink, willing the word to come into focus. Hold still, you bastard!
Hot pain exploded behind his eyes. The world spun.
Distant laughter inside Merrik’s head, not Ponder’s mocking cackle, but something more superior, aloof.
And a little sinister.
Arzumel, you son of a bitch.
And then something smacked into the back of Merrik’s head.




CHAPTER TWO
F loating. A feeling of being lifted.
“What’s happening?”
“You fell over.” Jeen’s voice.
“And smacked your head on the floor.” Kitimar informed him. “It was pretty loud actually.”
Merrik realized they were helping him to his feet, one on either side of him. He blinked the stars out of his eyes, one hand going to the back of his head to feel a growing lump.
“You’re okay?” Jeen asked.
“I’ve had worse,” Merrik told her.
Kitimar closed the spell book and quickly shoved it back into the satchel as if afraid to handle it for too long. “I think that’s enough playing with fire for today.”
Merrik opened his mouth to object.
Kitimar glared.
Merrik shut his mouth.
They’d been living in each other’s pockets for twelve days straight, commoner side-by-side with nobility, eating and sleeping and devising ways to pass the time. The small fortress offered few places for one to find solitude, and anyway, there was only enough fuel to feed one fire, so they spent much of their time huddled around it. They’d all become friends – of sorts – in spite of their different stations.
But Kitimar Denning could summon an air of authority when she wanted to.
No, that’s not quite true. She doesn’t summon it, not really. It’s something that comes naturally. She’s a leader.
A quality Merrik found simultaneously attractive and off-putting.
Maybe it was because Merrik lacked that exact quality. He was a marquis, a member of the nobility, but he was acutely aware his title was a legal technicality, something he’d won in a dice game. He was a fraud.
Kitimar Denning was the real thing.
“My apologies, your grace,” Merrik said. “I should be more cautious.”
“Kit,” she corrected him. “Not your grace. We’re all friends here. Just … you know … don’t burn us all to death in a fireball or something.”
Jeen nodded agreement. “Seconded.”
“Oi. Am I interrupting?”
All heads turned to the man at the foot of the stairs coming down from the tower roof.
Rugger was a big man, a head taller than Merrik, wide shoulders, lots of bulky muscle. To Merrik’s eyes, it looked like Rugger was just starting to thin a bit in the face. A big man with a big appetite, but he’d been eating the same small ration each meal as everyone else.
“Kit was just concluding her no-catastrophic-fireballs lecture for today,” Merrik said. “What’s new, Rugger?”
“Somebody’s coming,” Rugger told them.
Merrik’s eyes went wide. “What?”
Kitimar pushed past him. “I want to see.”
Jeen followed her.
“What do you mean somebody’s coming?” The last time Merrik had looked, the snow outside the portcullises was over his head. “Hey!”
The others were already halfway up the stairs. Merrik chased after them.
On the tower’s roof, the icy wind knifed through him. Bloody freezing. He considered going back down for a cloak, but the others stood at the parapet, facing east, Alan pointing at something in the distance. Merrik squeezed in between Alan and Rugger, his gaze following where Alan was pointing.
“I thought it was a shadow or something at first,” Alan said. “But it’s gotten longer, and it’s curving toward the eastern portcullis.”
Merrik saw it now, a furrow in the snow, a trench about six feet wide.
“People digging,” Rugger said. “And coming right toward us.”
Jeen brightened, leaning out over the parapet for a better look. “A rescue?”
“Dunno,” Rugger said. “Could be friend. Could be foe.”
Merrik scoffed. “Why would they dig us out just to kill us?”
Rugger frowned at him. “Wouldn’t surprise me if lots of folks wanted you dead bad enough for the effort. Some woman’s husband maybe.”
“I’m surrounded by comedians today,” Merrik said.
“How long?” Kitimar asked.
“Until they reach the portcullis? Three hours at the rate they’re digging,” Alan said. “But we’ll be able to see them sooner.”
“We should prepare.” Kitimar said.
“How?” Merrik asked. “We don’t exactly have an army.”
“You already defeated one army,” Jeen said.
She didn’t need to elaborate. Merrik had utterly destroyed the invading army heading for Whiteout Pass from the west. No, not me. It was Arzumel. But I haven’t heard from him or any of the ghosts for days.
And he’d tried.
Not even Ponder – usually the easiest to summon – had spoken a word to him.
“I don’t think that’s going to work again,” Merrik said.
A pregnant pause. They want to ask.
But they didn’t.
Kitimar turned to Rugger. “You’re sure we can’t lower the portcullis?”
Rugger shook his head. “I’ve looked at it, smashed it with a hammer, and cursed at it with every salty word I know. It’s jammed, and it’s going to stay jammed.”
“Then let’s get what we can and make a barricade in the throughway,” Kitimar said. “And let’s get crossbows and as many bolts as we can gather and place them on the walls, on either side of the portcullis. Those are good spots to loose down on them. Jeen, keep first watch. I’ll send relief in an hour.”
They scrambled to follow her orders. Merrik helped Rugger carry tables and chairs down to block the throughway just inside the portcullis. Their first day in the fortress, they’d found a cellar full of dusty furniture, some rotting but some usable. Merrik suspected they were wasting their time building a barricade, but Kitimar was right to prepare. If they waited to see who was coming, it would be too late to do anything.
An hour later, Merrik paused at the fire, hands out toward the flames. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been completely and comfortably warm. There were no chairs left to sit. They’d used them all for the barricade.
Merrik sighed. I hate this place.
Jeen came halfway down the stairs. “I see them!”
Merrik called for the others, and they all crowded the roof of the tower again.
The snow trench was now close enough that they could see four men with shovels, two in front hacking snow from the frozen wall in front of them, the other two shoveling it out of the trench to either side. Progress was slow but steady.
One of the men in the rear paused his shoveling and waved. “Hello, the tower!” His voice barely cut through the freezing wind.
“Hello!” Alan called back. “That you, Garen!”
“That it is!” Garen shouted. “The baron sent us to fetch you!”
“That’s good news indeed and just in time,” Alan shouted back. “I’m so glad, I’m even happy to see your ugly mug!”
“The baron?” Merrik could only assume he meant the man known as the Beggar Baron, the lord Alan worked for. “How would he know?”
“He was there when we hatched the plan to hold the fortress,” Alan reminded him. “Anyway, I imagine old Dobber went for help, told everyone what happened and that we were snowed in.”
“Ah. Of course.” Merrik had completely forgotten about Dobber. He’d been wounded assaulting the fortress and had been left at the bottom of the trail. Dobber and his family had operated a fishing camp which had been overrun by northern plainsmen, his entire family slaughtered. Merrik thought the man a bit long in the tooth to go into battle, but after the death of his family, Dobber had been full of piss and vinegar and too eager to hack somebody with a sword.
Rugger nudged Merrik. “Come on then. Friend not foe. Let’s dismantle that barricade.”
“We just put the damn thing up.”
Rugger grunted pointedly.
“Yes, yes. Friend not foe. Let’s get to it then.”
They cleared away the barricade, returning chairs and tables to the floors above just as they heard voices on the other side of the snow through the portcullis. A moment later, a shovel broke through the snow and Garen and the others stepped through.
Everyone cheered.
Alan gave Garen a hug, slapping him on the back.
“You say I’m ugly,” Garen said. “What happened to that face of yours?
Alan laughed. “Got too close to a wizard. I’ll tell you about it sometime.”
Another man came through the portcullis, entering the throughway with a severe limp. “Well met, everyone. You didn’t think old Dobber would leave you to eat snow all winter, did you?”
“Well done, old boy!” Merrik stepped forward to shake Dobber’s hand. “Well done indeed. The man of the hour and that’s for sure. I’d like to buy you a brandy.”
Dobber grinned. “Very kind, sir.”
“Did you happen to bring any?”
Dobber’s grin fell. “Er, no. Sorry, milord.”
“Never mind,” Merrik said. “Since you’ve come to save us from this frozen tomb, I’ll let it slide this once.”
“But we’ve got food and firewood and healing stuff if anyone needs it,” Dobber said. “Ten of us came up all told. Cart full of supplies.”
“It’s too late in the day to start back now,” Kitimar said. “I suggest bring your people up to the fortress tonight.”
“There’s horses too, milady,” Garen said.
“They’ll fit in the throughway,” she told him. “Warmer than leaving them in the open overnight. Let’s start bringing everyone up and the supplies too. I’ll eat anything you’ve brought as long as it isn’t horse meat.”
They brought the men and supplies along the narrow trench, the horse-drawn cart barely fitting, and a dozen horses squeezed into the throughway. Kitimar’s face lit up at the sight of a huge white horse.
She went to it, rubbed his neck. “Northstar! I wondered if I’d see you again.”
“All the horses ran off when the ground started shaking,” Dobber said from the back of the cart. “This big white one was the only one that came back.”
“My gratitude.” She kept rubbing his neck, the grin on her face stretching ear to ear.
“Something that might interest you here too, milord,” Dobber said to Merrik.
“Oh?” Merrik circled to the back of the cart.
Dobber slapped his hand on the top of a large cask. “I still can’t help you with any brandy, milord. But your friend Colton sent this along with his compliments.”
Merrik’s eyes widened. “Dumo save us. Is that …?”
“Aye, sir,” Dobber said. “Some of that paint thinner you call starshine.”
“Now we can celebrate properly, thanks to you, Dobber,” Merrik said. “Years from now, troubadours – and bards even – will sing your praises.”
The old man laughed. “Old Dobber! The true hero of Whiteout Pass. I like the sound of that!”
Within an hour, they’d stoked a roaring blaze in the common room’s big fireplace, six fat chickens roasting on a spit. Loaves of black bread. A wheel of sharp cheese. Apples. An iron pot on a tripod over the fire, potatoes, and cabbage within. The mood had turned distinctly merry. Padraig regaled anyone who’d listen with the story of how the mountain almost fell on top of his head. Between the large fire and all the bodies packed into the common room, Merrik finally felt warm.
The starshine helped. They’d opened the cask immediately, and wooden cups of the strong stuff made the rounds.
Merrik sipped, feeling the color rise on his cheeks. As always, the first sip was murder, scorching his throat as it went down. It mellowed after that, spreading warmth to every limb. He sat on a stool next to Dobber who tended the chickens.
“I suppose you get used to it, milord.” Dobber sipped from his own cup. “But that first sip’s a leap of courage.”
Kitimar wandered over, looked down at Merrik. Her face was red. She held a wooden cup in her hand. “This surely was … surely was not – hic – meant for humans to drink. Be honest. It’s for cleaning grease off wagon axels.”
Merrik laughed. “Go easy, your grace.”
“Kit.”
“Sorry. Kit.”
“We need to talk about what we’re doing after this,” Kitimar said.
“Eating the chicken.”
“No, pinhead, in the morning.” Kitimar sipped starshine. “We won a victory here, but Whiteout Pass is just the beginning.”
“Not for me,” Merrik said. “I’ve done my part.”
“What will you do then?” she asked. “Back to Munsk?”
Merrik’s cup froze halfway to his mouth. In fact, he had absolutely no idea what happened next. He hadn’t thought beyond escaping the snowbound fortress. As for Munsk … well, Merrik was supposed to be marquis of the place, but he wasn’t actually sure where it was. South, yes, but beyond that …
“Well, what are your plans then?” Merrik turned the question around on her.
“I’m obligated,” she said. “I’m on a mission for the Blind Goddess.”
Merrik rolled his eyes. “Sure you are.”
“I’ll need to go back to the Beggar Baron’s keep, I guess,” Kitimar said. “Consult with him and the others about what happens next. Talk to Count Bettin too.”
“Oh, can’t do that,” Dobber said. “Er, begging your pardon, milady. Just that you can’t consult with nobody because they ain’t there. They’ve all gone off with the army.”
“Did you say army?” Merrik asked. “What army?”
“The king’s army, milord.”
Merrik frowned. “And what king would that be?”
“King Lee,” Dobber said. “Ordained by Dumo himself.”
“Rubbish.”
Dobber shrugged. “That’s what the priest says that’s always with him.”
Merrik’s eyes narrowed. Effingham. Blast the man. Merrik had forgotten about the priest. Almost.
King Lee. Merrik had never heard anything so ridiculous. Merrik had fallen in with Father Effingham while following a map to what Merrik had hoped would be a horde of hidden gold or some other fabulous treasure. Instead, he’d found an ancient scepter, almost mace-like in size and weight, basically a gold and jewel-encrusted weapon. But before Merrik could safely make off with his discovery, he and the priest had been surrounded by a scouting party of savage plainsmen, fur-covered and bristling with weapons.
Lee had saved them.
He’d leapt into the fray seemingly from nowhere, a whirlwind of plate armor, his two-handed blade dealing death at every turn. When it was over, and Lee had stood among the steaming corpses of the plainsmen, he’d removed his helm to reveal himself as a fair-haired boy of maybe twenty. In hindsight, Merrik thought Lee might be a year or two older than that, but his naivete and lack of guile made him seem younger. In battle, he was a force to be reckoned with. In all other respects, Lee’s wide-eyed innocence was almost laughable.
Merrik would not have been surprised to learn that Effingham had hatched his scheme right then and there. The golden-haired orphan boy, so pure and selfless. Effingham probably hadn’t been able to resist and began constructing the fiction of Greymond’s lost heir. He’d even gone so far as to doctor a birthmark on Lee’s lower back to look like a two-headed dragon, the symbol of the old kings.
Merrik had unwittingly aided in the deception – or rather the wizard Arzumel had. At the battle of Mykle’s holding, Lee had gone into combat wielding the scepter like a mace. With a simple spell, Merrik – or rather Arzumel using Merrik’s hands – had imbued the scepter with a bright, golden glow. To every onlooker there, it appeared as if Lee’s scepter blazed with holy light as he struck down foe after foe, winning the battle. Surely this was a sign that Dumo himself blessed Lee, revealing him as the true heir!
Theatrics. Chicanery. Bullshit.
Merrik blew out an exasperated sigh. “So, Lee has an army now, does he?”
“I’d be off with them if it wasn’t for my leg,” Dobber said. “I want some of my own back for the death of my family. I may have seen too many winters but put a sword in my hand and let me have a go!”
“Dobber, it was plainsmen that killed your family,” Merrik said.
“Put up to it by them Union folks from across the Arrowheads,” Dobber said. “I don’t claim to be wise in the politics of the wide world, but I listen when my betters talk. Them plainsmen was just the first few notes of a very long ballad.”
“Then we’ll need to catch up to the king’s army,” Kitimar said. “Where are they going?”
“Five Rivers.”
“Okay, I’ll be the one to ask,” Merrik said. “Why?”
“Archbishop’s there,” Dobber said. “King needs to get coronated, don’t he?”




CHAPTER THREE
T he gray light of dawn barely illuminated the fortress’s throughway.
Kitimar Denning leaned against her horse Northstar, a light sheen of sweat on her face. She groaned.
Merrick came down the stairs. He’d changed back into his own clothing, cloak on his shoulders, longsword hanging from his belt, and Red William’s satchel slung crossways. He took a deep breath. “Wow. Really stinks of horse dung in here.”
Kitimar pushed her way past the horses to the far wall of the throughway, bent over, leaning one hand against the cold stone. Her back arched, and she convulsed once, twice and then vomited, spraying the contents of her belly over the stonework.
Merrik came up behind her, put a hand on her back. “There there. Better out than in.”
“Don’t touch me.”
Merrik removed his hand.
“I told you humans weren’t meant to drink that stuff,” Kitimar said. “You might have warned me.”
“I did,” Merrik insisted. “Several times.”
“We’re loaded and moving out!” Dobber called from the other end of the throughway.
“Can you sit a horse?” Merrik asked.
“If it means finally getting out of this place, you’re damn right I can.” Kitimar spit and then went to Northstar and mounted. “Let’s go.”
They made their way single file through the long snow trench. When they rounded the bend and the trail angled downward, the snow eased considerably, now only up to a man’s waist instead of over his head. Apparently, the blizzard Merrik had summoned had been incredibly intense but only in a small area.
They continued down from the Arrowheads, through the foothills and into the flats below. They were still fully into winter, but compared to the frozen pass, the flats were almost balmy.
The road took them due south the rest of the day, and they made camp. The evening meal was companionable, but not the celebration from the night before. Kitimar steadfastly refused to even look at a cup of starshine.
They started early again the next morning, pausing at a crossroads just after midday.
“I’m taking my people home,” Alan said. He sat on the cart’s front bench next to Dobber. Garen rode in the back with Padraig. “You’re welcome as always to join us, but I’m guessing you’ll be looking to meet up with the others.”
“I intend to.” Kitimar looked at Jeen.
She shrugged. “I’m a stranger here. I … I don’t know yet.”
Merrik reigned in his horse next to the two women. “If we keep riding south, we’ll reach an inn my nightfall, yes?”
“Aye, milord, in Bumwich,” Alan said. “I suppose you can make it by nightfall. If you keep at it without stopping.”
“I say we make for the inn,” Merrik suggested. “All these decisions will be easier after a night in a proper bed.”
Padraig stood up in the back of the cart. “I’ll ride double with you, milord.”
Merrik had expected this and had prepared what to say. “No, Padraig. You need to go back to Mykle’s place.”
The boy looked stricken.
“Because you’re my squire, and I need you there.” Merrik said quickly. “Colton is hard at work on our starshine operation, and I need you to help him anyway you can until I get back. This is important. I’m sure the baron can put a roof over your head in the keep somewhere.” Merrik’s eyes went to Alan.
Alan nodded.
“That’s settled then,” Merrik said.
“When will you be back, milord?” Padraig asked.
“I’m not quite sure. I have to look into all this coronate a king nonsense,” Merrik said. “That’s why it’s important that my squire look after my affairs while I’m gone.”
They agreed to the plan. There were hugs and slaps on the backs and hearty handshakes. Alan and his people headed back for Baron Mykle’s holding. Merrik, Kitimar, Jeen and Rugger rode south.
Rugger pulled his horse alongside Merrik’s. “That boy worships you.”
“He wants to be my squire because he’s smart enough to look for gainful employment,” Merrik said. “That’s all there is to it.”
But Rugger was right, Merrik supposed. It was the very reason he had to send the boy off. Merrik had a knack for stumbling into trouble. Padraig was better off out of harm’s way.
They kept up a brisk pace without stopping but it was still an hour after sundown when they spotted the lights of Bumwich. The place had overachieved as a village and could now legitimately be called a small town. Three important roads ran into and out of it, and the town was also well positioned on the banks of the Stonegate River which fed into the Silver. Bumwich saw its share of commerce and had grown steadily over the decades.
There’d been a recent snow, but it had all been piled to either side of the narrow streets, some made of dirt and others of cobblestone. Built from a combination of local timber and river rock, none of the buildings were taller than three stories.
Someday, as the town continued to grow, it would occur to somebody to build an inn to compete with the Dancing Ogre, but so far, nobody had. The result was that the Ogre got all the traveling business and was constantly packed. Music and firelight and patrons spilled out onto the inn’s wide front porch as Merrik and the others rode up and dismounted.
“A lively place.” Merrik squinted up at the inn’s sign hanging over the front door. It depicted a huge, jug-eared ogre doing a merry jig, a gigantic stein of ale in one fist. “Is that one of your relations, Rugger?”
The big man glowered. “Now who’s the bloody comedian?”
“They’re full, I bet,” Jeen said. “Worth asking, I guess.”
“And we’ll want a meal regardless.” Merrik gestured for them to follow him inside. “Let’s ask.”
“I’ll take the horses ‘round back to the stable,” Rugger said. “Meet you inside.”
The common room was large and crowded and loud. Two fireplaces – one at each end of the room – boasted roaring fires, and a long bar spanned the entire wall across from the entrance. In the far back, right corner of the room, a narrow staircase led to the next floor. Merrik noticed the patrons were a mixed lot. High-class merchants stood elbow to elbow with field laborers at the bar. All sorts sat at the tables: artisans, shopkeepers, and some smartly dressed woman who may or may not have been minor nobility.
A woman with a lute sat on a stool near the fireplace on the left, strumming the instrument and nodding along with the rhythm.
Merrik breathed it in. Tobacco, food, beer, sweat, oak burning in the fireplaces. Was there anything better than a good tavern or an inn’s common room? Merrik was finally home after a long banishment to Whiteout Pass.
“We’ll get rooms and eat and drink,” Merrik said. “Follow me.”
He squeezed in at the bar, Kitimar and Jeen standing behind him. They had to wait. The woman behind the bar looked harried, fetching mugs of ale, and handing out plates of food brought in from the kitchen.
She finally came down the bar to Merrik and looked at him as if he was just another problem piled onto her sorrows. “What?”
A handsome woman, Merrik thought. Red hair pulled back, but now matted with strands loose and into her eyes. Cheeks red. Sleeves cut off revealing white shoulders with freckles and a blue dragon tattoo on the left. It would help if she smiled.
Merrik knew from experience it would be a bad idea to suggest that to her.
“We need rooms for the night.”
“Sorry,” she said. “We’re all full up. Basically.”
“Basically?”
A shrug. “There’s the King’s Suite … but that’s a joke.”
“Well, if the king’s not using it.”
“It’s a room the owner keeps for him and his posh friends,” she explained. “Big bed and a sitting area and a fireplace. He put a price on it so high nobody would ever use it. No idea why. I just work here.”
“How much?”
“I’ve got other customers,” she said. “I don’t have time to muck about with this.”
Merrik leaned forward, hands on the bar. “How. Much?”
She leaned toward him, jaw set. “Fifty silver.”
“Done.”
“Don’t be daft.”
“You told us the price, and I accepted,” Merrik said. “I’m not sure I see the problem.”
By now, patrons down the bar were calling for her attention, demanding ale.
“Shut it, you lot!” She shouted back. “I’m conducting business.” To Merrik she said, “Look, nobody pays that for a night in an inn no matter how nice the room. I don’t have time to be messed about. Let’s see your money or stop wasting my time.”
Merrik grinned, opened his purse, and set a gold coin on the bar.
She blinked at it. Then she picked it up, bit it, and put it back. “That’s real.”
“I should hope so.”
She shook her head. “I can’t change that.”
Merrik had anticipated she’d say that. Day to day business was generally conducted with copper or silver coins. One took coppers to the market to buy food for a week or silver to buy a new horse.
When it was time to buy a new manor house or a fleet of ships, the gold coins came out.
The shouts for ale had redoubled.
“Nori!” the barkeep shouted over her shoulder. “Get your ass out here, girl!”
A stout, florid-faced woman erupted from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dirty apron. She began filling steins with ale from a huge cask along the back wall. A ragged cheer went up from the impatient patrons.
“Hear me out,” Merrik said to the barkeep. “The fourth man in our party is right now putting four horses in your stable. Add that to our tab. We’ll want drink and food, and we’ll want your best. We’ll want baths. Hot water.”
“That’s still not enough to—”
Merrik held up a hand. “Give us whatever we ask for. Then when we leave, keep the balance for yourself.”
She stared at Merrik.
Merrik stared back.
The barkeep gave Merrik another look as if reappraising, then looked at the two women standing behind him. “I’m guessing you’re more wine folk than ale.”
“Shrewdly observed.”
“Just a moment, milord.”
Merrik noted the milord and thought, that’s more like it.
Kitimar leaned in to whisper directly into Merrik’s ear. “Munsk must be a rich place indeed where gold grows on trees.”
“Absolutely,” he assured her. “It also rains rubies, and the fish swim in fine brandy.”
The barkeep brought back a pitcher and four mugs. “Red wine, milord, a good vintage from the midlands. First pitcher is on the house. Give us thirty minutes and I’ll have a couple of the lads air it out and start a fire and begin hauling up the hot water for baths.”
“Outstanding.” Merrik took the pitcher and filled the mugs, handing two back to the ladies.
“Milord, my apologies,” the barkeep said. “I don’t know your name.”
“Merrik Niles, the Marquis of Munsk. At your service.” He made a point of saying it loud enough for all those around to hear. Merrik expected good service and many more milords during his stay at the Dancing Ogre.
Conversations hushed around him, heads turning. Then laughter.
In the past, introducing himself had triggered various reactions. Anger, disappointment, contempt and so on.
Laughter was new.
A man down at the end of the bar had the look of a shopkeeper, cheeks red with drink. “Look everyone, the hero of Whiteout Pass comes to hobnob with the regular folk!” He lifted his stein. “Here’s to ya, milord.”
More laughter.
A man with a wild beard and arms like a blacksmith’s stepped up and smacked Jeen on the ass. “Then this must be the Duchess Denning!”
The laughter continued.
Jeen jerked an elbow back hard and caught the man in the gut. He grunted pain and stepped back.
“You’ll be keeping your hands to yourself, Jay Bluestone!” the barkeep said. “Or I’ll see you out myself.”
The blacksmith held up a hand in surrender. “Okay, okay. I didn’t mean nothing.” He backed away.
The barkeep frowned at Merrik. “Your gold’s good enough. You don’t need to invent stories to impress me.”
“But I wasn’t invent—”
Jeen clapped a hand on Merrik’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about this one,” she told the barkeep. “I’ll keep him in line.”
A curt nod from the barkeep. “Okay then. I’ll tell them to make the room ready.”
“That smack on the ass was meant for you,” Jeen told Kitimar.
“Never mind that,” the duchess said. “How do these people know what we’ve done?”
“Dobber,” Merrik said. “He told everyone when he organized our rescue. And now most of them are heading south, probably spreading the word as they go.”
“Our titles,” Kitimar said. “Marquis and Duchess. That’s what made us memorable.”
“I’m glad to be left out of it,” Jeen said.
“I mean, what do people expect?” Merrik asked. “That we’d arrive with a fanfare of trumpets? I’ve a good mind to call her back and set her straight.”
“You will do no such thing,” Kitimar said. “Leave well enough alone.”
Rugger entered, and the crowd parted for him without question. He walked directly to Merrik who handed him a mug of wine.
Rugger drank. “Not bad. Midland stuff, eh? Horses are put away. What did I miss in here?”
Jeen cleared her throat. “Merrik just paid the most anyone’s ever paid for a room at an inn. We’re all going to have baths. We’re all famous from what happened at Whiteout Pass, but nobody believes it’s us. And a strange man smacked me on the ass.”
“Fuck’s sake,” Rugger said. “How long was I out there?”




CHAPTER FOUR
T he hunchback both intrigued and frightened her.
Don’t call him that, Luizen reminded herself. Renn had warned her. It would be awkward to slip and call him that out loud.
Rodwik was his name. She needed to remember to use it.
They sat at a long table in Renn Tazar’s hunting cabin. The cabin was rustic, but the table was set as if for a prince’s reception in a palace in one of the metropolitan coastal cities. They’d mimicked various scenarios, ambassadorial summits, fancy dress parties, garden receptions, any situation in which specific forms of etiquette were expected.
Luizen was forced to admit that despite his intimidating – one might even say primitive – appearance, the man was keenly intelligent. Which forks to use when, the dipping bowls, the difference between the water cup and the wine goblet – he only had to be told once, and he never forgot.
At the same time, there was something animalistic about the man, and Luizen sensed violence and rage simmering just below the surface. That Renn Tazar would leave her alone with Rodwik meant he either had little regard for her safety or unflagging confidence in her ability to handle the man.
A leash with a bull at the end, handed to a precocious child. Well, if cousin Renn thinks I’m intimidated, then he doesn’t know me as well as he thinks.
She’d spent a few days with him, and the fear and revulsion upon first meeting him had faded to nervous caution. The most surprising thing was … she didn’t hate it. That nervous feeling when she was near him was exhilarating. In a way, it was similar to what she’d felt around Red William, a tamed wolf that might suddenly turn and bite the hand that feeds it. But was there really any comparison? William was more of a spoiled child playing with fire. There was something raw, much more virile about Rodwik, and the notion that she’d ever found William intriguing was laughable.
Renn had asked her to do this favor, and her worry had been that it would be dull.
It’s certainly not that.
A servant entered with a pitcher of wine; a teen boy who looked nervous.
A slight smile quirked to Luizen’s lips. He should be.
The servant approached Rodwik from the right side and filled his wine goblet, then waited dutifully. Rodwik picked up the goblet and gave the wine a swirl. Then he stuck his nose deep into it and took a large sniff. Then just a sip.
Rodwik nodded. “Good.”
“Wrong.” Luizen raised an eyebrow. That quirk of a smile again, not quite mocking but perilously close.
Irritation flashed in Rodwik’s eyes. He looked back at the goblet, and Luizen could see he was replaying it in his mind – swirl, sniff, sip. Simple.
“Not the wine,” Luizen said. “The servant.”
Rodwik glanced at the boy. “What about him?”
“He approached from the right,” Luizen explained. “I told you this reception was for a prince down in the Salt Finch Islands. They still have slavery there, and all the servants are severely disciplined. At dinner, servants approach guests from the left. Approaching from the right is a sign of disrespect, and the appropriate response is to ignore the servant until he’s been disciplined by the master.”
“You didn’t tell me that.”
“That’s right,” Luizen said. “I didn’t.”
Rodwik slammed his hand down on the table. Dishes rattled and the servant flinched. Luizen’s heart lurched, but she didn’t let the fear show on her face.
“Is that your idea of a joke, you stupid cow?” Rodwik said. “Does it amuse you to make me look foolish?”
“You can go, Nesh,” Luizen said to the boy.
The servant scurried away.
“I didn’t do it to make you look foolish,” Luizen said.
“You’re supposed to teach me,” Rodwik said heatedly. “I don’t have time for tricks.”
Luizen pushed away from the table and stood. “That’s enough for today, I think. You’re irritable. You need rest.” She turned toward the cabin’s front door.
“Get back here!”
She heard his chair scoot back from the table, but she didn’t turn. She resisted the urge to break into a run.
Luizen heard him coming around the table, heavy footfalls rattling the floorboards. She gasped. Now she did run.
Rodwik was fast. He was on her in an eyeblink, grabbing her by a wrist, spinning her back toward him. Luizen’s heart raced. He towered over here. Even with the hunch, he was a massive man. One twist and he could snap her arm easily. Every part of his physical presence exuded power.
“I tricked you but to help you,” she said hurriedly. “It’s impossible to learn every situation, to know everything. There’s too much. I’ve been a noble all my life, and I don’t know it all. It’s not if you make a mistake or not. It’s impossible not to make some minor slip eventually. It’s how you react that matters.” She banished the fear from her eyes, expression hardening. “And you failed. Instead of reacting with grace and moving past the mistake, you lashed out like a petulant child.”
He increased his grip on her wrist. “Are you afraid?”
Luizen lifted her chin. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
The hunchback yanked her closer, his hot breath seared her face with the sweet stench of wine. “Are you afraid?”
Her eyes shot wide, mouth going dry. “Yes,” she whispered.
There was a long moment when Luizen thought something horrible was about to happen to her.
Rodwik’s features softened. “You’re right.” He eased his grip on her.
She blinked. I am?
“I reacted poorly,” Rodwik said. “Better to do it here in the privacy of Count Tazar’s cabin. I’ll do better next time.”
Luizen felt lightheaded. She didn’t know what to say, but she understood now, realized why Renn wanted her to work with Rodwik this way. There was a power in the man beyond just his physical presence, but there was something wild and untamed as well. He was a beast. The hunchback, and he needed to be transformed into Rodwik the human being.
Rodwik the king.
Someone cleared his throat.
They turned to see Count Tazar standing in the cabin’s open doorway. “Am I interrupting?”
Rodwik smiled slowly. “Not at all, my dear count. Please come in.” He released Luizen. And then went back to his place at the table, refilling his wine goblet. “Join us in a drink?”
Luizen resisted the urge to rub her wrist where the hunchback had grabbed her.
“No thank you.” Tazar entered the room, pausing to speak to Luizen in a low voice. “And everything here is … okay?”
“Yes,” Luizen said. Then quickly, “I need to take him somewhere, to try him out.”
“He’s ready?”
“For something simple.”
“I’ll think about it,” Tazar said. “My carriage is outside. My driver will take you home.”
Luizen’s eyes went to Rodwik, and the hunchback nodded.
“Very well,” she told Tazar. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”
She left the cabin, and the driver helped her into the carriage. Her thoughts drifted as the carriage traveled the narrow road, leaving Tazar’s estate. Her body still hummed from the abrupt encounter with Rodwik, her head still light from it, the heady feeling of powerlessness in his iron grip, and she was forced to admit to herself the feeling was something more than fear alone.
    
“We need to talk,” Tazar said.
Rodwik drank deeply from the goblet and smacked his lips. “Don’t worry for your cousin, Count. You’ll get her back in one piece. I’m not as genteel as I should be, but I’m not the savage everyone thinks I am either.”
“Never mind Luizen,” Tazar said. “If anyone should be careful, it’s you. She’s a sly one.”
Rodwik chuckled reached for the wine pitcher again.
Tazar cleared his throat. “There’s another claim on the throne.”
Rodwik paused, set the pitcher down again. “Who?”
“Some boy from the north,” Tazar said. “I’m still collecting reports, trying to sift through the rumors. There’s some strange talk.”
“A boy from the north.” Rodwik blew a sigh out his nose. “Is he the one running around with my scepter? Yes, I get a scrap of news now and then. Even here.”
Tazar took a seat at the table and began to relate what his informants had told him. The fair-haired boy, an orphan if reports were true, rising to save a village from northern savages. A great warrior wielding a golden scepter.
“An orphan.” The hunchback spat. “That’s laying it on a little thick, isn’t it?”
“There’s always a pinch of the dramatic to these stories,” Tazar said. “My concern is the scepter.” Tazar had gone to a lot of trouble to arrange for a map to be stolen which led to the king’s lost scepter. Merrik Niles had betrayed him, kept the map for himself, and had recovered the scepter. And now this pretender had been seen wielding the scepter in battle. Niles was obviously in league with this young upstart and had probably been opposing Tazar’s machinations the entire time.
Rodwik went to the front window, looked out across the wooden hunting grounds of Tazar’s estate. “Do you remember how you found me?”
Tazar nodded. “I do.”
Tazar had spent three years and a considerable amount of money to search for a man or woman with a legitimate claim to the throne. Such lineage had been recorded sloppily at best and not seriously for hundreds of years. Expensive divination spells had combined with rumor and footwork to discover Rodwik’s existence.
In his own small way, Rodwik had already been a king when Tazar’s informants tracked him down to the Salt Sewers beneath High Harbor. The city had been built atop the rocky coastline, and the city sewers emptied into the rocky catacombs below. At high tide, the salty sea washed through the tunnels, keeping them relatively clean … although fishing had been irrevocably damaged for five miles up and down the coast.
In the beginning, a few dozen sewer workers labored to keep the catacombs clear of debris. They’d been hired by the city and were paid poorly. Over the years, these workers became their own gang, the Salt Sewers their undisputed territory. Valuable booty often washed into the caverns beneath the city after a shipwreck, and smugglers who wanted to avoid High Harbor’s steep tariffs, paid the Sewer Rats a tenth of the cost to bring goods through the catacombs.
Crooked Rodwik –named partly because of his relationship to the law and partly because of the alignment of his spine – had been born into the worst squalor of High Harbor’s worst neighborhood and had done nothing but fight since emerging from his mother’s womb. No way such a creature should live, but he’d fought for every breath. No chance a kid like that could survive on the streets, but he’d survived and thrived. At age twelve, he became the leader of the urchin gang in his alley, and by sixteen he ran the block.
By age twenty, he’d slunk into the Salt Sewer and cowed everyone there, killing three challengers one at a time with a cudgel until the remainder of the gang acknowledged him as leader. Rodwik sat on his throne of debris, king of the dung heap for nine years until Tazar approached him with a revelation and a proposition.
“Do you remember what I told you?” Rodwik asked.
Tazar nodded. “You’d rather be a king and filthy than a servant dressed in silk.”
“In the Salt Sewers, I ruled,” Rodwik said. “I didn’t give that up to hide in a cabin and play dress up with your cousin.”
“I know,” Tazar said. “I understand.”
“Do you?”
Tazar considered before answering. “I’m a count and respected in certain circles, but not so much that every baron and duke will stop what they’re doing and listen to me just because I happen to think I have the best ideas. I was the first to recognize what was happening across the Arrowhead Mountains. Like others, I thought the only way to oppose them was to unite the Scattered Kingdom and become Greymond again.”
“And to do that, you needed a king,” Rodwik said.
“I suppose I could have volunteered for the job myself.” Tazar smiled at his own joke. “But no baron or duke or duchess will think another candidate a better choice than themselves. Only an undisputed heir of the old blood will do.”
“You no longer feel uniting the kingdom to be the best way to oppose this Union of Territories?”
“I have spies throughout the Union,” Tazar said. “They report a war machine like no other, an enormous army being armed and trained even as we speak. We cannot unite and build our own army in time to oppose the Union. They are coming. It’s inevitable. They’d be here already if not for that business at Whiteout Pass.”
“I heard some sort of talk about that,” Rodwik said. “A miracle, they’re saying.”
“I have people looking into that too. If it was a miracle, then it was a fortunate one. If they’d come across the Arrowheads, they could have swept south, taking the Scattered Kingdom completely by surprise, and then the Union wouldn’t have needed us. If we can unite the nobility under a new king – you – then we’ll hand over Greymond on a silver platter.”
“And you find that satisfactory?” Rodwik asked. “That pleases you?”
“I think I will have that drink after all.” Tazar reached across the table for the wine pitcher and filled a goblet. “And to answer your question, no. It doesn’t please me one bloody jot. I’m a pragmatic man, Rodwik. The Union can roll over us, flatten us so bad it will be as if we never existed. If we do it my way, I can preserve something. The people would at least have their own king. Yes, a king that answers to another, but we’d be whole again. And then maybe someday …” Tazar shrugged.
“A king that answers to another,” Rodwik said, “is no king at all.”
Tazar drained the goblet and set it back on the table. “Remember our deal. You’re king, and I’m the man that whispers in the king’s ear. Neither of us are totally happy with the arrangement, but at least we’re not on the outside looking in. We’ll have a say in what happens to our own lands and to our own people.”
A silence grew between them. Rodwik continued to stare out the window
Tazar wouldn’t presume to read the hunchback’s mind, but he could guess what the man was thinking. What was the point of being king if foreign powers pulled the king’s strings? It wouldn’t sit well with Rodwik. Tazar wasn’t a fool. Rodwik would bear watching. They’d struck a bargain, but the count doubted Rodwik had made himself king of the Salt Sewers without a fair helping of guile and treachery.
“I like her,” Rodwik said. “Your cousin was a good choice.”
“I hope you’ll find Luizen useful,” Tazar said. “She wants to take you out and show you off.”
A faint smile from the hunchback. “A test. Yes, a good idea.”
“The main reason I came here today is to tell you we can’t wait anymore,” Tazar said. “My original plan was to make you presentable to the bishops and archbishops, to present our evidence, work the proper spells in front of church officials and then get the endorsements of the dukes. Current events have shattered that plan.”
“This northern boy.”
“Yes. Some are already calling him king. Things are quickly getting out of hand. We need to do something to establish you quickly. I have some ideas along these lines.”
“What about something more direct?” Rodwik asked. “If something were to happen to this golden boy …”
“I’ve thought of that too,” Tazar said. “And those who are helping him. An orphan doesn’t just spring up out of nowhere and claim the throne without help. It’s being handled.”
“Oh?” Rodwik finally turned from the window. “I heard that red popinjay of yours got himself killed.”
“William was useful,” Tazar said. “But anyone can be replaced. Even a wizard. Fret not, your majesty. The situation is well in hand.”




CHAPTER FIVE
J een Derelith groaned with unsurpassed physical pleasure. “Oh … yes. Yes. I can’t believe how good that feels.” Another prolonged groan.
Merrik rolled his eyes. “For Dumo’s sake, you’d think you’d never had a hot bath before,” he said from the other side of the screen.
Bathing had been a prolonged and extravagant affair, primarily because Merrik had insisted on fresh, hot water for each of them. A brace of stout servants had spent a good chunk of the evening filling the tub, draining it, and filling it again.
“I thought I had,” Jeen called back. “The tub is very large, and the water is very hot and I think all of my muscles are melting.”
Merrik understood. He’d still be soaking in the tub himself if there hadn’t been others waiting. And the tub was indeed large. He’d thought about suggesting it was easily big enough for two, but he’d barked up that tree when they’d all been trapped at Whiteout Pass and didn’t get anywhere.
The tub was around the corner in a wide nook, and a wooden folding screen had been erected for additional privacy.
The rest of the suite was well-appointed and spacious. It might have been overpriced, but it offered no lack of comfort. The plush bed was the biggest he’d ever seen, and there was an equally comfortable divan along one wall. Bay windows looked down into the street. A rug made from an impossibly large brown bear stretched out in front of a fireplace in which a fire blazed. A table and chairs to one side, now covered with dirty dishes and serving trays. While one of them rotated into the bath, the other three devoured an immense meal as other servants brought a seemingly endless parade of dishes and pitchers of wine and tankards of ale.
Merrik’s eyes went to Kitimar who sprawled on the bed, barefoot, wearing loose breeches and top for bed, a goblet of wine in her hand, eyelids heavy from drink.
“Get dressed,” he told her. “We’ll go down when Jeen’s finished. I rather liked that troubadour.”
“I’m not going anywhere.” She sank deeper into a nest of pillows. “I’m warm and clean and fed and in the world’s softest bed. This might be the best day of my life.”
Merrik frowned. “I know I’m supposed to be a gentleman or some such rubbish, but it’s irksome that I paid for that bed and am not allowed to sleep in it.”
“I’ll share with Jeen.” Kitimar lifted her goblet in a toast. “To your generosity, my good marquis.”
“Take the divan if you’re so delicate.” Rugger still sat at the table where he methodically made a slab of mutton disappear bite by bite. “I’ll stretch out on the bearskin. I can sleep anywhere.”
“Jeen, hurry up,” Merrik called. “We’re going to hear the singer.”
“I just got in the tub!”
Rugger wiped his mouth and dropped the napkin on the table. “I’ll go with you. I fancy a song.”
“Last chance, Kit.”
The duchess shook her head. “To summarize, warm fire and soft bed.”
“Come on, Rugger,” Merrik said. “These old ladies need their rest.”
The crowd in the common room hadn’t dwindled while Merrik and the others were upstairs. They happened to come downstairs just as an old married couple rose from a small table up against the wall. Merrik and Rugger slid in quickly and took over ownership.
A flushed, chubby cheeked woman who’d been among the team of servants to truck food up to their room recognized them and hurried over. “Something to drink, milords?”
“A pitcher of wine,” Merrik said.
“Not for me,” Rugger told her. “What you got that’s stronger?”
“A decent brandy,” she said. “And a new cask of that starshine came in.”
Merrik raised an eyebrow. “A cask of what?”
“They calls it starshine,” she said. “Smells like bloody murder, but some folk likes it.”
Rugger shook his head. “Dumo, help us. Bring me the brandy.”
She scurried away to fill the order.
“That Colton of yours had been busy,” Rugger said.
“Well, it’s only Bumwich,” Merrik said. “It’s not like the duke’s serving starshine in the Emerald Palace in Eastport. Still, I wonder what else we missed while on holiday in Whiteout Pass. Might be a smart thing to ask around.”
Since the singer was apparently on a break anyway, Merrik and Rugger struck up conversations with random patrons in the Ogre’s common room. Offering to share his pitcher of wine loosened lips, and plenty of men and women were happy to share news and gossip.
King Lee – and yes, they were calling him King – had been through Bumwich four days earlier. Bumwich’s Council of Bailiffs had agreed to help spread the word that the king was raising an army. When Lee left town, he took two score of young folks with him, men and women of fighting age, glory glittering in their eyes.
Fools. A fast way to get killed.
And where was King Lee and his army off to next? Opinions differed. Most agreed the King was headed south to Five Rivers, but he was taking the most indirect route imaginable. Some said he was veering west toward the grain lands to enlist Baron Dee. Others said he was heading deep into the great forest to win the Forest Wardens to his cause. One half-drunken cartwright insisted he was on his way to the Yellow Hills to recruit among the scattered sheepherding villages.
Some said it was all of the above and more, and it would be a year before the young king finally marched into Five Rivers with a hundred thousand swords at his back.
No one knew anything for certain. Most were excited and curious. Few disputed that this new, golden-haired boy was indeed the rightful king.
“It was that priest what convinced me,” said a dour-faced tanner. “Our Father Gillis spoke with that priest who travels with the king. Says the man saw the miracle with his own eyes, mighty mace shining with golden light, and the king slaying enemies left and right, touched by the hand of Dumo himself. Our Gillis is level-headed as they come. Wouldn’t repeat a story like that if it weren’t true.”
Merrik frowned. “Effingham.”
“Aye, that’s the name,” the tanner said.
That wily old fraud. Now he’s got the local priests in on the act, pulling the wool over everyone’s eyes.
Merrik lapsed into silence. He’d learned all he was going to from the patrons in the Dancing Ogre. A lot had happened while he was at Whiteout Pass, and to Merrik, nearly all of it seemed like lunacy.
Merrik’s eyes slid across the common room’s crowd. Ordinary people living ordinary lives. What would it take to make them believe such a huge lie? Or perhaps they were ready for it, needed it, Merrik mused. Did regular folk long for a king to rule –
His eyes landed on the woman sitting at a small table in the far corner, just the other side of the big fireplace where the troubadour had been playing earlier. Two things caught Merrik’s attention. First, she was a striking woman: pale skin, glowing like a beacon in the shadows, a short shock of midnight hair, eyes such a pale blue to almost be white, blazing even from across the room. Sharp cheekbones. A lithe figure obvious even beneath the heavy, high collared slate-gray dress and cloak of black fur.
The second thing Merrik noticed was that she was looking directly at him. When she saw him looking back, a slow smile spread across her face. She didn’t look away.
Ah.
Merrik refilled his goblet then rose from the table. “Don’t wait up, old boy. The hunter is on the prowl.”
Rugger lifted his brandy in salute. “No idea what you’re on about, but good luck with that.”
Merrik crossed the room slowly, and she watched him come. When he arrived at her table, he smiled and bowed. “Hello, I’m Merrik –” He’d almost said Merrik Niles, the Marquis of Munsk, but saying that earlier had only earned him ridicule. “I’m Merrik,” he repeated lamely.
He winced inwardly. Smooth.
“Raysal Dahl.” She held out her hand, palm down.
Merrik took her gently by the fingertips, bent over the hand, and lightly brushed her knuckles with his lips. “If you’ll allow me to say, milady, you caught my eye from across the room.”
Raysal took her hand back. “I’ll allow it.”
“It’s just that here, in such a common place, you definitely … stand out.”
“I stand out anywhere, Marquis Niles.”
“You … know me?”
“Who wouldn’t know one of the heroes of Whiteout Pass?”
“You’re having fun with me.”
“We’ll see.”
I was interested before. Now I’m intrigued.
“What brings you to the Dancing Ogre?” he asked.
“I like a good song as well as anyone,” she said.
Merrik turned to look at the troubadour’s stool. The woman was apparently still on a break. Her lute still leaned against the stool, so she hadn’t left for the night.
A tingling in his fingertips.
Merrik looked down at his hands. What?
The tingling spread. He worked his fingers, clenched and unclenched each hand. He found himself moving toward the troubadour’s stool. He picked up the lute. He ran his fingers up and down the neck, positioning fingertips on the strings. The instrument felt right.
Heads turned when he sat on the stool.
Merrik strummed a chord, the sound clear and clean. The common room fell silent, looks of open curiosity.
This is a quality instrument.
Ponder, Merrik realized. The Jester would know.
Merrik began to pluck strings, a jaunty rhythm. He had the skill, the talent, as if he’d played for years. But it wasn’t him. It was Ponder wearing Merrik like a suit, the Jester’s hands inside Merrik’s like a pair of flesh and blood gloves. One hand slid smoothly up and down the neck, the other plucking and strumming until his fingers were a blur. People in the common room began to clap along.
He transitioned into a slow, haunting melody, then picked up speed again, building and building until he finally exploded in a musical flourish.
The common room shook with applause.
That felt good, said the voice in Merrik’s head. Haven’t done that in a long time.
Irritation rose within Merrik. Ponder! Where have you been?
We were all a bit tired after Whiteout Pass. Conjuring the blizzard of the century then bringing down a couple of mountains would tucker out anyone.
Confusion twisted Merrik’s face. I didn’t know you could get tired.
Tired’s not really the right word. Hard to explain. I’ll be back later. I need to check on the others.
Ponder, wait!
But it was too late. Merrik could sense the ghost had gone.
He looked up as the applause died and realized the entire common room was gawking at him.
Shit.
An awkward bow. “Uh … thank you very much.”
And then the troubadour was standing right next to him, the expression on her face halfway between annoyed and impressed “Normally, I’d be right pissed if someone had touched my instrument without permission, but that was quite a display. I’m glad to have heard it.”
Merrik handed the lute back to her. “I apologize. That was presumptuous. Let me get you a drink.”
“No need, master bard.”
“I’m no bard,” Merrik said quickly.
Merrik recalled what Effingham had told him about the difference between troubadours and bards. Troubadours were merely talented performers who’d picked up the knack for an instrument on their own or perhaps as a family tradition, whereas; a bard had studied music at the university in Eastport. The Bard’s Guild could get quite fussy about uneducated troubadours claiming to be bards.
“Self-taught? I’m impressed.”
“But you’ve got a wonderful voice.” Merrik smiled as he backed away. “That’s what everyone wants to hear.”
He glanced at the small table in the corner. Raysal had gone.
Damn.
He returned to his table and sat next to Rugger.
“Didn’t know you had it in you,” Rugger said.
“Neither did I.”
The troubadour took her place on the stool and cleared her throat. “Well, I’ve got a job of work to follow that.”
Polite laughter rippled through the common room.
She strummed a few chords, and plucked a few strings, and the audience must have realized what was coming because they applauded excitedly. In clear, rich voice, she began to sing.
Between snow-capped peaks where the bitter wind shrieks,
In a fortress both ancient and crumbled,
Where heroes held fast and fought to the last,
When both enemy and mountain were humbled!
The ballad went on for a dozen more verses, wildly exaggerating the events at Whiteout Pass which Merrik didn’t think was possible. The inn’s patrons ate it up, applauding enthusiastically at the end.
“They mention you four times and me not at all,” Rugger complained.
“Kit thinks it’s our titles that made us stand out,” Merrik said. “If you’d been Duke Rugger, it would be different.”
Merrik happened to glance over his shoulder, and there she was. Raysal. She’d paused halfway up the stairs and was looking over her shoulder back at him, eyelids heavy, the smile growing on her lips the very definition of come hither.
She made sure Merrik saw her looking before continuing up to the next floor.
“Duty calls, Rugger.” Merrik drained his goblet then stood. “Don’t wait up.”




CHAPTER SIX
M errik paused at the second-floor landing. The next flight of stairs would take him up to the king’s suite on the third floor. Had she gone up?
A titter of laughter answered the question. She stood at the far end of the hall, grinned at him before disappearing around the corner.
He followed.
The hall ended at a T section. A left turn took him down a back stairway.
Raysal waited to the right, another hallway stretching behind her.
“Leaving so soon?” Merrik asked. “I’d hoped to invite you for a drink.”
“Oh? I rather thought you’d prefer to get me alone … so, I thought I’d move things along.”
Merrik smiled, anticipation fluttering in his chest. “Well, if one of these rooms happened to be yours …” He let the implication hang there.
“I don’t let just any man into my private bed chamber.” Raysal moved in close, one slender hand trailing down his chest. “I need to see if he’s worth it first.” She leaned in, head tilted up.
Merrik pulled her close and kissed her hard.
An eternity later – or perhaps just a few seconds – he pulled away, feeling lightheaded.
That was an excellent kiss.
He decided he wanted another and moved to gather her in his arms but paused when he realized she was saying something.
Her mouth worked, odd words tumbling in a language Merrik couldn’t –
Run!
Merrik turned and ran, not questioning the warning voice in his head. He ducked low just as the crackle of magic split the air, an eldritch green blast sailing just over his head, the hairs on the back of his neck standing up. Scorch marks blackened the far wall.
He barely dodged another green blast as he threw himself down the stairs. His shoulder hit hard. Merrik winced and grunted, rolling and bouncing down. He slammed into one step and then the next and realized the voice had been Arzumel’s. The wizard had instantly recognized another spellcaster at work, and it had only been his warning that had kept Merrik from being fried by eldritch fire.
Merrik hit the bottom of the stairs with a grunt and moaned, multiple bruises throbbing along his body.
Get the fuck up, he told himself. She’s coming.
He lurched to his feet, hobbling past a backdoor one way and a short hall to the Ogre’s kitchen the other. Merrik’s first thought was to head through the kitchen, crowded with cooks and servants. Maybe with witnesses around, Raysal would hesitate.
No! Arzumel again. Get outside.
Merrik obeyed, throwing the backdoor open, limping out, and shutting it behind him again.
A narrow alley behind the inn. Dark except for dirty yellow light leaking from windows across the way. Snow fell, thick flakes floating on a cold breeze. Merrik looked up and down the alley. Not a soul in sight.
Idiot wizard, what’s the point of this? It seemed a perfectly quiet and secluded spot for Merrik to get murdered.
He didn’t need Arzumel to tell him it was a bad idea to stand around. He turned right and limped toward an intersection where his path crossed another alley. He’d bruised his knee badly, and couldn’t move fast, but maybe he could lose himself in the streets of Bumwich.
Merrik’s left hand went to his injured knee, and he grabbed it, fingers digging in for a firm grip. He winced pain. What the hell?
His mouth began to spit arcane words. Merrik resisted but only for a split-second. Arzumel was working a spell.
A dull warmth grew in his knee, turning into a flash searing heat almost too hot to endure. But then it was over in an instant. Merrik’s knee felt whole again, the pain vanished.
I take it back, Arzumel. Of all the wizards inside my head, you’re the best.
The Dancing Ogre’s back door flew open, and Raysal emerged.
Merrik turned and ran full speed, feet crunching fresh snow. He turned the corner still sprinting, nearly slipping and falling flat on his ass.
Her laughter echoed along the alley after him.
“I expected a little more bravery from the hero of Whiteout Pass,” Raysal called.
Merrik kept running then stopped short, sliding to a halt on the snow-covered cobblestones. The alley ended ahead of him at a brick wall.
Shit.
He turned and watched her come.
Raysal floated – floated – toward him, pointed toes two inches off the ground as she glided down the alley, arms spread, likely in preparation for another dire spell.
“I think you might have me confused with some other Merrik Niles.” He winced at his feeble lie. Not his best effort.
“I’m hired to make you go away.” Her grin seemed to widen at the thought of killing him. “If I have to kill a different Merrik Niles later on, I’ll charge double.”
Merrik drew his sword. His mouth was too dry for a quip.
Raysal spread her arms wide, small hands curling into hard little fists. She started speaking, the blur of syllables pouring from her mouth, words that refused to be recognized or remembered. Balls of black light edged in garish purple flared around each fist, simultaneously too bright to look at and too dark to see. Merrik flinched as the darkness grew stronger.
The same dark light blazed from Raysal’s eyes. The night rippled and warped around her. She flexed her fingers, the darkness building as the last word of the spell fought its way out of her mouth in a crescendo of –
A fat snowball hit Raysal in the back of the head, half of it sliding down her neck into the back of her dress. Her eyes shot wide, as she gasped, the words of the spell fleeing back into nothingness.
On his own, Merrik knew next to nothing of spellcraft. But in this instance, Merrik shared Arzumel’s knowledge that if concentration was significantly interrupted during the casting, the entire spell could be lost.
Raysal teetered in midair, arms pinwheeling. She went down hard, landing in the snow with a grunt and a muffled curse.
Beyond her, Merrik saw Rugger bend down and scoop up another wad of snow. He began to form another snowball between two meaty hands.
Dumo bless you, Rugger, but I don’t think snowballs will do it.
Merrik lifted his sword. This was it. His only chance might be now while she was down. He lifted his blade and advanced.
Raysal lifted her head, eyes clear now but bright with anger. She looked behind her and saw Rugger. She hesitated only a moment – assessing, deciding.
She slammed her fist against the cobblestones, barking a single, unintelligible syllable.
An invisible wall of force radiated from the struck fist, smashed into the walls on either side of the alley, chunks of brick and dust flying. A heartbeat later, the force hammered into Merrik’s chest. It lifted him off his feet, and he flew back, slamming against the wall at the end of the alley and sliding down into the deep snowbank. He sat up, blinking stars from his eyes, and saw that Rugger had also been bowled over.
Raysal was already chattering the words of her next spell.
Merrik grunted to his feet, grabbed his sword from the snow and charged, lifting the blade over his head with every intention to cleave her skull down the middle.
But she’d already completed her spell. Raysal’s body twisted and writhed and dissolved into a roiling pillar of black light, seeming like liquid one moment and smoke the next. Thick tendrils like headless snakes lashed out from her.
Merrik struck, his sword blade passing through her. He might as well have been swinging at fog. Two of the black tendrils shot out and wrapped around his sword blade, yanking it away. It flew back past her, landing in the snow.
A third tendril snapped at him like a bullwhip.
Merrik flinched, stepping back and getting tangled in his own legs just as hot pain exploded below his left eye. He fell back into the same snowbank he’d just climbed out of. One hand went to the wound below his eye. His fingertips came away wet and red.
Rugger, back on his feet, took a few halting steps toward the pulsing black pillar, wanting to get into the fray but clearly unsure of how to go about it.
Raysal had no intention of letting him figure it out.
The black pillar quivered, and a long tendril lashed out, raking Rugger’s chest. The big man yelled, hands going to his chest as he lurched to one side, trying to stay on his feet, but finally collapsing into the snow.
Raysal turned back to Merrik.
The six-foot tall… pillar looked like a thousand coiled serpents, pulsing and unraveling, flailing toward Merrik, threatening to entangle and devour him. Merrik looked for his sword, but it was out of reach. His hand fell to the dagger on his belt.
No.
Merrik’s hand left the dagger. He was no longer in control of it. He thrust his hand out toward the advancing pillar.
And plunged his other hand into the snowbank behind him.
The words to the spell shot out of Merrik’s mouth, tantalizingly familiar but vanishing from memory in an instant. The hand in the snowbank vibrated and flared hot.
Blinding white light shot from his other hand and struck the black pillar. The light encircled it like a sudden, blinding whirlwind. Steam engulfed it with a deafening hissing racket. Then a grinding, hardening sound. The steam cleared, and the black pillar stood completely encased in glittering ice.
Merrik looked behind him.
The snowbank had vanished, leaving behind only a steaming sheen of moisture on the cobblestones.
The alley was suddenly silent save for Rugger’s low moan.
Merrik went to him, giving the ice pillar a wide berth. “You okay?”
Rugger’s hand came away from his chest, sticky with blood. A horizontal rip in his tunic across the chest. “It’s a shallow cut. Stings like a son of a bitch.”
Merrik helped him up. “You can walk then?”
“I can bloody run,” Rugger said. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Just a moment.”
Merrik retrieved his sword and sheathed it. Then slowly he approached the frozen pillar, an opaque mass within translucent ice. He eased closer, his curiosity overcoming his trepidation.
“Merrik,” Rugger said evenly. “Come on then. Get away from that.”
Merrik ignored him, and moved closer, squinting at the thing within the ice. When he was a foot away, the blackness writhed, and Merrik flinched. The pillar of ice vibrated and shook, the seething blackness within again seeming like smoke but then at other times like liquid.
“It’s throwing a tantrum,” Merrik said. “It wants out.”
“All the more reason we should go,” Rugger insisted.
“Get on one end of this,” Merrik said. “Help me carry it.”
“Fuck that.”
“We have to get her out of here,” Merrik said. “She could break out or the ice could melt. I don’t know. Just grab her feet.”
“Feet?”
“Rugger!”
“Fine, but take her where?”
Merrik gestured vaguely westward. “The Stonegate River’s not far.”
They tilted the column of ice, and Merrik took the head and Rugger the feet. They headed out of the alley and toward the river. They almost dropped her half a dozen times.
“Careful,” Merrik scolded. “You want this thing to hit the cobblestones and crack open?”
“My hands are bloody freezing,” Rugger grumbled.
“Sorry,” Merrik said. “It’s not far now. Thanks, by the way. That was a well-timed snowball. How did you know to come after me?”
“There’s some that’s lucky, and there’s some that always find trouble,” Rugger said. “Somehow, you’re both. Thought I’d better look for you.”
They finally reached a foot bridge which crossed the Stonegate to the suburb beyond, scattered houses and fields. They stopped halfway. The swirling blackness flailed with renewed frenzy inside the ice.
“Okay,” Merrik said. “On my signal, heave her in. Ready … steady … now!”
They tossed Raysal off the bridge and she went into the Stonegate with a heavy splash. She bobbed up twenty feet away and went under again. Then bobbed up fifty yards down and went under a last time, and they lost sight of her.
Rugger wiped his hands on his trousers. “Good riddance to bad rubbish.”
Merrik leaned on the railing and watched for a few moments, half expecting some wriggling, tentacled monster to rise from the water, but the river flowed on, minding its own business.
“How’s your wound?”
Rugger prodded at his chest with thick fingers. “Still hurts.”
“Let’s get it looked after.” But he looked back at the river one last time. Raysal had known his name.
Someone wanted Merrik Niles dead.




CHAPTER SEVEN
T he lights glittered on Eastport Bay, ships bobbing on swells and setting sail on the midnight tide to take trade goods and passengers to various ports across the slate gray Northern Ocean.
Zarabelle Fenwigg watched from the fifth-floor balcony of her suite within the ducal palace. She wore only a sheer, gossamer gown which clung to her slender figure, and the cold breeze off the ocean broke her skin out in goosebumps. She hugged herself but didn’t go back inside. She liked the view.
In fact, I like all of Eastport. I could get used to this.
The sprawling coastal palace made Five Rivers seem like a provincial speck on the map populated by rubes and bumpkins. Eastport’s university was a center of philosophy, art, and science, surrounded by a lively Student Quarter. The city was full of soaring architecture and open spaces, the ducal palace itself a prime example, a gigantic waterfront structure elevated above the rest of the city, tall towers tapering into minarets, aquamarine banners fluttering in the ocean breeze. Fluted columns and tiled courtyards with enormous fountains and endless mezzanines and paths through manicured gardens.
Zarabelle had, in fact, gotten lost three times her first day here.
By the second day, she’d learned her way around the city, and by the third day, she’d become acquainted with the neighborhoods surrounding the palace, primarily the Political Quarter, the Ducal Merchant District, Artist’s Alley, and Ocean Heights, a residential neighborhood for the aristocracy and highly successful merchants.
By the end of the week, she’d had the duke eating out of the palm of her hand.
Zarabelle grinned at the thought. She knew the effect she had on men and enjoyed putting her talents to good use.
“Come back, darling.” A voice from within the suite. “It’s too cold.”
Zarabelle went back inside, shutting the balcony doors behind her. She went to a plush divan and draped herself along it, stretching like a cat. She let her robe fall open, every inch of her porcelain white and unblemished. Platinum blonde hair fell loose about her shoulders.
Cornet Jon Trevon paused in buttoning his uniform, eyeing Zarabelle with obvious appreciation. The uniform was the black of the palace guard, trimmed in aquamarine. A sash with a single stripe across his chest indicating his rank of cornet. Zarabelle was only too happy for men to ogle her. She enjoyed it, yes, but more practically, it distracted from the fact she had a keen mind. Men constantly underestimated her.
And so, while men were distracted, Zarabelle quietly accumulated information that might prove useful later. The palace guard, for example. She hadn’t been sent to learn that the palace guard was completely independent of the regular military, answerable to the duke alone, commanded by a veteran captain with six cornets who directed three hundred troops. But all information had its use. Zarabelle continually added to this information, shift changes, when the troops trained and how, and all sorts of information that might never be needed.
But it was there. Locked in her mind just in case. If her uncle asked, Zarabelle would have an answer.
Trevon grinned and moved to sit next to her on the divan. “I’m on duty soon.” He cupped one of her breasts. “But I suppose I can spare a few more minutes. I can’t get enough of you, Zarabelle.” He leaned down for a kiss.
And stopped short when the tip of the stiletto touched his throat.
Zarabelle always felt a petty joy at suddenly producing a blade at just the right moment. She was quite good with a knife and knew where to put it. There was a vein in the leg, for example, that when cut could drain a man of blood rapidly, often in under a minute. But she wanted to teach Jon a lesson, not kill him, at least not today. She enjoyed seeing the alarmed look on men’s faces. Their sudden deflation – both emotionally and physically – amused her. She kept the giddiness off her face, offering a stern expression instead.
“I’m the one who decides when enough is enough.” Her voice was low and calmly menacing. “You are at my beck and call, not the other way around.”
Trevon started to pull away, and Zarabelle prodded him with the stiletto, not enough to break skin, but enough to make him blanch and go still. He watched her with caution, clearly waiting for her permission.
“I like you, Jon,” she said. “You’re a pleasant diversion.”
That much, at least, was true. Compared to the belching, flabby, useless lump that was the duke, Trevon was young and lean, his flat, taught stomach and firm buttocks enough to turn any girl’s head. There was no rule that Zarabelle couldn’t enjoy her work.
Like that Merrik Niles fellow. Zarabelle had been tasked with luring him to her uncle’s abbey in Five Rivers as part of an elaborate scheme to manipulate him into stealing a certain map. The archbishop was overly fond of elaborate schemes in Zarabelle’s opinion, but that took nothing away from the fact Niles had been quite a lot of fun to dupe, handsome, charming in an obvious sort of way, and quite a good dancer. Oh, yes, there were times Zarabelle enjoyed her work quite a bit.
But Merrik Niles isn’t relevant at the moment, is he?
“I might allow you to be a pleasant diversion again soon,” she continued. “But don’t force the issue. This is to be our little secret. No bragging to your friends. I’ll simply deny it, and I’m the niece of Archbishop Axen Fenwigg here on official business. They’ll believe me, not you. Or maybe I’ll say you raped me. I doubt the duke will like that. All sorts of terrible things can happen. I can arrange those things.” She sighed. “But I’d rather keep it friendly. If we keep it friendly, then maybe we can have a nice time again sooner or later. Understand?”
Eyes wide. A slow nod.
Zarabelle removed the blade, her features softening. She put a hand against his cheek. “Okay then. You don’t want to be late.”
Trevon stood and finished buttoning his tunic with trembling hands. “I didn’t mean … which is to say—”
“It’s okay, Jon. Get dressed.”
He finished buttoning, bowed curtly, and left.
Zarabelle allowed herself a smile. That had been amusing although not as amusing as she thought it would be. All too easy. At least, she felt assured she’d chosen correctly. Cornet Jon Trevon had been just the right mix of randy and weak-willed. She felt confident she could count on him to do her bidding when the time came.
To a point anyway. It wasn’t like she could ask him to assassinate the duke or burn down the temple of the Star Goddess in Windward Square.
But if she needed a pawn in a hurry …
Enough. She had errands to attend to. She went to her wardrobe and picked out a dark green dress and a heavy shawl. Positively drab by her usual standards, but for once, she didn’t want to draw attention to herself. Zarabelle needed to meet her contact. She hoped to avoid unwanted eyes.
She discarded the notion of an escort. Eastport was a cosmopolitan city that never really slept. There were several all-night cafes and kwali dens within a stone’s throw of the palace, and crime in the surrounding neighborhoods was not to be tolerated and was therefore non-existent.
Zarabelle left her suite and took the grand staircase down to the main foyer, an open three-story area lined with statues of the former dukes going back twelve hundred years. Colored mosaics covered most of the walls. A dozen farmhouses could fit into this space.
She crossed the foyer, heels echoing on tile.
She looked left and caught sight of a slender young boy, whitewashing a large stretch of wall, possibly in preparation for –
Zarabelle stopped short. Her breath caught. It wasn’t a boy.
The mousy girl. What’s she doing here?
How many weeks since she’d hidden in her uncle’s office and secretly listened to this woman’s report? Sereen Bowmont, yes, that was her name, Zarabelle remembered. Sereen had spied for the Church in the Union of Territories. Specifically, Sereen had let herself be drawn into a relationship with Sarasin Martz, the supreme leader of the Union. Zarabelle approved. She knew from experience that a man might let sensitive information slip in bed that he’d normally not say in public.
There was only one thing Zarabelle couldn’t understand. Why Sereen?
There wasn’t much to the woman. Barely enough chest to make bumps in her tunic. No curves. Bland, mouse brown hair cut short like a boy’s. Her face, Zarabelle had to admit, was not unpleasant, but more cute than beautiful.
In short, Zarabelle was everything Sereen wasn’t.
Or maybe she’s everything I’m not.
One thing Zarabelle knew. Men were very, very, very predictable.
Until they weren’t.
Bishop Voss knows her job. I wouldn’t give that mousy thing a second look, but Sereen had been the perfect choice to catch Martz’s eye.
Zarabelle let her thoughts drift momentarily to Voss. I wonder if she got out. I wonder if she’s even alive.
Well. Not her problem.
She approached Sereen, remembering the woman was supposed to be some kind of artist.
Sereen stepped onto a stool to spread whitewash at a higher level but paused when she saw Zarabelle coming. “Milady?”
Zarabelle looked up at her. A speckling of whitewash across her face. Her features were fine and delicate, slender fingers holding the whitewash brush. Eyes glittering and playful. Zarabelle reappraised the woman.
Yes, I could see a certain type of man going for her. So enticingly fragile. There’s always that sort of man who likes to break things.
Zarabelle offered a friendly smile. Disarming. “You’re an artist?”
“Yes,” Sereen replied. “I just got the commission yesterday.”
“What will it be?”
“I’m afraid I don’t know,” Sereen said. “I’m just prepping, making sure the old stuff won’t show through. I have some ideas, but the chamberlain has to approve.”
“Good luck with that,” Zarabelle told her. “Marrowlane is notoriously hard to please, and she won’t hesitate to let you know it.”
An awkward shrug. She looked down, suddenly not willing to make eye contact. “I … I don’t really know her.”
Is that her act? Awkward and shy?
Sereen looked up again, face brightening with a smile. “But I think I’ve offered her some good choices.” She closed her eyes, turning back to the wall. She gestured with her hands as she spoke. “I know Eastport has a rich seafaring tradition. I think something with rough seas, something very dramatic, one of the large frigates climbing a swell. I’d like to draw the sea a very dark blue, almost black, but tapering to a lighter blue toward the foam.”
Her voice slowed becoming dreamier as she talked, thin fingers coming together to hold an invisible brush. She mimed the strokes, as if the huge painting already existed whole and complete in her mind and only waited to come out through her hands.
No, this is too good to be an act, Zarabelle thought. Arlane Voss, you cunning bitch. You do know how to pick them.
Yes, Zarabelle could definitely see Sereen’s appeal.
Perhaps I can make use of her too. Something to consider.
“I think it sounds quite stirring,” Zarabelle said. “I hope the chamberlain approves. I’ll look in again, Sereen, to see how it’s coming along.”
Zarabelle turned and headed for the door. She’d lingered enough. Her contact would be waiting for her report which would eventually find its way to her uncle. Getting the coastal houses in line was no small task, but if Zarabelle could sway the duke, many of the houses would follow his lead.
“Milady?” Sereen called after her.
Zarabelle stopped and turned.
“I don’t think I told you my name,” Sereen said. “Do you know me?”
A sly smile from Zarabelle, knowing and aloof. “You don’t have to call me milady. I’m Zarabelle. And I think we might become good friends.”




CHAPTER EIGHT
T he Dancing Ogre’s stablemaster was a man of sixty who’d seen service in border skirmishes with the tribal plainsmen, so he had a fair amount of experience stitching wounds. First, he’d cleaned the slash across Rugger’s chest with starshine – to Rugger’s howling displeasure – and then he’d eyeballed it, said it wasn’t too bad, but better safe than sorry and stitched it up.
The stablemaster had told Merrik the slight cut under his eye wasn’t worth a stitch.
“It still hurts,” Merrik had insisted.
Kitimar and Jeen had been unhappy to be roused from a sound sleep, but after hearing Merrik’s story about the dark sorceress, they dressed in a hurry and prepared to leave.
“I was hoping to sleep in,” Jeen said as she buckled on her sword belt.
“For what I paid for the room, I’d hoped to sleep in for a week,” Merrik said.
But Merrik didn’t have to explain the need for haste. Maybe Raysal was still floating downriver, entombed in ice. Or maybe she’d broken free and was even now storming back toward Bumwich to scorch Merrik to ash with magical fire.
And I don’t give a toss how much I paid for this room. I’m not waiting around to find out.
Not that he didn’t do his best to get his money’s worth. He instructed the Ogre’s kitchen staff to fill his saddlebags – and the saddlebags of the others – with as much food as would fit, and several water skins and wine skins.
By the time the supplies were loaded, and the horses saddled, the pink-orange blur of dawn stirred on the horizon.
Kitimar reined in her horse next to Merrik’s. “South?”
Merrik considered. Lee, Effingham, Count Bettin, Mykle, and the others were theoretically all still heading south toward Five Rivers along with the king’s army, whatever that meant. What roundabout path they were taking, Merrik could only guess.
But now the situation had changed, at least for Merrik personally. Raysal had said she’d been hired to kill him. Just him, or did that include Kitimar and the others? He had no clue, but one thing he did know for sure. He couldn’t blithely ride south as if on holiday. Merrik Niles was a target.
“South,” Merrik confirmed. “We’ll stick to the road until we’re out of sight of Bumwich. Then if anyone asks, that’s what the people here will say, that we’re on the road. But we’ll cut west cross country and lose ourselves. Maybe we can get an idea where Lee and his army are going.”
A curt nod from Kitimar. “Sounds good. Let’s go.”
They rode at a gallop until they were south of town. Gentle rolling land stretched before them, fields and farmhouses. Merrik waited until there were no houses in sight to lead the others off the road, heading southwest. They crossed a wide field of tall grass then entered a sparse wood of young maples. They continued for an hour until a small clearing opened in front of them.
“Let’s rest the horses here.” Merrik dismounted with a groan. “I’d like to rest myself frankly. I didn’t get any sleep last night.”
“Too right,” Rugger agreed.
“A fire,” Kitimar said. “The folk at the inn included a pound of strong black tea. I think we could all use it.”
“I’ll gather wood,” Jeen said.
Merrik took the saddle off his horse and dropped it on the ground. He stretched out, using the saddle as a pillow. Just a minute. I just need to close my eyes.
When his eyes opened again, it was night, the clearing lit strangely by flickering orange light as if from torches or a fire, but there was no fire visible. The sky moved strangely overhead, low clouds lit eerily from within crossing over him at high speed.
“It’s only night in your mind, Merrik Niles,” a voice said. “You sleep but you’re restless.”
Merrik sat up and turned.
The jester sat on a large gray rock ten feet away.
“Ponder.”
A simpering, mocking laugh. Again, Merrick was struck by Ponder’s appearance, his gap-toothed grin giving him the look of a simpleton, but his eyes glimmered with a low cunning. He was short and bent, a slight hump on the left side, dishwater hair greasy.
But he wore expensive clothing, harlequin colors of fine fabric, perfectly tailored to fit even his misshapen form.
And why not? The king’s jester can afford the king’s tailor.
Merrik stood, looked around the clearing. His friends were there, but frozen, unmoving. Rugger knelt next to a neatly built campfire, feeding it a stick of wood, but he looked strange, the color had drained from him, his face and clothing, as if he were now made only of light and shadow. The clearing was clearly lit, but the campfire’s flame was white and frozen. Jeen walked toward Rugger, frozen in mid-step and carrying an armload of firewood. She too was a black and white version of herself. Kitimar was nowhere to be seen.
“What’s wrong with them?” Merrik asked.
“Nothing,” Ponder said. “They’re outside of where we are. That’s all.”
“I thought we were in my dream.”
Ponder scrunched up his nose, tugged at his left earlobe. “Yeah, well, it can be two things.”
“What do you want, Ponder?”
“What do I always want?” the jester asked. “To show you something. Come on.”
Ponder sprang from his rock and headed into the woods at a bandy-legged trot. Merrik followed.
When he stepped foot into the woods, it was as if hours had instantly passed, morning sun filtering through the trees, dust moats drifting on yellow light. He followed Ponder to the other side of the tree line and everything changed again.
Merrik stood on a wide plain, dry brown grass growing to his knees. Ponder trudged a dozen paces ahead of him toward a line of rocky hills. The sun blazed directly overhead, baking the land. No wind blew.
“Ponder.”
The Jester ignored him, kept walking.
Merrik looked back. The woods were gone, the plain stretching behind him.
“Damn it, Ponder, how do I get back?”
“You’ll get back once you’ve seen.” Ponder’s voice was farther away now.
Merrik looked. The jester was a hundred yards ahead of him now. Merrik walked fast to catch up, dry grass crunching under his boots. He began to sweat and tugged at the collar of his jerkin. He walked now without intent, simply putting one foot in front of the other, head down to keep the sun from scorching his eyes.
Perhaps he’d been walking for a few minutes or maybe all day. It occurred to Merrik that he had no idea.
He stopped short when he suddenly trudged into shadow. Merrik looked up to see what blocked the sun and gasped.
They’d traveled a surprising distance and were now at the foot of the rocky hills which formed a long wall, stretching across the horizon. Directly in front of them was an opening in the wall maybe a hundred yards wide. Two gigantic stone statues stood guard, one on either side of the entrance. They were each a hundred feet tall at least, one of a woman in a blindfold, clearly a depiction of the Blind Goddess, also known as the Star Goddess. Long hair flowed over her shoulders. Her loose robe was cinched at the waist, her left arm outstretched, finger pointing as if guiding the lost to some promised land.
Merrik stood in her shadow, gawking, overwhelmed by the sudden immensity of her.
He finally tore his gaze away to examine the other statue across the gap in the hills. A huge man in full armor, a helm covering his face, he held a sword, point down, and stood immovable like some steadfast guardian. Merrik didn’t immediately recognize the figure, and a moment later, he realized why.
Something his father had once told him.
“Now, tell me about the style of that statue across the square,” Merrik’s father said.
A ten-year-old Merrik blinked, looked out of the window of his father’s study at the square below. He rested his arms on the windowsill and leaned out, smelling the mix of scents from the outdoor cookeries. People crossed the square, going about their business. Merrik wished he could be down there among them, getting into mischief instead of cooped up for lessons.
Today his father quizzed him on art.
“What statue?” Merrik asked.
“You know very well what statue,” his father scolded. “There’s only one down there. At the shrine. And stop leaning out that window. You’ll fall out and crack your head open on a cobblestone.”
Merrik pulled himself back into the room. Slightly.
Yes, he knew which statue his father meant, the eight-foot-tall depiction of the Blind Goddess guarding the prayer shrine. The town wasn’t big enough for a Star Goddess temple, so her few followers in the area had to make do with the shrine which had been there for nearly three hundred years.
“It’s the Blind Goddess,” Merrik said.
“Amazing, Merrik. You’ve bowled me over with your ability to remember common knowledge. I asked you about the statue’s artistic influences.”
Merrik sighed. “Elongated features and the nearly blank face associated with the style popular soon after the Scattering.”
“Meaning?”
Merrik sighed again, deeply and extravagantly.
“You’re not sighing your way out of your lessons, Merrik.”
Whatever they were cooking down there sure smelled good. “When’s lunch?”
“Merrik.”
“The face is very bland,” Merrik said. “After the Scattering, when Greymond had no king and became the Scattered Kingdom, sculptors and painters started doing this. A statue that doesn’t particularly look like everyone could be anyone. There was no king or queen or prince or princess to flatter.”
“And how long did this artistic movement last?”
“Not very long,” Merrik said. “Turns out artists need to eat as much as anyone and started kissing up to dukes and barons instead.”
“An oversimplification, but I’ll allow it,” his father said. “Common folk seldom commission artists for work, not the great trend-setting artists of an era anyway. Artists mostly relied on patrons … which required a lot of kissing up as you so eloquently put it.”
Merrik went silent.
“What’s on your mind,” his father asked.
“The Temple of Dumo between the Merchant’s Quarter and Riverfront,” Merrik said.
“What about it?”
“There’s no statue of Dumo.”
“No.”
“I can’t remember ever seeing a statue of Dumo,” Merrik said.
“There are some,” his father told him. “But not many.”
“Why not?”
“Well, that’s because he’s depicted in a variety of ways and the church seemed to have some trouble settling on one in particular,” his father explained. “Sometimes he’s a fatherly, wise old man. Other times as a strong, armored warrior. Dumo is meant to be all things to all people, a notion that translates poorly to visual mediums, I suppose. The church prefers the abstract notion that Dumo is a ghostly, disembodied entity always floating in and around us, seeing and knowing everything.”
“Ghostly, disembodied beings are hard to carve into a statue, I guess.”
“Exactly so, Merrik.”
“Why a kind old man?” Merrik asked.
“A typical trope for religious mythology,” his father said. “A sort of sky father, a shepherd looking after his flock and so on, dispensing wisdom and love sometimes and the stern hand we so desperately need other times.”
Merrik thought about it. Wearing armor and wielding a huge sword seemed more appealing than being some old man. “What does it mean when Dumo wears armor?”
No answer.
“Father?” Merrik turned away from the window.
Ponder stood beside him in the tall grass. He’d returned to the wide plain before the towering statues. The hot sun beat down on him.
“Two guardians, one entrance,” Ponder said. “One welcoming, the other barring the way.”
Merry considered the two statues again. The Blind Goddess indeed looked as if she were pointing the way through the gap in the hills while the other figure’s demeanor clearly projected none shall pass.
It’s Dumo, Merrik realized. And not the kindly old man version.
“Come,” Ponder insisted. “We’ve a long way yet.”
They trudged on, one foot in front of the other, a seemingly endless march, yet the sun never moved overhead. Merrik grew thirsty then hungry then exhausted.
And then they were there.
Merrik looked up, wiping sweat from his brow. The two statues soared on either side of him. The terrain continued through the gap, the same tall grass a sea of brown stretching into another wide plain, and beyond …
The black mountain, an immense, jagged chunk of onyx humping up from the horizon. Merrik had been closer the last time he’d seen the mountain and had watched as men had crawled over it like ants, slowly carving a castle from the black rock itself.
“Ponder, I’m not sure why you’ve brought me back to—”
Merrik flinched and screamed as the corpse walked past him. Chainmail hung from its emaciated body, eyes hollow, mouth hanging open, lined with scattered, rotting teeth. It clutched a broken sword in one hand. Like Rugger and Jeen, the corpse had been drained of color. It wavered in the sunlight, appearing ghostly one moment and solid the next.
“Why are they like that, Ponder? Are we here with them or are they … how did you put it? Outside of where we are?”
“We’re the ones outside this time,” Ponder said.
“What does that mean?”
“I don’t know really.”
“Damn it, Ponder!”
The jester pointed. “Look.”
More of the dead trudged past them in various states of decay, some little more than skeletons with notched and rusty blades, armor hanging off them, cracked leather, more chainmail, or breastplates hanging loose. Dented helms askew. Drained of color and ghostly, hundreds – no thousands – marching in time to some unheard dirge relentlessly toward the black castle.
“This is the Battle Plain, isn’t it?” Merrik said.
“The same,” Ponder confirmed. “The Blood Plain some call it. The dead of three different battles all piled one atop the other. After the last, and biggest battle, it was said a man’s boot would sink to the ankle if he tried to walk across, the ground a blood-soaked mess.”
The Battle Plain. Merrik searched his memory for his father’s history lessons. The first battle had been before Greymond even existed, two warring chiefs from opposing lands had met at the black rock to settle old scores. Hatred and rage fueled the battle, vendettas passed from fathers to sons, and no quarter was asked or given. When the battle was over, the grass couldn’t be seen for all the bodies, the remaining few lifted their chief on their weary shoulders and proclaimed him King, the first Greymond, who ordered a castle be carved from the mountain of black to make the beginning of a dynasty that would last forever.
The story was centuries old, had lasted longer than any dynasty, but there must have been a kernel of truth, for the great black castle had been built and still stood today.
The castle had been completed, and the king ruled from a gleaming black throne, and Greymond prospered. Coastal cities grew fat and rich on trade from across the sea.
And the kingdom also grew complacent.
So, was it any wonder enemies from across the great water sent fleets, seeing Greymond as low-hanging fruit to be picked? The invading armies swept across the land until the king and his most loyal men fought the final battle before the gates of the black castle. Like the first ruler of Greymond three generations before, the king fought to the last man.
And was victorious.
But at a cost. War had ravaged the land. Greymond’s days of glory had been trampled into the mud along with the blood and bones of her defenders. A thirty-year decline brought about the Battle Plain’s final conflict as Greymond’s own people, weary of high taxes and oppression and neglect perpetrated by the man sitting the black throne, gathered their forces for the last assault, their only goal to depose the mad king who’d plunged them all into darkness and misery.
The third and final battle was the bloodiest, and nobody was said to have won. The attackers had betrayed their king, and the king had betrayed the land, and so a curse hung over the Battle Plain and all who had fallen there. Greymond was broken, and the Scattered Kingdom had been born and the misery had lasted for generations.
Merrik couldn’t help but think it best to leave well enough alone rather than prop up some golden-haired pretender and force him on an unsuspecting people as the new king.
He watched the shambling dead, thousands of them, and asked Ponder, “Why are they going to the castle?”
Ponder’s creepy grin again, half simpleton and half predator. “Because they want in.”
Merrik frowned. “Yes, but why?”
He looked up and Ponder was somehow ahead of him again, his hunched form lost amid the ghostly legions trudging toward the black rock. “Ponder!”
The dead closed in around him, and Merrik felt himself being hustled along, caught in the slow-moving tide toward the mountain. He turned, trying to get back to the gap, trying to get back to the others, corpses knocking into him. How far? Could he simply walk back without the jester to guide him? “Ponder, how long have I been away?” He pushed his way through the dead.
“How long?” Merrik shouted.
“About an hour.”
Merrik blinked, looked up into Rugger’s face. “What?”
“We let you sleep about an hour.” Rugger handed him a wooden bowl. “Drink this. Tea.”
Merrik sat up and took the bowl. He looked around. The clearing in the woods. Kitimar upended a kettle of tea on the fire. Jeen saddled her horse.
“You needed some shuteye,” Rugger said. “But we figured we should get started again.”
Merrik drank. The tea was strong and hot. “Was it really only an hour?”
“Sorry, I know you're dead tired.”
Merrik drained the bowl and stood. “Never mind. It was more than enough.”




CHAPTER NINE
E ffingham had ridden more in the past week than during his entire life. He’d never been much for horses, but if he wanted to keep up with the rest of the army, he’d needed to get proficient quickly. Not that he’d be much use in a saber charge, but he could at least keep up now without fear of being bumped out of the saddle.
His ass hurt, but one must be willing to make sacrifices when doing Dumo’s work.
The road from the town made a long, lazy parallel curve along a small river. Effingham had forgotten what it was called. The town was called Harston by the Dayflow – ah yes, the river was called the Dayflow – not to be confused with Harston on the Hill, a sister village several miles west ruled by the same baron.
It was the Baron Harste, in fact, they’d come to see. Effingham had gone with a small retinue lead by Count Bettin to meet the baron and arrange a conference. After all, it wouldn’t do for Lee and his entire army to cross the bridge over the Dayflow and enter the town unannounced. That was just the sort of thing to set people on edge which was far from the purpose of the visit which was to talk Harste into allocating men for the King’s growing army.
At the conclusion of the summit, Effingham had broken away from the others to visit the local temple of Dumo. There were arrangements to be made, arrangements every bit as important as procuring fighting men from the baron in Effingham’s opinion.
The king will have a proper reception, oh yes, Effingham thought. And then the baron will see. He’ll know the true king has come a-calling.
Effingham grinned to himself. He was absurdly proud of his little bits of theater.
And why not? I serve Dumo faithfully. He wouldn’t begrudge me some fun thrown into the bargain.
He was still grinning as he crossed the stone bridge to the fields beyond the town. Lee’s camp had taken up most of the space. All told, the army had passed the twelve thousand mark.
Not that all twelve thousand were fighters. Cooks and porters and fletchers and blacksmiths and camp followers and … well, the entire plethora of men and women that an army seemed to need to work properly. There were six thousand “proper soldiers” as Bettin had called them, those with armor – usually leather although a few had chainmail – and had held a weapon before, knew how to march and get into basic formations.
Then there were about two hundred fighting knights and lords, second and third sons of barons and counts – and in one case a daughter – who were looking to make their mark in the world, carve out a small piece of glory in the unfolding saga of the new king. They were all well-outfitted and had been taught to fight since they were old enough to hold a sword.
A good three thousand of the fighting force was made up of peasant militia, many of whom had shown up with scythes and pitchforks ready – or so they thought – to fight. Fight against whom wasn’t exactly clear. Many in the peasant militia had come from villages ransacked by plainsman raiders from the north, it was clear a number of the peasants believed they were signing up to get a little of their own back against the pale savages.
Effingham’s grin faded the more he thought about the peasant militia. It was his understanding that such fighters were largely useful as fodder, bodies to absorb punishment that might have otherwise been inflicted on more valuable soldiers. The priest tsked. He didn’t quite approve, but military matters were out of his ken.
The real gem of the king’s army were the surviving members of Count Bettin’s saber brigade. Effingham supposed they were an effective fighting force. After all, they’d saved the village at Baron Mykel’s hold and had been instrumental in recapturing Harkun’s keep from the plainsmen, but for Effingham’s purposes, it was far more important that the saber brigade had very shiny breastplates and helms. They looked smart in formation and could march their horses in neat, straight lines. They’d look splendid tomorrow escorting the king into Harston by the Dayflow. It had taken almost no coaxing at all to arranging for Bettin’s battalion to be the king’s personal bodyguard, and they now wore wine-colored sashes across their gleaming breastplates, the color having been designated – again, in accordance with Effingham’s suggestion – the official royal color of his majesty King Lee.
Effingham himself wore brand new priest robes of gray, trimmed in the same dark wine color. They fit well, and he looked smart.
Count Bettin had organized Lee’s camp into increasingly tighter circles as one neared the center. At the outermost perimeter, a pair of roaming guards raised their arms in greeting, waving the priest through. Most recognized Effingham now. He was generally in the company of the king, and the priest was deemed an important leader among Lee’s closest confidants. Not that Effingham claimed any such importance or authority for himself. But Lee was young and needed guidance. Effingham lived only to serve.
The outermost circle – if one discounted the guard perimeter as a proper circle – consisted of the camp followers and the peasant militia. Effingham always noticed a heady mix of aromas as he passed through this circle, cookfires and frying meat and unwashed bodies and various animals – goats and sheep mostly – being herded and tended, often by small children. One might have mistaken them for a group of refugees, except for a general attitude of optimism, heads up, eyes bright, lively conversation is every direction.
The priest passed into the next circle, the camp’s widest and most populated. The army camp of soldiers was far more organized than the peasant circle, tents in neat rows, fires paced evenly, men drilling or tending to weapons.
An explosion of color accompanied the next circle, the knights and fighting lords each with their own large tent pavilions, coats of arms with house colors, and streaming banners. They sat in camp chairs, drinking wine and socializing as servants scurried to do their bidding.
Bettin’s saber battalion made up the next circle, and then in the center of the camp the highest-ranking lords had erected their tents along with the king’s.
Effingham had almost made it to the next circle when a short, armored warrior stepped in front of him. Like many, he wore a hodgepodge of armor, breast plate and heavy shoulder plates, but then chainmail down to thick leather bracers with iron studs around the wrists. A chainmail skirt to the knees and then heavy greaves. Few wore full plate. It was expensive. Moreover, chainmail in certain places might not have offered as much protection, but many preferred the freedom of movement. The warrior’s faceguard was lowered, simple slits for eyeholes. The priest reined in his horse.
The warrior took off his helm.
Correction. Her helm.
She tucked it under one arm. With her other hand, she gently reached up to take the horse’s bridle, ostensibly a friendly gesture to keep the animal still, but Effingham recognized it for what it was. The young lady wanted a word and wouldn’t let Effingham ride away until she’d had her say.
The priest groped for a name, came up with it just in time, and smiled. “Lady Aronvale, how are you this fine afternoon?”
“I’m well, father, thank you for asking. You know it’s okay to call me Emma.”
The armor gave Emma Aronvale more bulk than was there, a slight girl in her early twenties with fine features and black, wavy hair shaved close to her skull so her helm would fit better. A white smile against dusky skin and dark, mysterious eyes, lips a red so dark they were nearly purple. An ugly scar ran from the bottom of her right earlobe, down the side of her neck past the collar of her armor, the only blemish to otherwise pleasant features.
“What can I do for you, Emma?” Effingham asked.
“I’ve noticed you are often at his majesty’s side,” Emma said. “I was wondering if you might arrange for me to meet him.”
Effingham thought about it. “Count Bettin is the man you want to see. As you can imagine, his majesty is quite busy these days, and the count has taken charge of organizing his itinerary.”
The priest had long ago correctly inferred that among Lee’s current companions, Count Bettin was the most politically connected. The count had taken it upon himself – with nobody’s objection – to introduce Lee to every noble, no matter how lowly, on their slow march south. Bettin had played no small part in gathering support for the king. In fact, there seemed to be a snowball effect to the whole enterprise. The more support Lee got, the more likely he was to get more. By the time they arrived at Five Rivers, who would be able to doubt Lee was indeed the true King of Greymond?
Never mind that Effingham had made it all up.
“I tried talking to Bettin,” Emma said. “He keeps putting me off.”
“I’m sure that’s not true.”
“It is,” she said. “It’s because I’m a woman.”
Effingham tried not to frown and failed. “Now, I don’t think that’s very generous. The captain of Bettin’s saber battalion is a woman.”
“Oh, yes, I’d forgotten.”
“And Bettin put Duchess Denning in charge of defending Whiteout Pass from those thugs across the Arrowheads,” Effingham told her.
“I … didn’t know that.”
“Frankly, you should see Kitimar Denning if you get the chance,” the priest said. “She cuts quite a figure in all that gleaming armor. And that huge two-handed sword? The sculptors will be falling over each other to make statues.”
“I’ve been unfair then. To Count Bettin, I mean. It’s just that …” Her gaze drifted to the fighting lords, still idly sipping wine while servants hovered around them.
Effingham followed her gaze and realization dawned. Undoubtedly there were some fine young men among the lords who’d flocked to serve the new king, but surely there were several spoiled gadabouts also. Effingham imagined being the only woman among them could be … exasperating.
The priest’s demeanor softened. “Let me talk to Lee. Maybe … well, I can’t promise anything, mind you.”
Emma brightened. “Thank you, father, thank you so much. I just want to assure him … I mean, my father’s holding isn’t large. He couldn’t send a lot of soldiers like the other barons. Frankly, he only sent me, but I want his majesty to know I won’t let him down.”
And there it was, the look in her eyes, the look the priest hoped to see in the eyes of everyone in the Scattered Kingdom. She believed. A king of the old blood had returned to unite the people and make Greymond whole. If Effingham could bottle that look and sprinkle it into the eyes of every man, woman, and child across the land, then the battle would be won.
“I will take you to see the king, child,” the priest said. “Trust Effingham to make it so, and never lose faith.”




CHAPTER TEN
“W hy’s it so bloody crowded?” Merrik asked
About five miles east of Harston by the Dayflow – a town a good bit larger than Bumwich –they’d notice more traffic on the road than usual, and a mile out, it became obvious something was going on as folk from the country doggedly walked toward town, something akin to a festival atmosphere carrying everyone forward. The day was cold but not bitterly so, sun bright overhead.
When they entered town, people stood shoulder to shoulder on the main street where the crowd seemed to be gathering. Venders were taking advantage of the opportunity. One man sold meat pies, another sweet buns. A girl no more than twelve sold breaded meat on a stick which may or may not have been chicken. A tavern called Your Uncle’s Bad Habit had set up a makeshift bar in the doorway, a heavy plank between two barrels. From a cask on the bar, a flushed man in a greasy apron filled wooden mugs with ale for two coppers, one copper for those providing their own cups
“Dunno. Never been here before.” Rugger walked next to Merrik, both leading their horses. Crowded as it was, people still made way for a man of Rugger’s bulk. “Maybe it’s a holiday.”
“Are the ladies keeping up?”
Rugger glanced over his shoulder. “They’ve fallen back in the crowd a bit. Don’t worry, it’s easy enough to keep track of two pretty blonds, especially when one’s in bright armor.”
Merrik grunted as somebody pushed into him, mumbled an apology, and moved on. The first inn had been full, and so had the second. The second proprietor had directed them to the third and final inn in Harston by the Dayflow, but she hadn’t been hopeful.
“Might be we have to go back out of town and camp,” Rugger said.
“Try to have some optimism, Rugger.”
Merrik still carried an obscene amount of gold. Surely, he could buy their way in somewhere. They’d passed a moneylender’s shop upon entering town, and Merrik had taken the opportunity to exchange a single gold coin for silver. Even after being charged an exorbitant exchange fee, Merrik still walked away with so much silver, he gave half of it to Rugger to carry.
He looked up at the balcony over the tavern. Two men on the second floor wrestled with a big twenty-foot by twenty-foot banner. They tied it to the railing and let it go. It unfurled as it dropped. The banner was clean and white except for a large, wine-dark, two-headed dragon in the center. It was a crude illustration, like something hastily done.
Merrik recognized it.
He handed the reins of his horse to Rugger. “Wait here.”
“Oi! Where you going?” Rugger called after him.
But Merrik was already elbowing his way through the crowd to Your Uncle’s Bad Habit.
The man pouring the drinks looked up expectantly, “You look like a thirsty fellow. Mug of ale, two coppers.”
“What’s going on here today?”
The man looked surprised. “Thought everyone knew that. It’s all the talk.”
“Indulge me.”
“King Lee’s coming. Into town right past my tavern if you can believe that. On his way up to the keep to see the old man … er, his lordship, begging your pardon.”
Merrik’s eyes went up to the banner again and the two-headed dragon. This is your doing, Effingham.
The tavern keeper looked past Merrik at the line that was forming. “Er, did you be wanting a drink at all, milord?”
“How much to rent the balcony?”
“Milord?”
“I want to watch the king’s procession from up there,” Merrik said. “My friends and I.”
The tavern keeper looked embarrassed. “Well, my family and I was planning to do exactly that ourselves. My twin girls been braiding garlands all morning.”
“Well, surely there’s plenty of room for all.” Merrik handed the man a silver coin.
The man looked down at the coin in his palm. “Well …”
Merrik gave him two more.
“And I suppose you’ll be wanting food and drink?” He raised an eyebrow. “For how many?”
Merrik dumped another four silvers into the man’s hand. “And that should do it. Even at festival prices.”
“Just so, milord. You and your friends are more than welcome to join us upstairs for the king’s arrival. I’m Cadwin by the way.”
“Happy to make your acquaintance, Cadwin. I am Merrik Niles, the Maquis of Munsk.”
Cadwin rolled his eyes. “If you don’t want to give your name, milord, just say so.”
Merrik frowned. “Just tell me where I can put the damn horses.”
    
From the vantage of the tavern’s balcony, Merrik could see similar banners with the two-headed dragon hung from buildings up and down the street. A banner much bigger than the one hanging from the tavern balcony hung from the Dumo Temple’s tower several blocks down, billowing in the gentle breeze. Beyond that, Baron Harste’s keep sat atop a low hill in the town’s center. It had been built five hundred years ago, and the town had grown up around it. Harston by the Dayflow was one of the oldest towns west of the great forest along with Five Rivers and High Harbor.
The crowds below had doubled. The farm folk had poured in from the countryside to glimpse the new king.
“Fools.” Merrik drank deeply.
Cadwin had set out to earn his silver, and the wine and ale had been provided in plenty, along with ham and potatoes, and a coarse black bread. Merrik had helped himself to wine – plenty of it – and instead of improving his mood, it had only soured him further.
Kitimar moved close to him, leaning on the balcony railing. “Who are the fools then?”
Merrik gestured at the crowd below. “What do they think they’ve come to see? A king? Really?”
“You disapprove.”
“It’s not for me to approve or disapprove,” Merrik said. “I’m just disappointed people are so gullible.”
Kitimar looked back along the balcony. Rugger and Jeen watched the spectacle from a few feet away, and Cadwin and his plump wife and twin nine-year-old daughters stood at the railing beyond them. The duchess turned back to Merrik and lowered her voice. “Can you keep a secret?”
“No.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I,” Merrik said. “You’re going to try to involve me in something. No thanks.”
“Well, I’m going to tell you anyway, and if you repeat it, I’ll stab you in the eye,” Kitimar said. “How’s that?”
Merrik shrugged and drank wine.
She scooted closer, her shoulder touching his as she leaned in, voice quiet. “We worship the Star Goddess in my duchy, and I spoke to the high priestess before coming north. Do you know what she told me?”
“You’re determined to make this a conversation, aren’t you?”
“She told me my mission was to turn a lie into the truth.” Kitimar gestured to the throngs massed below, the people waving banners in the street. “I think she meant all of this. She meant Lee, I’m sure of it.”
Merrik looked to see if Rugger and Jeen had heard. They hadn’t. He took Kitimar by an armored elbow and pulled her to the other end of the balcony. “Be careful when you say things like that. Be careful who hears you.”
When they’d all been trapped together at Whiteout Pass, the nights had been long and cold and dull. There was little to do besides talk and try to keep warm. One late night when Kitimar had the watch, Merrik awoke from a bad dream. He hadn’t been able to coax himself back to sleep, so he’d wrapped a blanket around his shoulders and climbed to the top of the tower atop the gatehouse where Kitimar shivered over the small watchfire.
They’d talked, opening up about their fears and concerns.
“I had no idea what I was doing when I came north,” Kitimar had said. “And as soon as I was told about Lee, I questioned everything I was doing. Some boy who’s barely had his first shave was supposed to be king?”
Merrik nodded as he gulped wine. Exactly. The Scattered Kingdom is supposed to turn itself inside out just because of some daft priest’s scheme? Madness.
“Now, I realize it was the right thing to do,” Kitimar said.
Merrik nearly spit out his wine.
“I’m serious.” She gestured again at the gathered mass of townsfolk, some waving smaller versions of the two-headed dragon banner. “Look at this. Look how excited people are.”
“They shouldn’t be,” Merrik snapped. “They’re being lied to.”
“And like I said, the Star Goddess’s high priestess sent me north to make truth out of a lie,” Kitimar said. “I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I think she meant this. People believe, Merrik. Something’s started, and I think we must help it along.”
“We?”
“Don’t try that callow act you’re always doing,” Kitimar warned. “I led my ragged band against the fortress at Whiteout Pass and failed miserably. I got stuck with the job after you made a big speech about how you didn’t consider suicide an act of heroism … but then you showed up anyway.”
“A rash decision made in the grip of too much starshine.”
“No, no, no,” she insisted. “You and Rugger showed up and did what I couldn’t do. And then when thousands of Union forces came up the pass right for us, you summoned a blizzard and brought the mountains down on top of them … you’re still being very cagey about how you accomplished that by the way.”
“A fluke.” They’d shared a lot in the time they’d been snowed in together – they all had – but he hadn’t told anyone about the three ghosts rattling around inside his head. When anyone had asked how Merrik had been able to accomplish such feats, he’d simply winked and said he always had a few tricks up his sleeve for emergencies. Jeen hadn’t known him long enough to press for more information. Kitimar had been too polite but clearly had her suspicions.
Merrik thought Rugger would be trouble. Rugger had given Merrik the stink eye when he tried his tricks up my sleeve line. The big leg-breaker wasn’t fond of wizards after his experience with Red William and didn’t like the idea that Merrik was some wizard in sheep’s clothing hiding right under his nose. Rugger had said only “You and me’s going to have a chinwag about this” and had left it at that.
For now.
But Rugger wasn’t the issue at the moment. Kitimar was.
“Let me explain something to you,” Merrik said.
“Oh, good.” Her face deadpan. “Merrik Niles is going to explain.”
“When you get people all riled up, when you make outlandish promises, people remember that,” Merrik said. “They expect the people who made those promises to deliver, and they get pissed off when what they’ve been promised doesn’t materialize. A cheering crowd can turn into an angry mob like that.” He snapped his fingers.
“And that’s why we have to help,” Kitimar said. “To turn this lie into truth. To make sure the people get what they were promised.”
“Or maybe not get their hopes up in the first place by not lying to them.”
She rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes, because the virtuous Merrik Niles would never stretch the truth.”
“That’s unfair … mostly.”
“You know what the Union of Territories is doing on the other side of the Arrowheads,” Kitimar reminded him. “Jeen told us. The troops that tried to take Whiteout Pass were only a fraction of their forces. They’ll roll over us one barony and one duchy at a time if we aren’t united. The Scattered Kingdom needs to be Greymond again, and for that, we need a king.”
Now it was Merrik’s turn to roll his eyes. “And you think some wide-eyed bumpkin from the north can pull that off?”
The crowd’s cheering swelled suddenly, and Kitimar looked past him. A grin split her face, and she pointed. “You tell me.”
Merrik turned to look.
The crowd in the street parted as a lengthy, mounted procession approached. The lead rider was a smart-looking woman in a golden helm and breastplate with a burgundy sash across the front. She’d drawn a gleaming saber and held it rested against her shoulder, chin up, eyes alert, a woman projecting an air of quiet confidence.
Two men rode side by side behind her, the same helms and breastplates but in silver, the same burgundy sashes. They each carried a fluttering flag, the two-headed dragon against a white background.
But it was obviously the rider behind them who’d caught Kitimar’s attention.
Someone had worked hard to scrub the blood and grime off Lee’s full set of plate armor. It had been polished to a blinding shine. The tabard was new, white, trimmed in burgundy, the two-headed dragon across Lee’s chest. The depiction of the dragon wasn’t some hasty illustration like on the banners. It was an example of fine embroidery and detailed, fangs and scales and a long, curling tail.
Lee himself rode with perfect posture, helm under one arm, blonde hair clean and bright, a mouth full of straight white teeth, shoulders broad, square jaw freshly shaved. He waved to the adoring crowd. Bright yellow flower petals began to fall, thrown from those on other balconies and out windows. Sunlight caught the petals to create a golden, regal effect. Lee looked like a conquering hero.
Like a king.
“Damn,” Kitimar said. “He’s handsome.”
“Oh, shut up,” Merrik muttered. But she’s right. You couldn’t do any better if you pulled a king straight from a storybook.
But looking like a king and being one were two different things.
The man riding behind and off to the side of Lee was –
Merrik narrowed his eyes. Effingham!
And then Merrik found himself smiling. He couldn’t help it. The priest was damned annoying, but Merrik grudgingly admitted to himself he’d grown strangely fond of the old man. He would not admit that to anyone else, especially not to Effingham.
Merrik gripped the railing one-handed and leaned out as far as he could without toppling over. “Effingham! Up here, you old coot!”
    
It was difficult to maintain an air of humble piety with so many people cheering and throwing garlands. Effingham was willing to admit, even if only privately, that he was enjoying himself. Sunlight angled perfectly along the main street to brighten the golden flower petals as they drifted on an easy breeze.
Lee waved and smiled just ahead of the priest. The adoration was for him, of course, but Effingham basked in the glow. He was one of the lucky few, a close confidant and advisor of the new king. Not that Effingham was interested in self-aggrandizement, no of course not. He lived only to serve.
Still … it was fun.
The main street made a gentle turn left as it inclined slightly toward Baron Harste’s keep which overlooked the town from the top of a low hill. Effingham glanced over his shoulder. Count Bettin rode directly behind him, another forty riders from his saber battalion riding two-by-two, breastplates gleaming in the sun, sabers drawn and resting on their shoulders as was customary for an honor guard.
Banners of various sizes hung from balconies along the route, white with the wine colored two-headed dragon in the middle. His fellow priests at the local temple had done a good job on short notice to arrange the banners. They’d also enlisted a number of people to spread the word and stand along the parade route to lead the cheering. To Effingham, it looked as if only the most minimal spark had been needed to ignite the wave of adoration that now flooded over the king.
An especially large banner hung over a tavern called Your Uncle’s Bad Habit. The priest chuckled. People could be clever sometimes. A man standing on the balcony over the banner seemed to be calling down to the king with particular zeal, yelling something lost amid the boisterous cheering.
Effingham looked again and realized the man wasn’t calling to the king. He was yelling something at Effingham.
“You’re not fooling anyone, you ridiculous priest!” he shouted.
Effingham should have been annoyed, but he couldn’t help a wide grin. When the priest had heard Merrik Niles had joined the fool’s errand to defend Whiteout Pass, his first thought was that he didn’t believe it. Niles simply wasn’t built for heroics. The priest’s second thought was that if Niles had participated in the battle, he must surely have perished in the first ten seconds.
I should have known better. It’s always the cads who land on their feet.
And who was the stunning blonde creature standing next to him? Yes, it was the Duchess Denning.
Merrik shouted something else, but Effingham couldn’t make it out. Never mind. Dumo would never forgive Effingham if he let this opportunity pass.
The priest stood in the saddle, pointed at the people on the balcony and in the most bellowing voice he could muster shouted, “Behold the heroes of Whiteout Pass!”
Heads in Effingham’s immediate vicinity turned to look where he was pointing. Murmurs of curiosity.
Lee reined in his horse to fall back and ride next to the priest. “What did you say?”
“Our friend the Marquis,” Effingham said. “And I do believe that’s Duchess Denning with him.”
Lee’s face practically exploded with joy. He handed the reins of his horse to Effingham. “Take these, father.”
The priest’s eyes widened as he took the reins. “Your majesty? Did you want me to … oh.”
Lee had already dismounted and was heading toward the tavern at a jog. Murmurs fluttered through the crowd. Where’s the king going? What’s he doing?
Instead of entering, Lee began to climb the tavern’s stone wall, fingers and toes finding purchase in cracks and crags.
Effingham turned to the random townsfolk behind him. “The king himself goes to greet the heroes! Dumo has truly blessed this day!”
Animated talk from the onlookers. They passed the information to the people behind them. Word spread through the crowd. A din of excited voices rose as Lee ascended to the tavern’s second-floor balcony.
Lee reached the top, and applause thundered.
Effingham watched the spectacle, pleased with himself. Almost too easy. We’ll have that boy crowned within a fortnight.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
“H e’s climbing the wall.” Kitimar leaned on the railing, shaking her head in disbelief but grinning with admiration. “In full plate armor.”
Merrik rolled his eyes. “Insufferable show-off.”
The next moment, Lee threw a leg over the railing and stood before Merrik, face radiant. “Merrik Niles! I can’t believe it’s really you.”
From the corner of his eye, Merrik saw the tavern owner and his family go to one knee, heads bowed.
“Please, good people,” Lee said. “There’s no need for that.”
“Glad to hear it,” Merrik said. “I hope you’re not expecting a lot of kneeling from me. I’ve only got one pair of good breeches.”
Lee threw his head back with laughter then swept Merrik into a crushing hug made even more uncomfortable by the plate armor.
Lee let him go and took a step back. “That’s why we need you around, Merrik. Not because you’re the fighting demon from the Battle of Harkun’s Keep or the man who pulled off the miracle of Whiteout Pass. No, we need Merrik Niles around to keep the king humble.” He laughed again.
Merrik blinked. This looked like the same boy Merrik had known, but Lee’s demeanor had completely changed. He’d been awkward and humble before, always deferring to his betters. Now, he called Merrik by his first name instead of milord. He radiated confidence. Whatever hogwash Effingham had been feeding the man about his royal destiny, Lee had bought into it wholeheartedly.
Lee waved at the crowd. He took the glittering scepter from where it hung from his belt and thrust it into the air, sunlight glinting on the gold and jewels. The crowd went wild at the sight of it.
“People like the scepter,” Lee said from the side of his mouth.
My scepter, you ass. “It seems a lot has happened while I was away.”
“Indeed it has, my friend,” Lee said. “But first, I should greet your companions.”
There was a bit of awkward bowing and mumbled pleasantries. Kitimar and the others weren’t sure how to treat Lee either. For all the duchess’s talk of turning a lie into the truth, she didn’t automatically drop to one knee and pledge undying allegiance to the new king, settling for a short bow instead as she eyed the boy, probably wondering if her high priestess had made a mistake.
“Of course, you’ll join our processional,” Lee announced. “We’re heading to the baron’s keep to take counsel with him. I’m sure he’ll want to meet the heroes of Whiteout Pass.”
“I wish people would stop calling us that,” Merrik said.
Lee laughed. “So modest.” And slapped Merrik on the back.
Merrik winced. That hurt.
Cadwin the tavern owner was only too happy to fetch their horses, and a moment later, Merrik, Kitimar, Jeen, and Rugger had joined the royal precession to Harste’s Keep. Crowds cheered. Banners waved.
Lee rode ahead of Merrik. The boy king had nudged his horse alongside Kitimar’s and the two seemed deep in conversation even as Lee made sure to smile and wave to the people along the route.
Merrik reined in his horse next to Effingham’s. “I suppose you think you’re terribly clever.”
The priest’s eyes widened with mock innocence. “My dear man, whatever do you mean? I live only to do the will of Dumo.”
“And would Dumo approve of someone pretending to be what he’s not?”
“Oh, is that dishonest … marquis?”
“My title is technically legal, and you know it,” Merrik insisted. “You’ve seen the papers.”
“What do you care anyway?” Effingham asked. “Ride off back to Munsk if you don’t approve.”
“Wouldn’t that be nice,” Merrik said. “The fact is I somehow keep getting caught up in all of your nonsense.”
But Merrik knew his words were only half true. He’d had his chance to flee. He and Rugger had been on their way east through the great forest when Merrik had decided to turn back because …
Why exactly? Pride maybe. Or Guilt. He wasn’t sure.
Maybe you’re not the shit you think you are. Maybe you’re trying to be better.
Ponder? Merrik frowned. Go away.
You have a part to play in this.
Don’t you start too. I don’t believe in fate or destiny any more than the priest does. That’s just talk to dupe fools.
The jester’s laugh echoed along the dark, empty corridors of Merrik’s mind. And you’re no fool, are you? If you don’t try, you can’t fail. If you refuse to care, you’ll never be hurt.
Fury rose in Merrik. Go away, he screamed inside his head.
To Merrik’s surprise, the jester did go away.
“Are you okay?” Effingham asked.
Merrik blinked. “What?”
“You look shaken. Did something happen?”
Merrik took a deep breath. Ponder could be annoying, but he usually didn’t rattle Merrik like that. “It’s … fine.”
But a greasy sweat had broken out across his forehead and under his arms. He felt flushed and warm but in the next second cold again. He pulled his cloak tighter about him.
“Are you sure?” Genuine concern in the priest’s voice.
Merrik cleared his throat. “Don’t change the subject. What have you done to Lee? Filled him full of confidence potion?”
“Do you mean wine? That works for you, yes?”
“I seem to be surrounded by the most hilarious people in the world lately,” Merrik said. “You know exactly what I mean.”
“Yes, I know,” Effingham said. “But it’s not my doing, well, not entirely. It seems… no, I think I’d rather let it be a surprise. Yes, that would be most amusing.”
“Never mind,” Merrik said. “You’re boring me now. I’ve lost interest.”
The road twisted through the town and up to the keep where the huge portcullis in a blocky stone barbican had already been raised in expectation of the king’s arrival. Two guards in the baron’s livery – a spread-wing falcon on a field of red – stepped to the side to wave them through.
They crowded into the baily on the other side, the bulk of the saber rider escort spreading to the left and right behind them. Sabers returned to scabbards, and the riders sat with backs straight, awaiting orders.
Count Bettin brought his horse alongside Merrik’s before dismounting. “I suppose I owe you an apology, Marquis Niles.”
Merrik dismounted. “Oh?”
“You threw a rather large fit when I suggested you lead the expedition to Whiteout Pass,” Bettin said. “I had you pegged as a coward. It’s never too late to do the right thing. You showed up just in time.” Bettin extended his hand.
Merrik shook it. “Kind words, sir, but I only have so much courage and heroism to spread around. Let’s not visit that well too often.”
Bettin laughed politely. “I suppose the same could be said for all of us.”
Merrik and the count joined Effingham, Kitimar, and Lee, and they approached the keep’s huge front doors, fashioned from thick wooden beams, arched at the top. They paused and waited when they saw the doors swing outward on big iron hinges. Two men emerged from the keep, one older, beard as gray as his thinning hair. Tunic and breeches well made; boots polished to a high shine. Cloak the same red as the livery of the gate guards. A thin rapier hung from his belt, but he wore no armor. He walked with a pronounced limp and the aid of a cane topped with a brass knob.
Bettin leaned toward Merrik, spoke in a low voice. “Baron Harste. A tough nut to crack. The barons we’ve recruited so far have been good friends of mine. No trouble bringing them to Lee’s cause. Harste has no love of the church, so I’ve asked Effingham to let me do the talking on this one. I don’t know the other man.”
The other man was tall but stooped. Skin and bones. He wore a black robe with no adornments save a gold chain around his neck with a golden ring hanging from it. He was in his middle years, hooked nose, black hair with white streaks at each temple. Short beard cut to a point. Something in the man’s piercing eyes gave Merrik pause.
“Which one of you is this king I’ve heard about?” Harste asked.
“I’m Lee of Greymond.” Lee stepped forward. “And I bring you greetings and friendship. If we might presume on your hospitality, there is much we should discuss.”
“You name yourself Greymond?” The baron offered a withering look. “Wildly arrogant, sir.”
A polite smile from Lee. “Unless it happens to be true.”
“I suppose you expect me to take a knee as some of my northern neighbors have,” Harste said. “Well, that remains to be seen.
Effingham stepped forward. “He is the true king indeed. Dumo has sent us signs.”
“When I want your opinion, I’ll ask it, priest,” Harste said. “I suppose I should thank you for all those banners in the streets. Yes, I’m not as young as I used to be, but I still have eyes and ears enough to know what goes on inside my own borders.”
Effingham stepped back, chagrined.
“I suppose we have arrived in grand fashion,” Bettin spoke up. “Our apologies if we’ve disrupted your streets.”
“We’ve met, haven’t we?” Harste asked.
“Good of you to remember,” Bettin said. “Twelve years ago, when the new archbishop was installed at the abbey in Five Rivers.”
“And it’s your job to talk for this boy, is it?”
Bettin opened his mouth.
But Lee jumped in first. “I’m happy to speak for myself, but I won’t lie to you. This is all new to me. I’m fortunate to have good people to guide me. I know how this sounds, Baron Harste. Trust me, it was a tall tale for me to swallow as well. I can’t do this without men like Count Bettin. Men like you.”
A grunt from the baron. “Not a fool then. That’s something.”
Harste’s eyes fell to the scepter hanging at Lee’s side. “Might I presume …”
Lee took the scepter and handed it to the baron. “By all means.”
Harste turned it over in his hands. “Heavy. I understand it glows.”
“Only at night when I’m trying to find my way to the privy,” Lee said.
Harste laughed and handed the scepter back to Lee. “And who are these others?”
Lee introduced Kitimar.
“We’ve met as well, my lord,” Kitimar said. “Although I think I was only five at the time.”
“You’ve done a fine job growing up,” Harste said. “I respected your father. I was sorry to hear he’d passed.”
“Obliged for that,” Kitimar said. “He’s at peace now.”
“More than can be said for some of us.” Harste turned to Rugger. “And you?”
Rugger shifted awkwardly. “Rugger, milord.”
“I don’t recall any Baron Rugger.”
Rugger’s eyes widened. “Oh, no milord. Not anything like a baron. I’m just … uh … I’m with him.” He jerked a thumb at Merrik.
“As am I,” Jeen said quickly, introducing herself.
Harste’s eyes shifted to Merrik.
“Merrik Niles. The Marquis of Munsk.” Merrik bowed.
“Never heard of it.”
“There’s a lot of that going around,” Merrik said.
Harste laughed then gestured to the saber riders who still sat astride their mounts in a long line. “What about them? Does offering you my hospitality extend to feeding your entire army?”
“My escort,” Lee said. “A bit much, isn’t it? They’ve put on their show for the town. I’d planned to send them back. Or ride back with them if we weren’t welcome.”
“Not welcome?” Harste grunted again. “Now you’re going to make me feel rude if I refuse. All right then, let’s have a meal and a talk, shall we? And when you send back your fancy saber soldiers, tell them to send Baron Mykle back. That’s a man at least with a head on his shoulders even if he doesn’t have two coppers to rub together. He is riding with your merry band, isn’t he?”
“You’re well informed, sir,” Lee said. “I’ll have him sent along.”
“And anyone else you think needs to be here,” Harste said. “If we’re going to decide the fate of the world, then let’s not leave anyone out.”
Merrik’s mind raced for some excuse to be anywhere else.
Too late now, he told himself.
“I’ll just need my man to check you all first,” Harste said.
Lee raised an eyebrow. “Beg pardon?”
They’d all forgotten about the man in the black robe who’d been standing unobtrusively off to one side. He stepped forward, a polite nod to Lee and his retinue.
“Penville is a mage in my employ,” Harste said. “There’s been … some trouble. Let’s leave it at that for now. But he needs to check you before entering the keep. Don’t worry. It’s quick and painless.”
Merrik and the others looked at each other with concern, but Lee only shrugged. “As you like.”
Penville came forward, an apologetic smile on his face. “As the baron says, it will only take a moment.”
He took the gold ring at the end of the chain around his neck and brought it up to one eye and looked through it as he went down the line, examining Lee, Kitimar, Effingham, Bettin. Jeen, and Rugger in turn. Penville arrived at the end of the line and held the circle up to Merrik’s face.
Merrik could see now there was glass within the circle, making Penville’s eye appear large and distorted. As Merrik looked back at Penville through the circle, little flecks of light appeared in the glass, flaring orange like floating embers. The flecks began to swirl, growing brighter, faster and faster like a swarm of angry fireflies until –
Penville gasped and stepped back, pointing a bony finger at Merrik. “Here! This one! We’ve got one here!”
A score of soldiers in chainmail and the Baron’s falcon livery erupted from the keep, charging toward Merrik, halberds leveled.
Merrik raised his hands. “Whatever it is, I didn’t do it.”
The metallic hiss of sabers drawn from scabbards echoed along the baily as the riders stirred behind him.
The woman in the gold breastplate stood in her stirrups, twisted to look back at her troops. “Hold! Wait for orders.”
The baron’s men made a semi-circle around Merrik, halberds forming a half-ring of lethal steel.
“He’s done nothing,” Lee protested.
“Perhaps,” Harste said. “We’ll know for certain when Penville’s finished with him.”
Merrik swallowed hard. I really do hate wizards.




CHAPTER TWELVE
T o the south, near the village of Sparrow’s Nest, Count Tazar sat in his study, the eastern window facing rolling land and trees. The weather had been bright and cold without snow. He wanted the fresh air but had told the servants to stoke the flames in the small fireplace. His trusted servant Baltman, present moments earlier, had reported that nothing urgent currently demanded the count’s attention, so Tazar sat and sipped tea and waited for something to interrupt his first moment’s peace in two weeks.
He wasn’t disappointed.
At first, Tazar thought it was something on the wind coming through the open window. Then it sounded like a woman’s voice echoing distantly from the bottom of a deep well. He realized immediately what the voice meant and rose from his comfortable chair to cross the room where a ceramic basin of water had been placed on a pedestal for just this purpose.
Tazar stood over it, focused on the image forming in the water. Red William had contacted him this way once before, in a kitchen washtub. The wizard’s sudden appearance had startled the blue blazes out of the kitchen servants, so this time, in anticipation of being contacted similarly, he’d had the basin set up in his personal study. More privacy and fewer servants pissing themselves in fright.
“I’m here,” Tazar said.
The blurred image congealed into Raysal Dahl’s frowning face. Tazar didn’t know the wizard well. She was less temperamental than William had been, but the count had yet to determine if she were as powerful. “You have progress to report?”
“I do not,” she said crisply. “Unless you call being swept forty miles downriver progress.”
“Don’t be cheeky, Raysal. I don’t have the patience for it.”
“And I don’t have patience with not being told what I’m up against,” she said heatedly. “Or are you going to deny you sent me after Merrik Niles knowing he was a powerful mage?”
Tazar blinked. “A what?”
“Mage,” she repeated. “It’s another word for wizard or—”
“I know what the word means,” Tazar snapped. “Are you sure you know what you’re talking about? Maybe you had the wrong man.”
“There aren’t many people running around claiming to be Merrik Niles,” Raysal said. “And I know my business. Farnwell’s Tomb of Ice is high-level magic. It’s not some parlor trick to dazzle rubes at a harvest festival.”
Raysal quickly related the details of her encounter with Niles.
Tazar frowned. Raysal’s account did not jibe at all with what he knew of Merrik Niles. Still … something had happened to Red William. If Niles was secretly a powerful wizard …
No. Tazar shook his head. It was preposterous. “There must be some explanation.”
“There is, and I’ve told you what it is,” Raysal insisted. “Niles is a mage. And a powerful one at that. There’s no point wondering anymore what happened to William. And that miracle earthquake that buried that Union army? Maybe not a random miracle at all. In short, Count Tazar, you’re not paying me enough for this shit.”
“Calm yourself,” Tazar told her. “Where are you now?”
“Harston by the Dayflow,” she said. “All of our bad eggs are hold up together in Harste’s keep.”
“Can you get at them in there?”
“Not gracefully,” she said. “Penville’s there.”
Tazar had forgotten about Harste’s pet magician. “Is he better than you?”
“Not in a one-on-one duel,” she said. “But that’s not the situation.”
Tazar thought about it. There were worst places they could be than Harste’s. The baron was a stubborn bastard and would not automatically flock to the boy king’s banner as had so many others. The boy’s army was growing fast, and if something wasn’t done soon, Tazar’s scheme would lose all momentum. It was why Tazar had hurriedly replaced William with Raysal. The boy was getting help, and it had been Tazar’s notion to take that help away. Duke Denning had been a formidable man. It remained to be seen how his daughter would acquit herself. Count Bettin was intelligent. And there was evidence the church was leaning toward supporting the boy too. As for Merrik Niles …
That man needs to be murdered on general principles.
“Just watch and wait for now,” he told Raysal. “If an opportunity presents itself, then take it. Perhaps one of them will wander off alone down a dark alley.”
“Wouldn’t that be nice. But what about Niles?”
Tazar sighed. “There seems to be more to him than we originally thought, so we’ve both been taken by surprise. Now we know. You came highly recommended, Raysal. Are you up to this task or not?”
A pause.
“I’m up to it,” she said finally. “Can I expect any more unpleasant surprises?”
“I hope not.” But how would I know? That’s why they’re called
surprises.
“How’s it coming with your hunchback?” she asked.
Tazar winced. He wished people would stop calling him that. “He’s gone out if you must know. To the theater.”
    
The evening had begun with Luizen picking him up in her carriage.
She’d been taken aback by Rodwik’s appearance. A team of tailors must have worn themselves out to create an outfit that perfectly fit Rodwik’s bulk, hunch included. Matching jacket and breeches, black with gold trim, heavy velvet. A waistcoat with a gold and black pattern so elaborate it made her head swim. Boots new and polished. A long cloak, completely black save for a gold clasp at the throat in the shape of a ram’s head.
A small thrill shot through her at the sight of him. Gentleman and beast in a single package.
The carriage rocked as he entered and sat across from her.
“You look dashing,” she said,
“Not as good as you.” His eyes roamed her without shame.
She hadn’t considered Rodwik when dressing but felt heat flood her cheeks at the thought he was pleased.
Dumo, help me. I’m blushing like a schoolgirl.
Not that she disagreed. She did look good, and she’d unintentionally dressed to match him, a long dress of black silk with a serpentine dragon embroidered in gold wrapping around her torso and down one leg. A heavy cloak of black ermine. Hair in long braids, fastened at the ends with gold clamps shaped like dragon talons.
Luizen composed herself and managed a cool smile. “Thank you.”
The small theater in Sparrow’s Nest was used intermittently whenever a traveling company of players happened to pass through. The company planned to put on three performances of King Erudus and His Three Wives, one of the classic morality tragedies from the last century.
They pulled into a line of carriages to be let off in front of the theater. There were three other entrances, but those who wanted to be seen – which was everyone who was anyone – made a point of using the front entrance. Luizen had been tempted to sneak Rodwik in through one of the side doors, but that would undermine the entire purpose of bringing him out in the first place. They’d already be hidden away in their private balcony.
When the carriage stopped in front of the main entrance, Rodwik got out first, offered his hand to help her. Heads turned to see who it was that had arrived, some eyes going wide at the hulking stranger offering Luizen his arm.
They’re all wondering. Who is he? Maybe some mishappen relative they’ve kept hidden for years. A lord from the east? What could he possibly be doing with Luizen?
She took petty pleasure in the attention, a knowing smile coming slowly to her lips as she took Rodwik’s arm, and he escorted her into the theater. The stares continued in the lobby. But no one dared stare for long. To Rodwik’s credit, he didn’t glower at any of the gawkers. His appearance was enough to dissuade rude looks.
A ten-year-old girl in a page’s purple tabard escorted Luizen and Rodwik to their seats upstairs in a private balcony.
“Thank you, child.” Rodwik handed her a single copper. “You’ve been helpful and courteous.”
If the girl saw anything of the monster in Rodwik, she didn’t show it, smiling bucktoothed at the coin in her hand and dipping her head in a bow.
The theater was small and overly intimate for Luizen’s liking, but that Sparrow’s Nest had a theater at all was something of a miracle. In one respect, Luizen actually liked that it was small. She seldom paid her full attention to the play, choosing instead to watch the people below and in the other balconies across from her. Seeing which lord and lady excused themselves at the same time or who arrived late might confirm a juicy bit of gossip.
Luizen realized the play had begun, and she hadn’t even noticed. She’d been too busy looking at what the other ladies were wearing. After deciding there was little to see in the audience, she settled for watching the play. She’s seen it before, so the dramatic twists were lost on her, but the actor playing Erudus was quite good.
They came to his big speech. The king had married two beautiful wives but had only met his third wife, an alarmingly homely woman, after a witch had cursed him with blindness. He now mourned her death after assassins had brutally killed her to punish Erudus, a startlingly graphic scene in which at least a gallon of fake blood had been used.
“Today, I am not a king but merely a man,” Erudus said, clutching the ugly woman’s bloody corpse to him. “My heart beats like a man’s. I hurt like a man. A king’s pain is no greater than any other man’s. But I never looked upon her with a man’s eyes. I hear what people say, those who could see what I never laid eyes on even once, and yet were they not the ones truly blind?”
Luizen had always found the play a little over the top, even absurd at times, but she could hear sniffs scattered throughout the audience. Quite a lot of drama had led up to this moment in the story.
“For I only ever saw her with my king’s heart,” Erudus continued. “Every beat is a memory of her. Every drop of blood, a tear.”
Luizen rolled her eyes.
“What is her ugliness,” Erudus said. “Compared to the ugliness of the world?”
She glanced sideways at Rodwik and hoped he wasn’t too bored.
Rodwik’s eyes glistened with emotion.
The sight of him startled her. Without thinking, she reached over and took his hand. He squeezed but gently, his enormous rough hand swallowing hers.
The play ended to thunderous applause. As they left their private balcony down a side hall, Luizen realized Rodwik no longer walked beside her. She turned back, saw him standing there, pondering something, tugging absently on an earlobe, the faint red around his eyes the only evidence of his earlier emotions.
“What is it?” she asked.
“King Erudus has given me an idea,” Rodwik said. “Something I should discuss with Count Tazar.” A long pause as if he were determined to complete a thought. Then he looked up and smiled. “Never mind for now.”
She reached out, and he took her hand.
“I have a surprise for you,” Luizen said.
She led him downstairs, but instead of turning toward the exit, she took him backstage. They passed bit players, costumes thrown over forearms, some still in garish makeup. They moved quickly out of the way at the sight of the hunchback.
Luizen stopped at a door and knocked.
“Come,” said a voice within.
Luizen pushed the door inward and entered.
Alissar Kranoi still wore King Erudus’s bloody robes. He’d taken off the wig and was in the process of peeling off the artificial beard. An actor in his mid-sixties, Alissar still clung to the good looks of his youth if only barely.
He saw her and brightened. “Luizen! I wondered if you’d make it to opening night.” His eyes went to Rodwik who entered behind her, and the actor’s eyes widened. “Oh … who’s this?”
Rodwik bowed. “Forgive the intrusion. I wanted to take this opportunity to tell you that I was moved by your performance. You truly are a master thespian.”
Alissar’s trepidation vanished as he warmed to the compliment. “That’s most generous, Lord…?” He looked to Luizen.
“My friend is traveling incognito,” Luizen said quickly. “Apologies.”
Luizen was proud of her sudden improvisation. If there was a bigger gossip in all of the Scattered Kingdom, it was Alissar. News of the gentleman monster would spread in every town where Alissar and his troupe performed. It might make a difference when it came time to reveal Rodwik to the world.
They exchanged pleasantries for a few more minutes, and then she and Rodwik left the theater arm in arm. Moments later, her carriage spirited them away.
He sat across from her grinning. “Does the teacher approve of her pupil’s performance?”
“I think you know the answer,” she said. “You were charming and well-mannered.”
“For a grotesque hunchback.”
She shook her head. “No.”
Silence for a few moments.
“Does Renn Tazar have a right-hand man,” Rodwik asked. “Someone he trusts with delicate matters?”
“Baltman,” she said without hesitation. “That’s who Renn uses when he doesn’t want to get his hands dirty.”
Another long silence.
“Luizen.”
“Yes.”
“Are you Count Tazar’s only heir?”
“His most immediate heir.” Tazar’s sister had died of fever only a week ago. She’d always been a sickly thing. Nobody had been surprised. Only now because of Rodwik’s question did it occur to her she’d inherit everything if Renn …
Luizen swallowed hard.
The hunchback moved to her side of the carriage and sat next to her, his sudden proximity shooting alarm and excitement through her. Luizen’s face went hot, breath quickening, heartbeat pounding inside her chest.
Rodwik took her face in his rough hands, gently but insistent, lowering himself, his lips meeting hers. She resisted only for a moment, realizing she’d never intended to resist at all, not really. He pulled her into him, her arms going around massive shoulders, fingers digging into flesh.
The carriage ride back to the cabin was just long enough for them to seal their pledge to one another.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“G hosts inside you, huh?” Penville scratched his head. “That’s a new one.”
Merrik frowned. “That’s not very helpful.”
“I’m not really here to help you,” Penville said. “My task is to protect the baron.”
It had been Merrik’s idea to go quietly. Everyone had been tensed and poised for violence when Penville had pronounced Merrik Niles the Marquis of Munsk a potential threat. Lee had been on the verge of sending his saber escort into action, and numerous halberds had been pointed at Merrik’s tender midsection. He’d told everyone in a clear, calm voice that there must be some sort of misunderstanding and had let himself be taken to the wizard’s tower, escorted by a gaggle of Harste’s men.
Whereupon Penville had proceeded to magically poke and prod Merrik to determine exactly what sort of threat he might be. Hours had passed as Penville had cast various and complicated divination spells intended to reveal just exactly what was going on with the Marquis of Munsk.
None of the spells had worked worth a damn.
“I thought you could see the ghosts through that little gold ring of yours hanging on the chain,” Merrik said.
“The Seeing Ring only tells us that something is going on. It doesn’t give specifics,” Penville explained. “Last week, the baron’s nephew came for a visit and tried to murder him. Turned out he was in the grip of Digby’s Possession from Afar. A spellcaster a mile or twenty or a hundred away was controlling the boy. So, I had to devise something that would detect a wide array of magic.”
“Okay, I’m contaminated with magic, but beyond that, you can’t confirm what I’m telling you,” Merrik said.
“I can at least say I’ve determined you’re in possession of your own mind,” Penville told him. “I’m willing to tell the baron I don’t think you’re a threat.”
“That’s something at least.”
But Merrik was disappointed. He’d hoped Penville might know a way to get the ghosts out of him. It had been a relief to finally tell someone about the ghosts, but he’d been disappointed when Penville had seemed only mildly interested. For a moment, he thought he heard Ponder laughing, but it was only his imagination.
“Well, it’s been a long evening, and I’m sorry for that,” Penville said. “We’ve missed dinner, I’m afraid. I can send a servant to get us something. A pot of tea?”
“Do you have anything stronger?”
“Hold on.”
Penville reached under a table and came out with a small earthen jug. “Something new here.” He pulled the cork, sniffed and winced. “Have you heard of starshine?”
Are you fucking kidding me?
“Why no, such a beverage is new to me,” Merrik said dryly. “Does it have a nutty flavor that lingers on the tongue?”
“No, it’s a bit of a kick in the face actually,” Penville said. “But it grows on you. It’s all the rage lately. You’ve really never had any? Have you been stranded on a remote mountaintop or something?”
“As a matter of fact… Look, not to sound full of myself, but you’re one of the few people recently who hasn’t heard of me.”
The wizard shrugged and filled two cups with starshine, passing one to Merrik. “I don’t really keep track of the wide world, so don’t take offense. My interests are more academic, and working for the baron allows me plenty of free time to explore ancient spells.” He waved absently at a shelf of leatherbound books.
They sat and drank and talked while waiting for a servant to bring food.
Merrik felt a vague relief in opening up to Penville about the ghosts. The wizard didn’t come right out and say he believed him, but he didn’t look at Merrik as if he were a lunatic either. Into their third cup of starshine, Merrik told Penville about the funeral processional in Baron Mykle’s village and seeing the ghostly young girl.
“I think there’s something about my condition that lets me see them,” Merrik said. “Ghosts, I mean.”
“Huh.” Penville scratched his beard. “I wonder if you can see our ghost?”
Merrik raised an eyebrow. “You have a ghost?”
“Not mine personally. It’s been in the keep for centuries, mostly in the west tower, they say. Do you want to look?”
“Not really.”
Penville stood. “Come on. It’ll be an experiment. We can bring the jug.”
Merrik reluctantly followed as Penville led him down one tower, across the keep and up another tower which was almost slender enough to be a minaret, but twice as tall as the wizard’s tower. They passed cobwebs and dust on the way up.
“Doesn’t the maid know about this place?” Merrik asked between gasps of breath. The stairs spiraled steeply upward, seemingly endless. His head swam with starshine.
“Nobody’s come here for years,” Penville said. “The ghost.”
Of course.
They reached the top. Narrow windows without shutters afforded a view of Harston by the Dayflow and the countryside beyond. Cold wind sliced through and tugged at his clothes. Merrik wished he’d brought his cloak. He settled for another swig of starshine. There was nothing in the room except more dust and a ladder leading to a trapdoor in the ceiling.
Penville squinted up at it. “We’ve come this far.”
“Right.” Merrik set his cup on the floor and climbed the ladder.
He threw open the door and climbed out onto the roof of the tower. A small, circular area surrounded by a chest-high stone crenellation. The stars glittered brightly in the clear sky. A cold wind bit hard, the light sheen of sweat from the climb making him shiver. He stepped aside so Penville could follow him up.
The wizard’s robes flapped in the wind, and he hugged himself. “A nice view, I suppose, but it’s colder than a witch’s—”
Abruptly, the wind dropped to nothing. The roof of the tower had gone utterly still and so completely quiet that if someone had dropped a pin back at Your Uncle’s Bad Habit, Merrik would have heard it here.
“That’s … odd,” the wizard said.
The sudden, eerie calm motivated Merrik to say the following: “I’d like to leave now.”
He’s here.
Merrik started. Ponder?
Now he did hear the jester’s peculiar laugh.
Across the roof, between two high points in the crenelation, something – someone?— slowly came into focus, fading in, until Merrik stood, mouth agape, staring at an old man. He was pale, the colors bleached from him like a once richly colored painting left too long in the sun. A drawn face, hollow haunted eyes, gray beard. He wore the robes of nobility but of an old, outdated style.
Merrik pointed at the ghost. “There he is.”
Penville blinked. “Who? What?”
“You don’t see him?”
Penville looked at Merrik, then at where he was pointing. “You know, that starshine stuff is a bit strong. I mean, if you’re not used to it …”
“He’s right there!” Merrik insisted.
The ghost narrowed his eyes. “You can see me?”
Hesitation. Then Merrik nodded.
The ghost eyed Merrik with suspicion, began a slow circle along the crenelation, keeping his distance. “It has been many years since anyone could see me. Do you know who I am?”
Merrik shook his head.
“Are you quite alright?” Penville asked.
Merrik ignored the wizard, not able to pull his gaze away from the ghost.
“I am Gregor Harste,” the ghost said. “The first baron.”
“He says he’s the first baron,” Merrik said. “Gregor.”
“Yes, that’s right,” Penville said. “Wait, I didn’t tell you that, did I?”
“No.”
“The story is that he threw himself off this very tower,” Penville said. “Although some say he was thrown off. It’s been centuries, of course, so who can say?”
The ghost grinned, transforming his entire countenance into something sinister. “Would you like to know the truth?”
Merrik swallowed hard. No thank you.
Gregor Harste held out a ghostly hand. “Take it. I’ll show you.”
Fat chance.
Take it, Ponder said in Merrik’s mind, his voice no longer mocking. Go on.
Merrik had no intention of taking the ghost’s hand, yet he found himself stepping forward, arm lifting as –
His hand –
The ghost’s –
Reaching –
One hand grasped the other, and fire shot through Merrik’s arm. Color poured into the ghost, his hand becoming flesh and warm, an iron grip that refused to let Merrik go.
Gregor Harste fell backward into the swallowing darkness, pulling Merrik along with him, a freezing wind roaring past his ears, the world titling then spinning then folding in on him.
Merrik opened his mouth to scream, but no sound emerged as he was pulled down and down and under.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
M ira had expected to see Merrik, had been told he’d arrived in Harston by the Dayflow with that big bruiser Rugger and Duchess Denning fresh from their victory at Whiteout Pass. Merrik Niles the Marquis of Munsk was being hailed as a hero.
It must be a different Merrik. Or… it must be some kind of mistake. Or a joke.
Right?
The Merrik Niles she knew had gone to great efforts to avoid heroism. Or was it that he heroically tried to avoid effort?
Mira laughed at her own joke.
“My Darling?”
She blinked, looked up at Lee standing next to her. “What?”
“Something’s amused you.” Lee smiled at her. “Share it.”
She beamed up at him. “Life amuses me. To think that of all the kings here, I should find myself escorted by the handsomest.”
“But I’m the only …” An embarrassed grin. “Ah.”
Mira glanced around the long reception hall. People stood in twos and threes – Effingham, Bettin, and Kurran the new Harkun baron. Duchess Denning stood with Rugger and some woman Mira hadn’t met. Baron Mykle and Tabba stood with their heads together. Mira considered them a moment, eyes narrowing with curiosity. She’d seen Tabba and the baron in each other’s company a lot lately.
When did that happen?
“I suppose Harste will call us in soon. Do we seem to be missing anyone?” she asked innocently.
“Merrik’s not here,” Lee said.
“Oh, is the Marquis here?” Mira asked lightly. “I hadn’t heard. What do you suppose is keeping him?”
Lee ignored the question, looking past her to the entrance to the reception hall. “This must be one of the baron’s pages now.”
Mira frowned. She couldn’t ask Lee about Merrik again. It would be too obvious.
Too obviously what, stupid girl? What do you care about Merrik Niles?
She groaned inwardly at the feeble story she was telling herself. You’re not fooling anyone. Least of all yourself.
The page was a slight teen, maybe fifteen with wispy blonde hair. He wore the baron’s livery and bowed deeply, announcing in a high clear voice, “Baron Harste sends his compliments and invites you to dine. My lords and ladies, please follow me.”
The page led them to a long dining room with a high ceiling. Iron chandeliers hung low, each with a ring of thick candles. A modest fireplace off to one side. Pewter plates and pitchers of wine down the length of the table. Servants were already bringing in platters of meat and potatoes and field greens and brown bread with honey butter. Mira had been told Baron Harste was something of a crab, but at least he didn’t skimp on a banquet.
The baron stood at the place of honor at the head of the table, two men on either side of him that Mira presumed were his sons. Lee took the secondary place of honor at the other end of the table, Mira to his right.
Greetings.
Introductions.
Small talk as all the guests were invited to sit and drink and feast.
“Your hospitality is not to be faulted,” Lee told the baron. “Harston on the Dayflow is a wonderful place full of warm, welcoming people.”
“We should ride together to Harston on the Hill,” the baron suggested. “The weather is finally turning mild and the rolling country between here and there is truly beautiful.”
Pleasantries faded, and the talk grew more serious. What proof did Lee have of his lineage? What did Lee expect of Harste? War was coming. What did that mean to the people of the Scattered Kingdom?
Mira kept glancing at the door as she ate.
She caught Tabba’s eye. Tabba nodded.
Mira leaned toward Lee and whispered, “I need to excuse myself a moment.”
“Of course.”
She rose and left the table as the conversation continued, glancing back only once to see that Tabba followed.
Tabba caught up with her at the far end of the hallway. “Do you really need to go to the privy?”
Mira shook her head. “No. You?”
“No.”
“I needed a break from it,” Mira said. “Who’s pledging loyalty to whom. When will the war start. Lineage. Hierarchy. They’re all just word’s that jumble together and mean the same thing in the end. The world’s going to kill itself.”
“No,” Tabba said. “That’s what we’re all trying to stop. That why we need to unite behind Lee, so we can stand together.”
“I know, but …” Mira lowered her voice. “Do you really believe he’s the rightful king? This is Lee we’re talking about. He spent all winter at Harkun’s keep avoiding eye contact because he was too shy to talk to us.”
Tabba grinned. “You seem to have done wonders for his shyness.”
Mira’s cheeks went pink. “That’s … complicated.”
Tabba’s eyes narrowed to a question. “Trouble in paradise?”
“It’s … still complicated.”
“Mira!”
“It was different when he was just the handsomest man I’d ever seen in my life,” Mira said. “But for Dumo’s sake he’s a king. A king? It feels like I’ve been given some responsibility. He’s eaten up with self-doubt. I constantly have to reassure him, tell him he’s good enough. I know humility is supposed to be a virtue, but he makes a religion out of it.”
“You’d never know it,” Tabba said. “I mean… damn, I don’t know. He seems such a natural leader now, like when he learned he was king he just … well, he was just the king.”
“When it’s just the two of us, it’s different,” Mira said. “It’s work. And I’m exhausted with it. The worst part is that he trusts me.”
“How can that be bad?”
“It’s like carrying around a huge rock,” Mira told her. “And it weighs me down all the time. I’ve never had a man be so completely ... I don’t know … there for me. It’s not how I thought it would be.”
“Still.” Tabba’s grin returned. “There must be benefits. You know what I mean.”
Mira’s face grew hot again. “He was not very experienced. But he’s very eager to learn.”
Tabba giggled and Mira couldn’t help but join her.
Then Mira sighed. “Tabba, I think I’ve gotten myself into something I didn’t mean to.”
“If you’d like me to take over for a while …”
“Tabba!”
“I’m only kidding.”
“I should hope so,” Mira said. “Especially since I’ve seen you in Lonny Mykle’s company quite a bit lately.”
“You’re changing the subject.”
“Yes.”
Tabba thought about it a moment. “The baron’s a good man.”
“Yes, but I’m asking how good.”
Tabba shook her head slowly, a gentle smile. “It’s not like that. We’ve grown fond of each other. I think there might be … more. We’re taking our time with it. He’s level-headed and generous. He’s not the sort of man I thought I’d be attracted to. Maybe I’m different now.” A shrug. “Maybe I’m growing up or something.”
Tabba’s words struck Mira strangely. In a way, it seemed like their time together at the secluded keep of the late Baron Harkun had been years ago, but here and now speaking with Tabba, it suddenly seemed like something that had happened only yesterday. The pretty blonde girl had almost been left behind, huddling nearly catatonic as the northern tribesman broke down the door to the keep. Mira had grabbed the other woman, forced her to her feet and dragged her along as they’d fled.
Tabba had grown up while Mira had thrown herself at Lee like a petulant girl all because he had broad shoulders and perfect teeth and a jaw like an anvil.
But that’s not why you did it, she reminded herself. Oh, she certainly hadn’t minded. But there was another reason she’d stalked Lee like a fox pouncing on a baby chick.
Merrik.
She’d been furious with him, and why not? Was there a more self-absorbed ass in all the world? He’d angered her, so she’d run and found Lee to prove … to show …
What exactly had she been trying to accomplish?
It had started when her father had banished her to the frozen hell of Harkun’s Keep. She’d taken a bad situation and had compounded it with many foolish choices. Something had to change. The most obvious question was the hardest.
What did she want?
“Are you okay?” Tabba asked.
Mira realized she’s been staring down the hall at nothing, lost in her self-realization. She shook herself out of it. “I’m fine. Do you know what’s become of Marquis Niles?”
“You haven’t heard? He apparently failed some sort of magical inspection or something. Harste’s pet magician took him away.”
Mira’s head snapped around. “What?”
“He’s fine,” Tabba insisted. “I guess it was a mistake or something.”
“But where is he? Is he coming back?”
“I told you, he’s fine. Why are you so concerned about …?” The grin returned to Tabba’s face. “Oh.”
“No.” Mira shook her head. “No, no, no. Nothing oh. There’s no oh.”
Tabba tsked mockingly. “Mira, Mira, Mira.”
Heat flooded Mira’s face. “That’s ridiculous. Merrik Niles is an arrogant, foolish, selfish, drunken, egotistical … why would I … why would any woman …”
Tabba’s eyes shot wide. “Dumo help you, girl. You do have it bad.”
“I most certainly do not have –” She stopped herself, lifted her chin, and took in a deep breath then let it out slowly. “Our dinners are getting cold.”
She turned abruptly, heading back down the hallway before Tabba could say anything else, but Mira heard the other girl snicker.
They returned to their places at the table unobtrusively as the conversation continued.
Tension was in the air. Mira glanced around the table. Uh-oh. What did I miss?
“We’ve been over this before, Jurgan,” the baron said to his oldest son. “It’s a conversation for another time.”
Jurgan scowled. He was cut from the same cloth as his father, lean, face lined from a lifetime of sour expressions, hair a glossy black but just starting to thin. “The time is now, while this so-called king is in our midst.”
Mira sensed Lee bristling next to her.
“We have to decide what is best for us,” Jurgan continued. “War is coming, and if we must pick sides, then so be it, but nobody says we can’t be deliberate about it. We must take our time and consider carefully.”
“Is that so, my oh-so-wise son?” Harste fixed his eldest with a withering look. “Please, tell me where I’ve been rash. I’m eager to be educated by your long experience in such matters.”
Mira spared a glance for the younger son. He pushed food around on his plate with a spoon, not looking up. Maybe he was uncomfortable, but to Mira he looked bored, perhaps used to his father and brother bickering.
“I know you, father,” Jurgan said. “And I can tell by the way you’ve conducted yourself that you’re thinking about siding with this … this boy who’s trying to claim the throne.”
Baron Harste sat back in his chair, face hard as he glared at his son.
The people at Lee’s end of the table glanced at each other uncomfortably, and Mira could guess what they were thinking. Someone should speak up and defend Lee, but no one wanted to overstep. Lee was supposed to be the king after all. If he couldn’t speak for himself then –
“Gentlemen,” Lee said calmly.
All eyes turned to him.
“Your concerns are justified,” Lee continued. “Perhaps we should talk about establishing trust.”
“There’s another claimant to the throne,” Jurgan said. “Did you know that?”
The way Lee went rigid in his seat, it was clear he hadn’t.
“Rumors only,” the baron said.
“Oh? Perhaps not,” Jurgan replied. “There are important people in the south who support this new claimant. What if we side with Lee only to find out the other man is the true king? Then where does that put us?”
“There have always been claimants,” Effingham spoke up suddenly. “With Lee it’s different.”
“It’s always different,” Jurgan said. “Anyone can say it’s different this time.”
Everyone began to talk at once.
Lee stood, and the talk died away.
“As I tried to say before,” Lee told them. “It’s about trust. I don’t know how to convince you I’m a king, but maybe it’s enough to at least convince you I’m somebody worthy of trust. Before I was the heir to a throne, I was just a man. And you don’t get to know a man by listening to him list a bunch of facts about himself. You only get to know someone by spending time with them.”
“What do you propose?” the baron asked.
Lee eased into his seat again. “You mentioned the ride from here to Harston on the Hill was a pleasant one. Then let us ride out together.”
“I fail to see what that would prove,” Jurgan said sourly.
“He’s not trying to prove anything,” the baron told his son. “It’s about getting to know one another. Lee’s saying he’s willing to do the work. That’s all.”
“It’s not a courtship, father.”
“Isn’t it?”
“It’s an offer of trust,” Lee said. “If I expect it, then I should give it. I’ll be happy to ride across your barony with those here. I see no need to send to my camp for an escort.”
Count Bettin shifted uneasily in his chair. “A noble gesture, your majesty, but perhaps it would be more prudent to—”
“I know your concerns, Tazio,” Lee said. “But we came here because we wanted Baron Harste on our side. If I can’t trust the people I want as allies, then who can I trust? I’m happy to put myself in his hands.”
“Then it’s settled,” the baron said. “I’ll have my people arrange it. I welcome this opportunity to show off my lands and people.”
“How cozy.” Jurgan pushed away from the table and stood. “Pack a luncheon and have a picnic while you’re at it. I’ve heard enough. I presume I’m excused, father.”
“Excused and not soon enough,” the baron said heatedly. “Come back when you can speak more courteously to your betters.”
Jurgan turned and stalked from the room.
Baron Harste shrunk in his chair, a tired sigh leaking out of him. Mira felt sorry for the man and immediately wondered if her father found her as frustrating. She’d done nothing but resent the fact he’d sent her off to be a lady in waiting in some Dumo-forsaken wilderness. He thought he was doing what was best for her. She wondered if she should be more patient with the man.
Baron Harste rose wearily from the table. “This has been a rather sour end to an otherwise pleasant meal, and I apologize. I suddenly feel the need to rest. Please, stay and finish your meals. The servants will attend to you. In the morning, we’ll have our ride through the countryside.”
They all bid the baron a good night, the room falling silent again after he’d gone.
The baron’s younger son was still eating. He looked up, realizing suddenly that all eyes were on him. A sheepish grin. “Sorry about those two. You know how it is with family.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
B ishop Arlane Voss felt like an old woman.
Because you are an old woman, fool.
But to feel it in her bones, well, that was different. Ostensibly, in matters of church business, Voss reported to Archbishop Axen Fenwigg in Five Rivers, but Fenwigg was miles and miles away on the other side of the Arrowhead Mountains. For all intents and purposes, Voss ruled the west in Dumo’s name. She’d taken her position seriously to forward the ambitions of the church and to guard against the church’s enemies. A routine day for her started before the rising of the sun every morning, and she generally worked late into the night.
But those labors had been accomplished in the comfort of a well-appointed office, in front of a roaring fire with servants to bring her whatever she needed at all hours.
Crossing miles of open scrubland in unusually cold weather for the region was a different matter entirely. Her feet and back ached. She hadn’t eaten in more than a day. The Truth Brigades had forced her off the road, and she’d headed cross country, heading south but veering west a bit as the terrain allowed. She hadn’t been caught. On the other hand, she hadn’t seen any sign of civilization, and she couldn’t eat gold. Voss needed to find a road and a town, hopefully one Martz’s thugs hadn’t razed.
Voss was fairly certain she’d already crossed from the Southern Territory into the Coastal Territory. She needed food and news. She hadn’t heard how the Coastal Territory had fared under Martz’s tyranny. In a way, it would be better if the locals had all been cowed quickly and easily, so things could return to normal … relatively speaking.
She stumbled in the darkness and spat a curse. Voss was exhausted but loathed the thought of stopping and trying to sleep on the hard ground, rocks and roots digging into her flesh, and rodents scurrying in the underbrush. She intended to press on until she dropped ... in which case she’d pass out and wouldn’t notice the rocks in her back.
Voss had almost given up when she saw an orange glow through the scrub oaks. A campfire? She came through the trees and found herself in a pecan grove, trees in neat rows, buildings visible on the other side. Some kind of small village. Voss could sneak into somebody’s barn and sleep the rest of the night and then buy food in the morning. She might be able to get news as well, and maybe someone could direct her to the road if she deemed it safe enough to travel in the open.
Hope gave her a lift, and she headed toward the village at a quickened pace.
Her hope broke into little pieces when she got closer and saw the crumbling buildings, thatch roofs gone and replaced by ash, smoke rising from many of them. Whatever had happened here, had happened recently. The words TRUTH IS OUR SWORD has been painted in scarlet along the still-standing wall of a smithy. She eased to the edge of the village square, stopped, listened, looked.
The orange glow came from the Temple of Dumo at the far end of the square which still burned. The sight might have shocked her if it hadn’t become all too familiar.
Voss slowed her walk, stopping finally next to the well in the center of the square. At least, she could get some water, or so she thought. The rope and bucket were missing. She leaned against the stone and sighed, looking into the blackness of the well’s depths. She considered throwing herself in and laughed grimly. No, Voss wasn’t the type to give up. She might kill herself stubbornly flailing against reality, but she wouldn’t just lie down and die, nor drown herself in the well of some anonymous, backwater village. Voss had far too much pride for that.
So. What now? She supposed she might look for a line and rig a way to draw water from the well. Then food. Maybe if she scavenged the ruined –
Her head came up abruptly at the sound of a neighing horse, then shouts. Close. Maybe just on the other side of the buildings in front of her. Voss retreated to the smithy, ducked behind the still-intact wall, and risked a peek around the corner.
A man screamed, pain and fear. A moment later, a riderless horse galloped around the corner. It turned toward the burning temple, reared and snorted, tossing its head and then veered toward the pecan grove.
An enormous warrior clutching a hand axe came running from the same direction as the horse. He was tall, broad at the shoulders, dented and blood-stained shoulder plates adding to his width. A shirt of thick iron rings, leather bracers studded with iron. A thick leather belt from which hung a dagger on one side and a broadsword on the other. A kilt of leather straps, more iron studs. Knee-high boots caked with mud. Head-shaved. Beard braided.
Two seconds later, a pair of mounted riders came after him. They were clad in black, strapped leather vests, scarlet piping on sleeves and breeches.
Voss’s eyes narrowed. Truth Brigade.
The warrior kept glancing over his shoulder, measuring the distance. The lead rider spurred his horse ahead of the other, leaned low in the saddle, saber raised to cut down the fleeing man in front of him.
The warrior timed his move perfectly, ducking under the rider’s slash. He hit the ground, rolled and swiped at the horse’s legs with the axe. The axe bit deep into the animal’s fetlock. The wet crack of blade hitting bone made Voss flinch.
The horse shrieked, shrill and panicked, and pitched forward. The rider barely hung on. A mistake. If he’d leapt clear, he might have avoided the animal rolling over him. A splintering and a crunching as the man screamed.
The second rider yanked on the reins just in time to keep from colliding with the fallen animal.
The wounded horse lurched up, hobbling around on three hooves, still shrieking bloody murder. The rider underneath wasn’t as ambitious and lay there moaning, arm hanging limp at an impossible angle.
The shrieking horse went down again, but kept trying to stand, wobbling and tossing its head side to side as blood fountained from its leg.
Two more riders rode into the firelight at the other end of the square, sabers drawn.
The uninjured rider closest to the warrior had recovered and charged.
The warrior threw the axe. It tumbled, end over end, and planted itself in the rider’s chest with a meaty thwcak. He grunted pain and was yanked out of the saddle landing hard in the dirt. The horse kept going, glad to be shed of its burden.
The other horse wouldn’t stop thrashing and screaming, rolling over its former rider again.
The warrior drew his broadsword and faced the other two riders. They rode straight for him. The warrior looked at the well, hesitated only a moment before sprinting for it full speed. The riders came at a gallop. They were farther from the well but covering the distance rapidly. Voss thought the warrior might get there first, but it would be a near thing.
What does he think he’s doing anyway? Voss thought of her earlier suicidal notion to leap into the well. That’s one way to escape the Truth Brigade, I suppose.
He reached the well barely a split-second before the riders. They split, one to either side of the well as they came at him.
The warrior leapt, one foot landing on the edge of the stone well. He pushed off to the left toward the rider on that side. The rider was right-handed and couldn’t bring his sword around in time as the warrior slammed into him, bringing the hilt of his sword down on the bridge of the man’s nose. The rider screamed as cartilage cracked and blood shot from his nostrils. The warrior shoved him from the saddle and took over the reins, wheeling the horse toward the other rider just in time to parry a saber thrust.
The warrior’s counterthrust caught the rider in the neck. He dropped his weapon, his scream turning into a sick gurgle, his hands going to the wound, thick blood oozing between fingers. He fell from the saddle, but one foot caught in a stirrup. The horse took off, dragging him into the darkness.
The man with the broken nose ran for it.
He didn’t get far.
The warrior rode him down, hacking down on his head with the broadsword, cleaving helm and skull alike. The man fell face first into the dirt and never got up again.
The warrior spun the horse in a quick circle, searching the night for additional foes. None presented themselves. He rode to the wounded horse and dismounted. The animal’s thrashings had ebbed almost to nothing.
“Sorry, girl,” the warrior said. “I had to even the odds somehow.”
He swept his sword blade across the horse’s throat. It twitched one last time then flopped dead.
The warrior approached the horse’s half-crushed rider where he still lay on the ground, pathetically trying to wiggle away, but his legs and one arm were broken. The warrior stood over him, sword dripping blood.
The man raised his one good arm in a feeble attempt to fend off the warrior. “Please.” He gasped for breath. “Please.”
With two hands, the warrior slammed the blade through the man’s leather armor and into his heart. A long, last wheeze as the breath leaked out of the soldier. The warrior yanked the sword loose and wiped it on the dead man’s cloak.
The village square had suddenly gone quiet. Voss watched and held her breath. The warrior sheathed his sword and started back toward the well. Then he stopped, hand falling back to his weapon.
He turned toward Voss’s hiding place. “Come out of there.”
Voss stayed hidden.
“Don’t make this difficult,” he called.
Voss swallowed hard, composed herself then stood. She clasped her hands in front of her and took a few steps forward.
Now that she was closer, she got a better look at him. What she’d originally taken to be a smudge on the left side of his face was actually a tattoo of a scorpion, the tail curling around his eye. A gold hoop in his right ear. One of his front teeth glinted gold. He was handsome despite these rough accoutrements, red hair shaved close to the skull.
The warrior looked her up and down. “This your village, old woman?”
Voss shook her head. “I was looking for food.”
“Did you find any?”
“I didn’t have time,” Voss said. “I heard you coming and hid.”
“We’ll look together then,” he said. “I’m starving.”
Voss didn’t move.
“There’s no need to fear me, old woman. You don’t have anything I want,” he said. “Anyway, I’m no thief.”
Voss thought of all the gold strapped around her middle. “I’m glad to hear it.”
The warrior gestured to the nearest corpse. “Bring that man’s helm.”
Voss obeyed without asking why, taking care not to step on the body as she retrieved the helm. The warrior took a coiled rope from his horse’s saddle and walked toward the well. Voss followed.
“Is it very bloody?” he asked.
Voss examined the helm. “No.”
“Good.”
He fashioned a sort of sling at one end of the rope and set the helm in it then slowly lowered it into the well. He drew it out again, the helm full of water. He handed it to Voss. “Go on.”
She took it without hesitation, brought the helm to her mouth, tilted it and gulped greedily until it was empty. She handed it back. “Thank you.”
He lowered it into the well again. “Look for food now if you’ve still a mind to. Share it with me and I’ll fetch one of the other horses and take you out of here. They won’t have run far. Unless you’d prefer to stay.”
Voss hesitated.
“Unless you’d prefer not to ride off with a stranger,” he said. “No one would blame you.”
“I’m at your mercy now, so I’m not sure I see the difference,” Voss said. “I’m Arlane. Tell me your name, and we won’t be strangers.”
“Kellag.” He drew the helm from the well and drank his fill.
“What put you crossways with the Truth Brigade?”
“They take it poorly when you kill their comrades,” Kellag said.
She looked at him again, reappraising. “You’re not a noble.”
He laughed. “No. But I worked for one. I’m a sell sword. Lord Ambarath was one of the last holdouts. We scattered when his keep was overrun, but not before slaughtering a good many of them. I’ve been on the run since. Those Union fuckers are not forgiving, and they have a long memory.”
Voss searched her memory for Lord Ambarath. Ah, yes, a minor lord, but with a holding on the rocky coast near the western most edge of Haddelon … which is to say the Union of Territories. That would be very close to pirate waters, so it was no wonder Ambarath had employed mercenaries. Raids in that area were not uncommon.
“I need to get to the coast,” Voss told him.
Kellag snorted. “I said I’d take you away from here. To a nearby village or something. I’m not headed toward the coast.”
“Then where?”
Kellag shrugged. “West, I suppose. To hide myself among the unaffiliated towns and villages on the edge of the wildness.”
“You’re a mercenary.”
“Yes.”
“I’ll pay you.”
Now it was Kellag’s turn to reassess Arlane. He wasn’t impressed. “You’re wasting time. Look for the food, old woman.”
“Arlane,” Voss said. “Not old woman.”
She held his gaze for a moment, chin up, jaw set.
“Fine.” Kellag nodded. “Ten silver pieces would not be unusual for a personal escort to scare off bandits and such. Plus room and board. You’re obligated to feed your sell sword and put a roof over his head. However, I was captain of my company, so I come at a premium. Twenty silver pieces. So, if your curiosity is now satisfied, please look for food.”
“I agree to your terms.”
“Stop being foolish, woman.”
Voss frowned.
Kellag sighed. “Stop being foolish, Arlane.”
Voss knelt on the ground and unfasted part of her robe and reached inside. It was awkward to do it this way, but she wasn’t about to get completely undressed in front of the mercenary. She finally pulled out the bag she’d made to hold the gold. Wrapped around her middle, it just made her look as if she carried some extra fat. She opened the bag. The gold gleamed in the red-orange light of the burning temple.
She plucked a single coin from the horde, held it up for Kellag to see. “Work for me until this runs out. You’ve already told me you’re not a thief, so I’ll leave it to your professionalism to tell me when my money’s been spent.”
Kellag looked at the gold, eyes wide. A moment later, his eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”
“I’m the one with the gold.”
A long, quiet moment. He looked at the gold then back at Voss. “I accept your terms.”
Voss rose with a grunt. “In that case, I’ll look for food.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
A lmost due north, in the Central Territory of the Union of Territories, Sarasin Martz sat at a long table in an ornate hall of the People’s Palace, enjoying a late supper with a dozen of the most powerful people west of the Arrowheads.
Councilman Martz looked down at his plate. Saffron quail. White asparagus. Fingerling potatoes smothered in herbal goat’s butter. The wine was an outrageously expensive red from a vineyard in the easternmost section of the southern territory. Only five vineyards worked the twenty-two square miles of land at the foot of the Arrowheads where the soil was reputed to be perfectly matched with a certain kind of grape, and the result was the finest red on the continent.
Martz and his guests had polished off two bottles, and a servant had just opened a third.
He was troubled by this – the ostentatious display of wealth – not greatly but troubled nonetheless. Some critics – if anyone had dared criticize – might claim that Martz was becoming exactly the sort of elitist, aristocratic fat cat he’d fought against in the revolution. Why oh why, they might opine, does not the high and mighty leader of the Union of Territories pack up his magnificent repast, venture forth from his well-appointed palace (and it was his palace despite being called the People’s Palace) and share it with the needy urchins in the street?
For starters, Martz would say in his own defense that there were no urchins in the street any longer. Under the previous feudal system, the wealthy might avert their eyes as they passed a beggar in the gutter, but under Martz, the new government had taken notice of these forgotten citizens. Houses of Destitution had been created to shelter them. Work had been found for them, work that contributed to the care and keep of the Union itself.
Every citizen had worth. Every citizen could contribute.
But … well … not every citizen ate saffron quail for dinner. Martz stared at a chunk of the bird on his fork and tried to square this situation with his world view.
“Councilman?”
Martz looked up and blinked at the gentleman in the dark blue uniform with gold piping. Admiral Delmore was a no-nonsense man in his late forties. Lined face tanned and leathery from so much time in the sun, hair white as snow. Martz realized the man had been talking the entire time Martz had been contemplating his quail.
Martz sighed. “I owe you an apology, admiral. My mind was a million miles away.” Martz sat his fork down and leaned back in his chair. “Start again. I guarantee you my undivided attention this time.”
Delmore cleared his throat. “No need to apologize, Councilman Martz. You have much on your mind after all. I was updating you on the construction of the fleet.”
“Go on.”
“We’re estimating the need for an additional eight hundred ships of the line if we want to land our entire invasion force on the southern coast. Construction crews have been working non-stop but getting lumber and rope and skilled workers has been an ongoing problem.”
“Eight hundred,” Martz repeated. “So many?”
“Keep in mind it’s not just a matter of transporting the troops,” the admiral reminded him. “There’re also the support personnel, provisions, armament, medical units, horses, and the crews themselves for each vessel. This is all in addition to eighty thousand soldiers.”
Martz raised an eyebrow. “Do we have eighty thousand soldiers?”
Line General Shellimer “Shelly” Kent leaned forward so Martz could see him from the other end of the table. He’d been promoted from staff general to line general when his superior, General Dorset, had been killed at Whiteout Pass. “We believe we’ll have those numbers by the time the invasion is launched.”
“I applaud your belief, General Kent,” Martz said. “But I’m more comfortable with hard facts.”
“We’ve been recruiting aggressively from every territory,” the general said.
Recruiting sounded better than pressed into service. Many such adjustments to the language had been necessary when relating the government’s various initiatives to the public. There were still those all too eager to exploit even the slightest grievance.
“We’re doing our best to place raw recruits in safe area garrisons, easy guard duty and so on,” Kent explained. “Then we can rotate more seasoned troops to … uh … trouble spots.”
Speaking of adjustments to the language …
Martz hoped they could think of something better than trouble spots, but he supposed that was better than saying open revolt. It shouldn’t have surprised him there were still some areas in the far west and north where violence flared. People tended to cling to the old ways, and simpletons clinging to their religion were the worst.
The upshot was that these so-called trouble spots would keep the Union of Territories from sending its full might against the Scattered Kingdom when the time came. Some forces needed to be held back to keep internal matters in check. Martz wasn’t a military man. His generals had assured him an army of eighty thousand would be adequate for the job … especially if their other schemes came to fruition.
“When?” Martz asked the general and the admiral.
Kent looked to the admiral.
“Sir?” Delmore asked.
“When will we be able to launch this invasion?”
Delmore looked at Kent. Kent deferred.
“At the end of summer,” Admiral Delmore said at last. “Which is to say the ships will be ready and crewed.” He looked back at the general. “Shelly?”
“Ah, yes.” The general nodded. “I can confidently say the troops will be ready.”
“Then that just leaves the battle plan,” Martz said. “I’m not going to kid you that I’m versed in the minutia of the operation, so spare me the details. However, in broad strokes, I take it the current dispute is where or not to assault High Harbor or bypass it, yes?”
“That’s correct, sir,” Kent said. “It sits high on the rocks – hence the name – and is also quite well fortified. I’ve talked with my staff at length about the best way to take the city, and our projections are eight to ten thousand casualties.”
Martz blinked. “Our casualties or theirs?”
Kent shifted nervously in his seat. “Ours, I’m afraid, sir.”
“I see.”
“However, if we were to bypass the city entirely,” Kent continued quickly, “there are numerous easy landing spots farther along the coast from which to launch an invasion. We could be well established before anyone in Eastport or one of the other east coast cities organized a counterattack. It would simply be a matter of Delmore keeping the duke’s navy bottle up in the harbor.” His eyes drifted back to the admiral.
Martz also turned his attention back to Delmore. “Is this true, admiral?”
“Ah.” Delmore gulped a sip of wine to buy himself a second. “Well, yes and no, Councilman Martz.”
Martz stifled a sigh. “Walk me through it, admiral.”
“It would work basically as Shelly has described … if, as he says, we can keep the duke’s navy bottled up.”
“Accomplishing this is in doubt?”
“Rest assured, Councilman Martz, that if indeed we elect to bypass High Harbor, then my fleet would do everything within its power to keep the duke contained,” Delmore said. “But if you’ll allow me to point out some potential difficulties …”
“Please do.”
“The vast majority of the ships currently under construction are troop transports,” Delmore explained. “Large vessels, slow and cumbersome, whereas the bulk of the duke’s fleet is made up of sleek corsairs. They’d run rings around the transports until we were dizzy. We have similar ships of our own, of course, but we can either put High Harbor under siege or escort the transports. Not both. Additionally, should the duke’s navy happen to break the siege while Shelly’s landing his army down the coast, they’ll effectively be cut off from the supply chain. Taking and holding High Harbor – while expensive – would provide a more stable situation from which to pursue our long-term goals on the continent.”
“If by expensive you mean killing thousands of my men, then yes, damned expensive,” Kent said with some heat on his voice.
Delmore held up a placating hand. “Now, Shelly, I didn’t mean—”
“And I’ll need some army left to subdue the rest of the Scattered Kingdom,” Kent said. “If I’m flinging corpses against the walls of High Harbor—”
“Gentlemen.”
The Admiral and the General stopped talking at once, turning back to Martz.
“It’s my understanding we have a scheme underway to address this exact dilemma, do we not?” Martz asked.
All eyes at the table turned to Councilwoman Harla Glenning, an ancient, stooped crone with thinning gray hair, a line on her face for each scheme she’d hatched and back she’d stabbed. She’d been the perfect choice to orchestrate various intrigues in service of the Union.
She’d been trying to wave over the wine steward and didn’t notice right away that everyone in the room was waiting for her report. The steward filled her glass, and she turned back to the rest of the table, her eyes widening when she saw everyone staring at her.
“Blast. Sorry, everyone,” she said.
Martz offered a tight smile. “Take your time, Harla.””
She took a quick sip of the red then asked, “You want to know about Tazar.”
“Please.”
“The good count does his best to keep me apprised of his progress, but word travels slowly across the Arrowheads, especially these days,” Glenning said. “Still, I’ve managed to piece together what I believe to be an accurate picture of the situation. He’s located an heir to Greymond’s throne, and he’s confirmed his legitimacy through a combination of historical documentation and magical means. Don’t ask for details because I don’t necessarily understand them. Suffice it to say, Tazar is satisfied with the man’s authenticity and is working now to rally support for him.”
“I’m sorry, but I’m not sure how I see this as helpful at all,” said the man sitting directly across from Glenning.
Councilman Ander Gorlic was a natural contrarian, the primary reason Martz had included him in the Union’s inner circle of decision makers. Gorlic would keep everyone honest while sparing Martz from having to do that job himself and possibly earning the ill will of his advisors. Gorlic was a handsome man with sandy hair in his late forties, pointed chin and nose crooked in just the right way to make him appear dashing.
“Do we really want people rallying around an heir to the throne of Greymond?” Gorlic asked. “Surely a united Greymond will cause our army more headaches than picking off baronies one by one.”
“Of course,” Glenning said. “Unless this heir happens to be in our pocket which is exactly the arrangement Count Tazar proposed. You won’t have to storm High Harbor if the new king throws the gates open for us.”
A look of appreciation crossed Gorlic’s face. “That would be convenient … if you can actually make it happen.”
“We’ve been strangely fortunate,” Glenning said. “It seems fate has given us not one but two claimants to Greymond’s throne. Some boy from one of the northern baronies. I believe you can corroborate this, yes, Evris?”
Everyone’s attention shifted to the man who’d yet to say a word. Such was Evris Koy’s nature, a bland, unassuming man who listened more than he spoke. One might expect as much from the Secretary of Union Information, a title more innocuous than spymaster.
“It’s true,” Koy said. “He’s been gathering support, growing his army.”
Gorlic turned back to Glenning. “This is an interesting new use of the word fortunate I’m not familiar with.”
A tight smile from Glenning. “Shall I explain it to you, Ander? Tazar’s puppet is on a collision course with this boy from the north. The story is easily concocted. In a spirit of generosity and good neighborliness, the Union will throw its support behind our choice for heir – the true heir, we’ll say – against this upstart whose actions will surely rip Greymond apart. An act of support and solidarity and the beginning of a long friendship between our two nations. When our ships arrive at High Harbor, we’ll be seen as saviors, not invaders. General Kent need not lose a single soldier.”
Kent lifted his glass in salute to Glenning. He clearly approved of the plan.
“And you trust Tazar?” Martz asked.
Glenning took a long, thoughtful sip of her wine. “I trust his motivations. The count is an odd combination of ambition and pragmatism. He sees himself as a power in the world, but he also understands the Scattered Kingdom has no chance against us. We’ve had a nasty setback at Whiteout Pass, but he recognizes the inevitable. Given the choice between futile heroics and arranging a high position for himself in the new order … well, he’s not a fool.”
A prolonged moment of silence.
“The way forward seems clear for the moment,” Martz said at last. “Count Tazar’s plan will take time to unfold, but since we’re waiting for ships to be built anyway, we might as well let it happen. Then we shall see what we shall see. General, Admiral, both of you should make contingency plans in case Harla’s machinations with Count Tazar hit a snag. If there’s a way to take High Harbor while minimizing our casualties, then figure it out. If there’s a way we can spread our fleet sufficiently to put the city under siege while still protecting our troop transports, then it’s worth investigating. We need to accept there will inevitably be difficulties, gentlemen. Let’s be ready for them.”
Nods and murmurs of agreement around the table.
With heavy decisions made – or at least deferred – the mood lightened, and they finished their meals, various details or bits of trivia taking up the conversation.
Was the heir Tazar found really a hunchback? How dramatic.
The catastrophe at Whiteout Pass wasn’t a natural disaster? Oh my.
What would the weather be like in southern waters at the time of the invasion? Calm seas? That’s good to hear.
And so on.
Dessert arrived, a jellied fruit thing Martz pushed around his dish with little interest. The evening was coming to its natural conclusion. Men and women rose from the table, exchanging goodbyes as servants elsewhere scrambled to make sure each esteemed personage’s carriage was waiting for them as they exited the People’s Palace.
In the bustle of departure, handshakes and slaps on the back, Martz leaned toward his spymaster and whispered, “Stay a moment, won’t you, Evris?”
Koy nodded. “Of course, Councilman.”
The room emptied itself of everyone except Martz and Koy. Even the servants had been told to put themselves to work elsewhere.
Martz went to a sideboard and pulled the stopper from a carafe. “There’s a good brandy.”
“Thank you, no, Councilman.”
“As you like.” Martz poured himself one and sipped. “You know what I want to ask.”
“I believe so.”
“And?”
“My people have spotted her in Eastport,” Koy reported. “I’ve instructed them to keep tabs.”
“Eastport, you say. Well, she got about as far away as she could, didn’t she?” Martz said. “As far as one could go and still be on the continent, eh?”
Sereen Bowbont had found her way into Sarasin Martz’s bed and into his heart. She escaped the night of the attempted coup. Martz, understandably, had taken it personally. His pride had been hurt along with his heart. He fancied himself an intellectual. Had not the revolution itself come from a place of enlightenment? And yet he could fall for a pretty face just as much as the next man. A pretty face perfectly tailored to his specific tastes, but the oldest trick in the book nonetheless.
In the grand scheme of things, her existence was of little consequence. That she lived and breathed and walked beneath the sun hundreds of miles away meant nothing to the future of the Union.
And what was Martz’s pride measured against the remaking of the entire world?
Yet there it remained, a leaden feeling in his gut, the result of his damaged pride. The gnawing memory of waking and reaching for her in the middle of the night to find her gone, the sounds of battle echoing down the hall. In the frenzied chaos, Martz’s thoughts of her had been banished by the immediate need to survive.
But survive he had. And when his thoughts turned back to Sereen so had come creeping back the knowledge he’d been a fool.
And that just won’t do.
“And what is our little Sereen up to these days?” He sipped brandy and effected an air of nonchalance.
Likely Koy saw through it, but he was too smart to say so if he did.
“Painting,” Koy said. “She’s taken a commission for something in the ducal palace.”
“The duke?”
The slightest of shrugs from Koy. “The young lady is a gifted artist after all. It might be as simple as it seems, an artist attempting to earn honest silver.”
Perhaps. Perhaps not. Martz wasn’t sure it mattered. This was not a matter of state.
It was personal.
He considered ordering Evris Koy to sic his dogs on her, throw her in a sack and drag her back to the Union to be thrown at Martz’s feet. Let her beg and sob. He’d listen as she pledged undying loyalty. Then let her be tossed into the deepest dungeon with the murderers and rapists.
No. That was too far. Martz was better than that. He would indulge himself only so far. Yes, he’d remove the thorn from his pride, but he would go about it with some measure of dignity.
Martz sighed. “Let her finish her painting at least.”
“And then?” Koy asked.
Martz paused, the glass of brandy halfway to his lips. “See that some harm comes to her.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
T he harbor bell signaled the beginning of Middle Watch as Hook Casper stumbled along the Eastport waterfront. With a snoot full of starshine, he was working hard to stay awake. He couldn’t go home. He was avoiding his wife. One whiff of him would set her off for a week.
Poor woman thought she’d married a sailor, would have him out from under her feet for months at a time when he put out to sea. Then he’d come home with pay, treat himself to a modest spree, and give her the rest before shoving off again. A good arrangement all around.
That was before he’d lost the hand.
His mother hadn’t named him Hook after all. He’d traded his left hand for an iron hook, and fate had thrown in the nickname for free. Turns out laying hands on another man’s wife, especially when the man was a Big, lah-dee-dah high-n-mighty Lord Somebody, was a bad idea.
Hook supposed he’d had it coming, and he’d wised up. No more stupid mistakes for Hook Casper, no siree. And Hook had found out right quick there was gainful employment for a man – even a one-handed man – who could do three things: Avoid stupid mistakes, keep his damn mouth shut, and do just exactly what the fuck he was told.
He paused and took his bearings. He needed to find a quiet spot soon. He had an appointment.
A good number of vessels had just gone out with the tide, so the Salty Goat would probably not be too rowdy at the moment. He weaved his way along the back alleys, until he found it. No window, no sign, just a wooden door covered with fading green paint. It wasn’t the place one happened upon by chance. Hook pushed the door inward and entered.
The Salty Goat had two speeds, raucous and dead. As Hook had anticipated, the place was dead. A pair of patrons sat talking in low voices at one table. An old greybeard sailor slept under another. Hook took the table farthest from the door.
A fat man with a patchy beard ambled over, wiping his hands on a dirty apron. “Haven’t seen you in a while, Hooky. What can I get you?”
“Pot of black tea, Gunter.” Hook needed to wake up. The tea would give him a jolt.
“Tea?” Gunter gave him the fisheye. “Where do you think you are?”
“Ale then.”
Gunter ambled away with a grunt and returned later with a mug of ale. Hook paid him a copper, and when the barkeep was gone, Hook reached into his jerkin and pulled out a thin, leatherbound book. He took another quick look around to make sure nobody was watching him, then set the book on the table, opening it to a random page. It didn’t matter since all the pages were blank. He took out the inkwell and the tattered quill and set them next to the book.
Hook eyed the clean page and waited and sipped ale.
He didn’t have to wait long. Words in black ink appeared one letter at a time across the page.
Are you there?
Hook dipped the quill into ink and wrote, I’m here.
Are you still keeping watch on the girl?
Hook dipped ink and wrote, Yes. She’s still painting that big picture in the grand foyer of the palace. She goes back to a small garret each night on the edge of the quarter. She doesn’t meet with anyone nor go anywhere except for the market for groceries.
I have new instructions for you.
Hook waited. So far, the mysterious person on the other side of the book hadn’t asked him to do anything complicated. Mostly follow people, see what important person was talking to which other important people. That sort of thing. Who was in and out of the palace to see the duke? If the navy was putting on extra crews or sending out more ships. Hook had gotten a job with the outfit that hauled the garbage from the palace. It was a position that let him come and go unnoticed. He didn’t quite have unfettered access, but as long as he had a sack of rubbish thrown over one shoulder, nobody took much notice of him.
Lately, the girl had taken up most of Hook’s time. He didn’t see her importance. A wispy, flighty little thing. She could do a good picture, he admitted, but why anyone would care about that, Hook couldn’t say.
He forced himself to pay attention, more words scrolled across the page.
Allow her to finish the painting in the palace’s grand foyer … and then …
Hook read the message three times to be sure. Closing the book would erase all the writing, so he wouldn’t be able to double-check later. He read it again to be certain.
He tossed back the rest of his ale and sighed. Hook had never killed no woman before. He hoped she’d go easy.
    
Zarabelle sucked hard on the kwali stick. On the rare occasions she partook of the weed – she didn’t like the smoke getting into her hair and clothes – she’d smoked it from a tightly packed bowl. She let the stick dangle from one corner of her mouth. She felt a fit of the giggles hovering in the distance, but it hadn’t arrived quite yet.
Sereen approached, eyelids sleepy. Reaching out with exaggerated lethargy, she plucked the stick from Zarabelle’s lips. She took a long draw, held the smoke for nearly a ten count then huffed it out in a sudden billowing cloud. She leaned in, carefully replacing the stick in the corner of Zarabelle’s mouth.
It had been a long time since Zarabelle had been slumming, and she found she was quite enjoying herself. She’d found herself wandering through the grand foyer of the ducal palace earlier that evening and paused to see that Sereen had begun work on her enormous painting. The chamberlain had approved her idea, and the young artist had wasted no time getting started. She was splattered in blue paint, grin irrepressible.
“Congratulations,” Zarabelle had told her. “We should celebrate.”
Zarabelle had been surprised the invitation had leapt so easily from her mouth and doubly surprised when Sereen had accepted. She hadn’t even bothered to wipe the paint off her face, had simply grabbed a man’s doublet, old and threadbare and led Zarabelle from the palace on an impromptu nocturnal adventure. They’d chased through the night, from one secret dive to another, a whirlwind tour of Eastport’s artistic underbelly. Sereen had introduced her to artists and poets and at least one musician who played an instrument she’d never heard of.
Zarabelle had found herself floating, and she’d simply let it happen, her feet leaving the ground as she’d allowed Sereen to pull her along like a child’s kite. They’d ducked into a basement tavern where a bard – not some upstart troubadour, but an actual, credentialed bard – had mesmerized her until she’d taken a drink of something called starshine which nearly killed her.
With Sereen’s help and Zarabelle’s last ounce of strength, they’d climbed three flights to the artist’s impossibly small garret. A narrow, unmade bunk against one wall was the only evidence a human being used this place for a dwelling. Canvas, paint, chalk, and easels crowded the space, dirty clothes thrown into a corner, brushes hung on a makeshift line to dry.
Zarabelle had a closet bigger than this just for shoes and hats.
She puffed. A kwali haze filled the garret.
One thing to recommend the garret: half the wall across from the door was taken up with a huge bay window. Sereen threw open the shutters and breathed in the night. “I do have a nice view. And I like air. I hate feeling closed in.”
Zarabelle tried to stand, but she didn’t try very hard. The view would still be there later. She sat in a stuffed threadbare chair, the stuffing coming out in places. Shoes off, one leg draped over a chair arm, stockings rolled down below her knees.
Sereen leaned on the sill of the big bay window, looking down. “I like Eastport. I wish I’d come here sooner.”
“But you couldn’t, could you?” Zarabelle shifted the kwali stick from one corner of her mouth to the other. She would reek of it in the morning, but for now she didn’t care.
“No,” Sereen replied.
“Too busy keeping Sarasin Martz’s bed warm.” Zarabelle had hoped to shock her with the knowledge.
She failed.
A coy smile from Sereen. “I was wondering how much the archbishop told his niece.”
Zarabelle’s eyes widened. She wasn’t used to being the one caught by surprise. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it. Not that she was traveling incognito or anything so clandestine. It simply hadn’t occurred to Zarabelle that Sereen had taken enough interest to find out about her. The young girl seemed to have eyes only for her painting.
“I asked around,” Sereen admitted. “I wondered why somebody like you would take the time to talk to someone like me.”
Zarabelle couldn’t quite work out if that amounted to an insult or not. She suspected it wasn’t. Not Sereen’s style.
“You’re here to sway the duke.” Not a question.
“Among other things,” Zarabelle said.
Sereen shook her head and laughed. “No more cloak and dagger for me. I’m here to paint.” She moved aside from the window, tilted her head, looking hard at the other woman. “This light works for you.”
Zarabelle summoned her most effective withering look. “Darling, I look good in any light.”
Sereen ignored the bravado. “The candles lighting you from one side and the moonlight coming through the window on the other. You have just the right sort of skin to catch both kinds of light just right.”
Sereen reached for an easel, stumbled and went down, knocking it over.
Zarabelle realized the artist had been much more affected by the night of boozing and kwali than she’d originally thought.
Sereen crawled on the flood, gathering brushes and paints. She stood, clutching the items to her chest with one hand, dragging the easel in front of Zarabelle with the other. She fumbled the jars of paint, dropped them. They rolled around on the floor between her bare feet. “I’m going … I’m going to paint … you.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Oh. You’re not worthy of being immortalized in oil?”
Zarabelle had, in fact, been painted by different artists, all male, and all hoping for something that never happened. “I meant there’s no time. It’s late. And in the morning, you must return to your work in the grand foyer.”
“I can … I can start.” Sereen grabbed a blank canvas and set it on the easel. “I can do a little each night … each night after … after the other painting.”
Zarabelle took a long pull on the kwali stick, then tilted her head back and blew a stream of gray smoke at the ceiling.
“Stay still.” Sereen came forward abruptly and took Zarabelle’s chin in one of her slender hands. Not gently, she turned Zarabelle’s head. “Stay like that. That’s how I want the light. Don’t move.”
Zarabelle obeyed, and it delighted and disturbed her how right it felt. She’d been wrapping men around her little finger since she was fourteen, and to now be the subservient one was … different.
With two fingers, Sereen tucked a blonde lock behind Zarabelle’s ear. “I want the hair out of your face.”
When she pulled her hand away, she trailed a finger lightly down Zarabelle’s jawline. A jolt of white-hot fire shot through Zarabelle at the touch. She reached out quickly and latched onto Sereen’s thin wrist. She pulled the artist’s hand down between her legs. Sereen found her target and rubbed tight circles. Zarabelle gasped.
With her other hand, Sereen shifted the kwali stick to the center of Zarabelle’s mouth. “Fill yourself.”
Zarabelle inhaled deeply, filling her lungs.
“Now give it to me.” Sereen leaned in, opening her mouth wide.
Zarabelle exhaled in a long gray stream, and Sereen breathed it in. A shiver ran through her body. She kept working her hand between Zarabelle’s legs the entire time. Zarabelle reached up and laced her finger behind Sereen’s neck and pulled her down. Their lips met hard and then their tongues and then everything went a little dizzy. Zarabelle arched herself against Sereen’s hand. In the next moment, they tore at each other’s clothes, Sereen lifting the other woman from the chair, and they stumbled to the narrow bunk, falling into it, hands and mouths exploring.
An hour later, their sweat-slick bodies lay entangled. Zarabelle extracted herself and went to the window, the night air a pleasant, cool shock on her skin. The evening had not turned out as she’d expected.
And she could not have been more delighted.
She looked down into the street, eyeing a man there with curiosity. “Huh.”
“What?” Sereen muttered without turning.
“There’s a man standing on the corner down there,” Zarabelle said. “He’s got a hook for a hand.”
    
The walk from the Salt Sewer’s northern gate to Neddy Bones’ hovel in the Fishmonger’s Ghetto wasn’t the most dangerous stroll in High Harbor, but it was close. That it was deep into the wee hours of the morning didn’t help. Nobody up to much good was about at this hour.
But if anyone could make that walk in the dark and not sweat it, it would have been Neddy Bones. As supreme ruler of the Salt Sewer, it was generally known that harassing him as he walked home was an invitation to die. He was tall and lanky – bony, thus his name – but it was all hard sinew and wiry muscle. And he was fast. That’s always how the skinny man won against the big man. A knife in each hand and stick him quick. He’d left plenty of big men bleeding from a hundred different places.
That’s how Neddy Bones had stayed king of the Salt Sewer. The throne may have been handed to him, but he’d had to keep it all on his own. In short, people should know better by now than to have a go at Neddy Bones. So, either the big man following him was a fool, or he knew exactly what he was getting into and didn’t care.
Fools could get lucky. The confident often had reason to be.
Neddy slowed his pace.
The big man slowed to match his pace.
Shit.
Yes, he was definitely following, no mistake, probably waiting for the right place and the right moment, an especially deep patch of shadows. The big man’s cloak was pulled tightly around him, hood down to cover his face. Time for Neddy to take control of the situation.
The next two streets wouldn’t do, too open and too well lit. But then an alley, dark and narrow. That would work. Neddy waited until the last minute then ducked abruptly into the alley, daggers appearing in his hands as if by magic. He backed into the deep darkness against one wall. He’d strike immediately. No talk. No who the blazes are you? No bravado. Kill first. Be curious later.
Neddy started his move when the big man’s shadow hit the mouth of the alley, a quick thrust with his left hand, the other hand raised to follow up.
A grip like iron took hold of Neddy’s wrist, stopping the thrust short.
Big man’s big and fast.
Neddy brought the other dagger around, but the big man caught that too, and in the next instant, he forced Neddy back against the wall with his massive bulk and pinned him there. Neddy struggled. No use. He was caught.
“Now, Neddy, is that anyway to greet an old chum?”
A familiar voice. Neddy went slack. “Crooked Rod.”
“I go by Rodwik now.”
Neddy squinted at the big man. Fine robes. Boots new and unscuffed. The same old Roddy … yet not quite the same at all.
“You’re back?” Neddy’s mind raced. Crooked Rod had handed off the Salt Sewer throne to Neddy, saying he was off to better things. Maybe better things hadn’t worked out, and now Rod wanted his throne back. Neddy tensed. He’d need to strike quick if –
No. If Rod wanted the throne back, then he’d take it. That simple. Neddy relaxed again.
Rodwik chuckled. “Smart decision.”
“You read minds now?”
“I can read you like a book well enough, Neddy Bones. A short book filled with small words.” Rodwik released the other man and stepped back.
Neddy put his daggers away. “I hadn’t heard you were in High Harbor.”
“I got in about an hour ago,” Rodwik said. “Got out of the carriage and came straight to see you.”
Neddy raised an eyebrow. “Travel by carriage now, do you?”
“A lot’s changed Neddy. And more change coming. And I need a smart boy like you who knows the right people who know other right people. And by right people, obviously I mean the wrong people, but our kind of wrong people.”
“I understand.” Neddy hesitated.
“But?”
“But I’m already King of the Salt Sewer,” Neddy said.
“There’s more, Neddy,” Rodwik told him. “There’s a whole world.”
“What do you need from me?”
“I need you to help me set up a sort of … demonstration,” Rodwik said. “That’s for starters. There’s more. A lot more. Too much to talk about with a dry throat.”
“Well … I suppose I have a jug of something or other back at my place,” Neddy said.
Rodwik put an enormous arm around Neddy’s bony shoulders. “Then lead on, good sirrah, for the night flees ahead of us, and there is much to discuss.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
M errik fell headlong down an endless hallway, the ghost holding onto his hand with a vice-like grip.
He screamed and screamed and screamed and then stopped when it didn’t seem to be doing him any good. Where was this place? The hallway looked like any from a castle or manor house, walls of stone, wooden doors with iron hinges, the chief difference being that it was as if someone had turned the world sideways, so instead of walking down the hall on his own two feet, he plummeted as if he’d been thrown down a well. He passed door after door, and there seemed to be no end in sight.
Merrik reached out with his mind. Ponder, what’s happening?
The baron wants to show you something.
Is it important?
Probably not, the jester admitted.
Damn you, Ponder!
You needed to see how it works in here, Ponder said. This was an opportunity to show you.
Couldn’t you show me?
It … doesn’t work like that. I’m having trouble keeping up.
To Merrik, it did sound as if Ponder’s voice was fading.
Where am I? Merrik demanded.
In between. The jester’s voice was so faint now, Merrik wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly.
Ponder?
No answer.
Typical.
Merrik realized his plummet had slowed. The world began to tilt rightways again, and he hovered down gently, his boots touching the floor. He walked normally, except for the ghost dragging him along.
“We’re here,” Gregor Harste announced.
They’d stopped in front of one of the doors. Merrik couldn’t see how it was any different than any of the others, but before he could ask about it, the ghost shoved the door inward, stepping through and pulling Merrik with him.
They were back atop the tower, stars glittering in the night sky. Except for the absence of Penville, it was as if he’d never left.
“Behold!” Gregor pulled Merrik back against a crenelation while gesturing to the trapdoor in the floor with his other hand.
The hatch flew open, and a figure emerged from below. Merrik blinked. It was Gregor Harste. Another Gregor Harste.
Ponder, damn it, what’s going on?
But the jester had vanished.
“Watch closely,” said the Harste holding his hand. “Bear witness to the foul deed to come.”
Another figure came up through the hatch, a man in his late twenties, a vague resemblance to Gregor Harste, soft around the middle, eyes filled with malice.
“Father, we need to finish talking about this,” the younger man said.
“It’s settled.” The other Harste walked to the crenelation and leaned there, looking out over the nightscape. “This keep is my legacy. And these lands. Three years to build the keep. Soon a town will grow up around it. In my mind’s eye, I see a vast city, one to rival even High Harbor or the eastern cities. I … cannot leave that legacy in the wrong hands.”
“But I’m your eldest,” said the younger man.
“And you’ve taken that for granted,” the baron told his son. “And you’ve grown soft. I will always provide for you, but your younger brother Aaron will be the next baron.”
A tense silence followed.
Ghost Harste squeezed Merrik’s hand. “It happens now!”
“Have you told Aaron?” the younger man asked his father.
The other Harste shook his head. “I haven’t told anyone. I wanted to break it to you first. I owed you that much.”
“So … you’ve told no one.”
The son rushed forward and swept his father into a frantic bearhug.
“What are you doing?” the baron shouted.
The young man lifted his father, shoving him over the crenelation. The baron struggled, and the two men pushed and pulled and one another, both cursing and grunting with exertion until the baron finally went over, a long, bewildered scream following him all the way down. The baron’s son sank against the crenelation, chest heaving as he sucked for breath.
“Do you see?” The ghost grabbed a fistful of Merrik’s tunic, shaking him for emphasis. “Do you see how I was murdered by my own son, how a curse has been on our house ever since?”
Merrik had had enough. He pushed the ghost away. “Get off!” But the baron clung to him. Merrik yanked his arm, trying to loosen himself from Harste’s grip.
“You must bear witness!” the ghost insisted. “You’ve got to tell everyone. They must know the truth.”
“Tell who, you lunatic?” Merrik braced a boot against the ghost’s belly, trying to get leverage. “I’m not in charge of cosmic justice, okay?”
“You’re the only one who’s been able to see me all these long years. You must bear witness!”
“Get … off!” Merrik pushed with his boot, yanked away from the ghost as hard as he –
Merrik hit the tower’s stone deck, suddenly on all fours.
“Lord Merrik!” Penville shouted.
Merrik lurched to his feet and gawked at his surroundings. The same tower, but no ghosts. Penville was there again, a confused look on his face.
“What happened?” Penville demanded.
“Didn’t you see?”
“I … I’m not sure what I saw,” the wizard admitted. “You were there, then … it was as if you vanished for only a fraction of a second. And then you were on the floor.”
“That’s all? A fraction of a second?”
“I thought I was seeing things at first.”
“I was with the ghost,” Merrik said. “The first baron. I saw him killed. He didn’t throw himself off the tower. He was killed, murdered by his own son.”
Penville’s eyes widened slightly. “Really? Well, that’s … that’s uh … very interesting.”
“Interesting?”
“Oh. Isn’t it? I rather thought it was,” the wizard said. “You don’t think so?”
“It’s not meant to be fucking interesting,” Merrik shouted. “Shouldn’t we tell somebody?”
“Tell who?”
“I … I’m not sure.” Merrik rubbed his temples. “The ghost seemed fairly urgent about it.”
“Well, you know … ghosts.” A noncommittal shrug from the wizard. “I mean, I’m no expert, but isn’t that sort of a ghost’s bread and butter? Restless this and avenge me that?”
“It was more like bear witness,” Merrik said.
“Yes, that’s one too,” Penville agreed. “Bear witness.”
“You don’t seem as astonished by all of this as I am.”
“No, no, I am,” Penville assured him. “It’s just that the death of the first baron was quite a long time ago. Might be best to leave well enough alone. And if we told the current baron, then what? He might not take it well to learn he’s directly descended from a murderer. In my experience, bad news is seldom greeted with gratitude.”
Merrik was forced to admit some wisdom in that. “Then what should we do?”
Penville thought about it. “Get a bite to eat?”
    
Penville had known all the kitchen servants by name. It seemed the wizard routinely kept odd hours and often raided the larder late into the night. Merrik and the wizard had each come away with a hunk of brown bread and a chicken drumstick. They washed it down with a tankard of mead.
“Some of your friends are still awake, I think,” Penville told Merrik. “If you’d like to assure them you haven’t been tossed into the dungeon.”
Penville led Merrik upstairs to a wing of spacious guest lodgings. The place had been arranged to accommodate large parties with a comfortable common area, doors and hallways branching off to various sleeping quarters.
“If anyone’s still up, they’ll be in the common area.” Penville knocked lightly.
“Enter,” said a voice from within.
Merrik followed the wizard inside.
Mira shot out of her chair across the room. “Merrik!”
She immediately looked around, realized she’d blurted out the name. Nobody seemed to have noticed. Merrik hadn’t expected to see Mira here. Something in his chest tightened at the sight of her. The feeling surprised him.
Lee, Effingham, and Count Bettin came forward, crowding around Merrik.
Lee clapped him on the shoulder. “They said everything was okay, but you still had us worried, my friend.”
“Just some kind of false alarm.” Merrik’s eyes went to Penville.
“I’ve examined him thoroughly,” the wizard assured them. “Merrik poses no threat.”
“Harmless, eh?” Effingham said. “I wonder.”
“I wouldn’t hurt a fly,” Merrik said.
“If you’ll excuse me, it’s getting late,” Penville said. “Goodnight to you all.”
After the wizard left, Merrik asked, “Where’s everyone else?”
“In bed,” Count Bettin said. “The rest of us are discussing his majesty’s security for tomorrow’s outing?”
“Security for what now?” Merrik asked.
Bettin caught Merrik up with the plans Lee and the baron had made during dinner. Lee meant to tour the baron’s lands the next day, and Bettin and Effingham were concerned about Lee’s escort … or lack thereof apparently. Something about a show of trust. Merrik only half-listened, glancing at Mira sitting quietly across the room.
She saw him looking and smiled, warmly he thought. They hadn’t parted on the best of terms. He’d disappointed her. When everyone had asked him to be a hero, he’d run off to save his own skin. To Merrik, gloriously sacrificing oneself in a hopeless effort was suicide, not heroism. Somehow, Merrik had bumbled into doing the right thing, but that wasn’t heroism either, was it? Just dumb luck.
But people all over the Scattered Kingdom were hailing him as one of the heroes of Whiteout Pass. Had Mira heard? Did she think better of Merrik now?
“Perhaps his majesty will listen to you, Merrik.”
Merrik jerked his attention back to the conversation. Bettin was asking him something. He tried to recall what they’d been talking about and failed.
Merrik cleared his throat. “Well, I … uh … I’m not sure it’s my place to say … uh …”
“I know you respect his majesty’s judgment,” Bettin said. “But help him see reason.”
Effingham grinned. “Yes please, Marquis Niles, lend us your wisdom.”
Merrik scowled at the priest. “You may question Lee’s judgment in this matter, but I don’t. I fully support … uh … what he just said.”
Effingham rolled his eyes.
Lee sighed heavily. “Thank you, Merrik. It’s settled then. We’ll put our fate in Baron Harste’s hands as originally decided. Count Bettin, I know you wanted me to reconsider and send for my honor guard, but that would undermine the trust I’m trying to build.”
“A wise decision, majesty,” Effingham said. “Not that I blame the count for his concerns. Men in your position – even good men who simply want to help – will always have enemies. I fear that from here on out there will be many larger and more difficult decisions than this one, and they will all be gambles. And you will be responsible for each and every one of them. As the old saying goes, success has many sires … failure is an orphan. You are king and no one else.”
A long, stony silence followed.
“Still want to be king?” Merrik asked Lee lightly.
Nervous laughter fluttered around the room.
“If you’d prefer I say something more encouraging then consider this,” Effingham said. “We’re already guests in the baron’s keep, surrounded by his men. If he wanted some harm to come to us, he could arrange it anytime. I don’t think it’s too much of a gamble to put his majesty’s safety in his hands.”
“Fair enough,” Bettin said. “But it’s not the baron I’m worried about. If there’s trouble out there, then I rather my saber guard was there to handle it. But never mind. The decision is made, and I’m beating a dead horse.”
“Then until tomorrow, gentlemen,” Lee said.
Bettin and Effingham excused themselves.
Mira kissed Lee on the cheek. “I’ll see you in the morning.” She touched Merrik on the shoulder on the way past. “Marquis.”
Her voice was courteous and cool, but had Merrik seen something in her eyes?
Wishful thinking. You had your chance.
Again, the thought surprised him. Chance at what? Some part of Merrik must have felt he’d missed an opportunity. Mira had been a pleasant diversion at Harkun’s Keep. That was over now.
Wasn’t it?
“Merrik.”
Merrik looked up, realized he was now alone in the common room with Lee.
“Can I have a quick word?” Lee asked. “It’s about Mira.”
A stab of anxiety. “Oh?” Had Mira told him something? What did Lee know?
“It’s probably no secret she and I have become … closer,” Lee said. “You are a man of the world, so I think you understand what I mean although Mira is sharing a room with Tabba. I wouldn’t want people to think … uh … I mean I wouldn’t want irresponsible talk to uh … reflect badly on … I mean, I care about her and …”
The Lee Merrik had known before, the awkward, modest-to-a-fault kid, was suddenly back and finding it painful to talk about the woman he was currently bedding. Lee’s intense discomfort was starting to pain Merrik just watching it.
“I know what you mean,” Merrik said hurriedly.
Lee blew out a sigh, clearly relieved not to have to explain further. “I ride out tomorrow with the baron, and I know you’d prefer to accompany me.”
I would not prefer that at all. “Of course.”
“But I need a favor.”
Merrik said nothing.
“I need you to stay here and look after Mira,” Lee said. “She has Tabba for company, of course, and I don’t foresee a problem, but just in case, I want someone who …” Lee fumbled for the right words. “The man who fought beside me with such skill at Harkun’s Keep, well, I would trust that man to look after the woman I loved.”
You want me to stay in the comfortable keep with good food and wine and servants to keep company with a beautiful woman? “I hate to be left behind, but I can see it’s important to you.”
A huge grin split Lee’s face. “I’m relieved to hear it, my friend.” He swept Merrik into a crushing hug. “You’ll always have my gratitude.”
Merrik stepped away from the hug. “Sure.”
“Mira will be pleased as well,” Lee said. “I know you two have exchanged heated words on occasion, but that’s because you’re both so much alike, I think. I know deep down she’s rather fond of you.”
Cackling laughter echoed along the corridors of Merrik’s mind.
Ponder.
A little like asking the fox to guard the henhouse, isn’t it?
Merrik scowled inwardly. Did anyone ever really think you were funny, jester?
The king used to, Ponder said. Then again, a father tends to make allowances for his son.




CHAPTER NINETEEN
R aysal Dahl paced Jurgan Harste’s suite of rooms, waiting for his return. She was completely nude, skin porcelain white with touches of pink in the expected places. It was chilly but not quite cold. Servants had done their duty earlier, lighting a fire before Raysal had sneaked inside to wait for the baron’s eldest son. She wasn’t embarrassed by her lack of clothing. The spell which had allowed her to gain access to Jurgan’s private quarters had also required her to disrobe. So be it. Perhaps Jurgan would find her appearance unnerving, and it might give her some sort of advantage.
The waiting stretched, and Raysal grew restless. She went to a sideboard and filled a goblet from a carafe of brandy. She sipped tentatively. Not bad.
She couldn’t allow herself to drink too much. The spell she used to get in was how she expected to leave again, and it still worked as it hummed in the back of her mind, demanding to be maintained. Raysal had studied hard with her mentor, had trained her mind to be disciplined. She could maintain the spell while conversing or doing other things, but if she happened to lose her grip on it completely, the spell would be lost until she studied the pages in her book again. Once she’d concluded her business, she’d prefer to leave quietly and unseen.
She heard the door latch rattle just as she took another sip of brandy. Her eyes darted around the sitting room. What was the most dramatic way to be discovered? Sitting in the stuffed leather chair? Leaning against the fireplace mantel?
The windowsill.
She rushed to the window, turned, and hoisted herself up onto the wide sill. The stone was cold on her buttocks, but she was going for style, not comfort. Raysal sat with her legs dangling, crossed at the ankles, brandy goblet held up in a jaunty fashion, back straight, one eyebrow up in a playful, cocky expression.
It struck Raysal suddenly that it might not be Jurgan coming at all but a servant to stoke the fire or a guard making the rounds – in which case, she’d have to strike fast and dispose of the witness.
But the next moment, Jurgan Harste came through the small foyer and entered the sitting room, brow furrowed in thought.
“You and I need to talk, Jurgan Harste,” Raysal said.
Jurgan’s head snapped up, eyes widening at the intruder perched on his windowsill, his surprise doubling when he noticed the woman addressing him was stark naked. He opened his mouth to shout.
“Don’t,” she said. “If you shout, I’ll have to kill whoever comes. I’m not really supposed to be here.”
Jurgan closed his mouth and considered her for a moment. “I’d hate for you to kill anyone … although I don’t see where you could possibly be hiding a dagger.”
Raysal laughed softly. “There are other ways to kill. I suggest you take my word for it.”
Jurgan gestured to the sideboard with the brandy. “May I join you?”
“It’s your brandy.”
He went to the sideboard, filled a goblet and drank. He seemed to compose himself and said, “Who sent you and why did they send you without a stitch on?”
“You know Count Tazar, yes?”
Jurgan paused the goblet halfway to his lips, and he thought before he answered. “Indirectly.”
“There are two men who currently claim themselves as the rightful heir to Greymond’s throne,” Raysal said. “The count is curious if you have … a preference.”
A half shrug as he sipped brandy. “I’m not sure what I want, but I’ve very sure what I don’t want. I don’t want to suddenly be told some boy half my age is the new king and that I’m to bow to him. My father is an old man, and I’m to be the next baron. What good does it do me if I’m forced to obey some pretty boy upstart?”
“Count Tazar backs the other claimant, a man called Rodwik,” Raysal explained. “Choose him if the boy rubs you the wrong way.”
“I’m not interested in bowing to anyone.”
“But you’re going to,” she said matter-of-factly. “One way or another. You’ll be forced to choose, so you might as well make a choice that benefits you.”
“Oh?”
“Baron Harste is influential in this region,” Raysal said. “If he supports Lee, a dozen other barons will follow his lead. Renn Tazar doesn’t want that, especially if it comes down to fighting which it assuredly will.”
She could see Jurgan’s surprise plain on his face. Obviously, he hadn’t realized how far along events were. Few did.
“Fighting each other is foolish,” Jurgan said. “These Union people already want to kill us. Why should we do their job for them?”
“You’re surprised?” She shook her head, smiled as if tolerating a slow-witted child. “Why do you think? Power, pride, stupidity, take your pick. There’s a throne at stake, and you expect people to be rational? I don’t have any answers for you, but I know better than that.”
“Fine. Then what’s the prize for siding with Tazar?” Jurgan asked. “Gold? Precious stones? Naked women delivered directly to my living quarters?”
Raysal’s smile turned cold. “I’m nobody’s prize, Jurgan, but rest assured siding with Tazar would have its benefits. He’d need someone trustworthy to rule this entire region, from Harste on the Dayflow all the way north to the borderland of the Tribesmen. Someone to keep the upstart barons who supported the wrong man in line.”
“My father is influential but still only a baron,” Jurgan said. “To govern all the other barons would take at least …”
“A duke?” Raysal suggested.
“Tazar doesn’t have the power to make anyone a duke.”
“The new king will.”
She watched as Jurgan thought about that, the silence hanging thick in the air. Raysal sipped her brandy and waited.
Jurgan waved the notion away. “It’s pointless to speculate. My father’s baron, not me.”
“Perhaps that’s a situation that needs to be corrected.” She fixed him with a hard stare and waited. It wasn’t a subtle point she was making, and the next few moments would decide if coming to see Jurgan had been worth it.
He turned away from her, pacing and drinking brandy.
He turned back and said, “This other claimant. This …”
“Rodwik.”
“This Rodwik,” he said. “Would he be a good king?”
“Does it matter?”
A pause, then a slow shake of his head. “No.”
“Then it would seem you’ve made your choice.”
A sly grin crept across his face. “Duke Jurgan. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”
“You understand, neither I nor Count Tazar can be any part of this,” Raysal said. “It would undermine everything we’re trying to accomplish if the barons knew your newfound authority was the result of a conspiracy. Do whatever you have to do, and when the dust settles, Tazar will approach you on Rodwik’s behalf about an alliance.”
“Of course.”
“Then I’m finished here.” She set aside her goblet and swung a leg around and out the window, letting it dangle outside. “If there are no questions, I’ll be going.”
“Oh?” Jurgan looked curious but also amused. “It’s a forty-foot drop to the inner courtyard.”
Raysal smiled then began to spit out the words which had been clawing for escape ever since she’d arrived, arcane syllables integral to the spell she’d been maintaining in the back of her mind. She felt her arms and legs pull in on themselves, bones and flesh reshaping, a strange kind of distant pain. Shapeshifting spells were complicated, and it would be a few weeks before she could use this one again, not just for the time it would take to study the complicated spell again, but also because she’d need time to recover. Twisting oneself on a fundamental level into a completely different, living being took a toll on one’s body.
Her bones grew lighter, hair transforming into glossy black feathers, soft pink feet shriveling into gnarled talons. She hadn’t known exactly what she’d get when she’d first tried the spell. Her mentor was a great master, and whenever he’d cast the spell, he always transformed into a large Great Horned Owl.
Raysal always became a raven, sleek and black. She flapped her wings and launched around the room, making a single complete circle and catching a glimpse of Jurgan’s astonished face before shooting out the window and into the night.
She wheeled on an updraft, flying high over Harston on the Dayflow, lights yellow and warm in windows of various houses, roofs intermittently frosted with snow. It was tempting to see the meaningless of everything from this height. What were people but little things that crawled over the world like insects? They lived and died, and the world went on. All was destined for dust and ruin.
But later.
For now, there was only the beat of her wings against the cold air, the night endless before her. Her clothes were safely hidden atop the widow’s walk of a manor house a mile north of town. The estate belonged to an acquaintance of Tazar eager to do the count a favor. She’d return and transform into a woman again and slip back into her dress.
But for the moment, she was the raven. She dipped and spun and looped, letting the exhilaration wash over her, felt what no other human could feel. She hadn’t expected flight to be so intoxicating, and there were times she thought about not transforming back. It was a danger, her old mentor Kendrik had warned her. If she wasn’t human again by the time the spell ran its course, she’d risked staying the raven forever.
No. Raysal wouldn’t let it get that far. She knew the limit.
She soared higher and higher, wondering just how far that limit could be pushed.




CHAPTER TWENTY
U gly Loorin limped along the cobblestone streets of High Harbor between the Produce Bazaar near Westgate and the Boulevard of Amusements bordering Bottomtown, a working-class residential district. Situated as it was, the Boulevard of Amusements saw an interesting cross section of High Harbor’s citizenry. The boulevard began in Upper Levoy where prominent merchants and lesser nobility resided, then trailed down through a neighborhood of craftsman guilds after which the “amusements” began – street jugglers and bards and gambling dens and a variety of taverns. Once past the amusements, the boulevard continued into the seedy harbor district where it terminated at a cliff overlooking the sea.
The Boulevard had been good for Ugly Loorin who sold cast off flowers from a wicker basket for copper bits. They were yesterday’s castoffs from a proper florist in Upper Levoy, but they wouldn’t quite wilt until morning, and a young man or ambitious sailor might spend the money to make a good impression with a young lady. She’d worked the boulevard for long years, and from the Royal Gambling Hall on the corner where Imperial Street crossed the boulevard all the way to Bottomtown was her territory, the guild made sure of that. They took a pretty cut each month, but it was worth it for the protection. Even a flower girl’s guild was too risky to cross.
So, if you wanted a flower for your best girl and you happened to find yourself on the Boulevard of Amusements, then go see Ugly Loorin.
Ugly Loorin knew she was ugly and didn’t mind the name. At her age, she was well past hurt feelings. It helped folks remember who she was, and that was good for business.
Loorin as a child had been plain and there’d been no sign she’d be anything but plainer as she aged. At age thirteen, a trash cart had broken loose from its tether, had barreled down a steep alley and smashed over Loorin just as she’d stepped in front of it. Better if she’d died, nearly everyone had said. She’ll never walk again. But she had. With a limp, but she got around. A permanent dent in one side of her head, teeth missing, nose askew.
But despite the world’s suggestion she slid quietly into oblivion, Loorin endured. Her life wasn’t much, but it was better than no life at all.
“Oi!” Someone called. “Flower woman!”
Loorin turned to see two men chasing her down, sailors obviously. They wore the blue cloaks of the duke’s navy, white and blue striped shirts beneath, limp, floppy hats with the anchor pin. She could smell the rum on them a mile away. They each paid a copper bit for a fistful of Golden Tongues, one of the few flowers that bloomed in abundance even in winter.
They turned to leave, now properly armed for wooing, and one turned to the other and said, “Dumo, burn my eyes. Did you get a load of that thing? Ugly doesn’t cover it.”
And there it was, the slight pinch that turned her indifference into a lie, the fleeting evidence that Ugly Loorin did have feelings after all. The pinch faded so quickly, it might have been imagined. Never mind. She’d survived worse than a sailor’s careless insult, and Loorin intended to go on surviving.
She looked up and realized she’d arrived at her destination, a tavern called The Sleepy Troubadour. An old, battered lute without strings hung from a bracket over the doorway. There was no other sign, but none was needed. The place was well-known throughout the city. Sounds of laughter and music reached her in the street. There was usually a large affable crowd this time of night.
Ugly Loorin took a deep breath and entered. Maybe she’d even sell some flowers.
    
“Stop fidgeting, cousin.”
Luizen realized she’d been nervously tapping one foot against a table leg and stopped herself. “Sorry. I’m nervous. This is a terrible idea.”
“It was your idea,” Tazar reminded her.
“Not mine. His.” Luizen said. “I just helped smooth out some of the rough edges.”
Tazar shrugged. “The both of you together then. It doesn’t matter. We’re here now.”
Yes, somehow Luizen had been lured into Rodwik’s scheme and now they were here … here being a tavern in High Harbor. They’d taken a table in the back but with a good view of the rest of the room. Like any other popular tavern on a busy night, the place was crowded and smoky and loud. Luizen and Tazar had to put their heads together to hear each other speak. Pipe smoke and ale and sweat making a familiar and not altogether unpleasant stink. A troubadour strummed his instrument on a stool in the center of the room, more to provide pleasant background noise rather than put on a show. Everyone seemed to be having a good time.
Luizen sighed. Well … let’s see how long that lasts.
“You’re doing it again,” Tazar said.
She stopped kicking the table leg. Again. “Sorry.”
“Smoke some of that stuff you’re so fond of,” Tazar suggested. “It will mellow you.”
She’s been too nervous to eat or drink anything. She’d left her pipe back in her suite of rooms at the inn, but she opened her clutch and discovered she did have one of the thin, tightly rolled kwali sticks. She popped it into the corner of her mouth and leaned down to light it with the candle on the table, puffing and then sitting back and blowing a long gray stream of smoke into the air.
The kwali took effect almost immediately, the world now framed with a hazy blur around the edges. A dreamy smile. She almost laughed knowing she should still be nervous but now felt a strange distance from it. Almost as if everyone around her were actors in some play.
And that did make her laugh.
Tazar frowned. “What?”
“This is ridiculous, you know,” she said. “All of it. Everything.” Puff puff.
“I liked it better when you were kicking the table,” Tazar said.
A slow smile. But he doesn’t disagree. She sucked on the kwali stick and waited, no longer nervous or impatient, but nothing could completely extinguish the tight feeling of anticipation like a cocked crossbow ready to kill. At least I haven’t been bored, she admitted to herself. Not since cousin Renn introduced me to Rodwik.
Her eyes bounced around the interior of the tavern, and she wondered when he might make his appearance. Instead, the front door opened, and her gaze landed on the old woman, a misshapen thing carrying a wicker basket of flowers. The woman held Luizen’s attention, and she watched as the woman circled the room, offering flowers to various patrons who mostly shooed her away, either uninterested in flowers, put off by her appearance, or both.
A large man pushed away from his table and rose from his chair just as the old woman passed. She bumped into him, and he spilled half his ale down the front of his tunic. Anger flared in his eyes.
The old woman looked up aghast at the big man, one of her eyes milky. “Abject apologies, milord.”
He sneered down at her. In another context, Luizen would have found him roguishly handsome. Tall, back straight, shoulders wide. Glossy black hair down over his shoulders, and five days stubble on his square jaw giving him a rugged look. Straight nose, eyes a brilliant blue. Oh, yes, this one had no lack of female companionship, Luizen felt sure.
“Stupid old bitch,” he said loudly. “You’ve spilled my drink, you clumsy animal.”
Heads turned to see what had disturbed the tavern’s genial atmosphere.
Handsome. Luizen took a long drag on the kwali stick. But not very nice.
“It’s just Ugly Loorin,” somebody called from across the room in an attempt to cool the moment.
“Shut up!” the big man snapped. “Do you people know who I am? Dester Kane. Champion they call me! Thirty-three arena matches won, undefeated. Eleven men killed who refused to yield. My sword strikes like lightning, and my fists are thunder!”
Luizen exhaled smoke. He likes himself, doesn’t he? A crooked grin. In her kwali haze, she found the blustering giant amusing. At first, she’d thought him cut from the same cloth as Rodwik, brutally handsome and animalistic, but now she saw better. Only those with needy self-doubt beat their chest so hard.
“M-milord.” Loorin trembled. “I humbly beg—”
“Beg me the price of another ale then,” Dester growled.
“Milord, I can’t apologize enough. Please forgive –”
Dester reached into Loorin’s basket, rummaging among the wilted flowers, he came out with a paltry four cobber bits. “Pathetic. Barely enough to replace my ale.”
“Milord, I need that to feed myself,” Loorin pleaded.
“You should have thought of that before you blundered into me.”
A man at the next table turned toward Dester, somebody brave or foolish Luizen couldn’t quite decide. He had a pleasant rosy face, thinning hair, dressed like a middleclass craftsman of some sort.
“Come on then. Leave off her,” the craftsman said. “I’ll buy you a new ale myself. Let’s just all have a nice time.”
Dester wheeled on the man, loomed over him. “Did I invite you to butt into my business?”
The craftsman’s eyes shot wide. “No offense meant. Just trying to help.”
“Stand up and defend her then if you will.”
The craftsman turned back to his own ale. “Never mind then.”
Dester bent over to talk right into the man’s ear. “So, you have something to say but won’t back it up? Talk is easy. What will you do about it, little man?”
Luizen had never seen sweat break out on a man’s forehead so quickly.
“My apologies,” the craftsman said. “I … misspoke.”
Dester snorted and straightened himself. “Misspoke. I should say so. Would anyone else like to misspeak?”
Silence hung thick in the tavern. Luizen puffed the kwali stick.
Dester turned back to the old woman and grabbed her by her upper arm, jerking her close. The old women yelped. The tavern’s patrons stirred. The unfolding scene was no longer a curiosity but now something more upsetting.
Loorin dropped her basket, attempted to pull away from the huge man. “Please. You’re hurting me.”
“Hurt?” Dester laughed cruelly. “I’ll show you hurt!”
His fist came up fast and smashed into the side of the old woman’s face. The harsh smack of flesh on flesh was enough to penetrate Luizen’s kwali stupor, and she gasped along with several others in the room.
Luizen glanced at Tazar. This is going too far. She’d known harsh men to discipline a servant with a slap, but to punch an old woman with a fist …
But the count gave no sign he was moved one way or another. He merely watched and waited.
Loorin tried to wilt to the floor, but Dester wouldn’t let her, held onto her upper arm.
“Look at this disgusting creature!” Voice raised to make sure the entire tavern heard. “Mangled, mishappen body and a face that would crack a dozen mirrors.” Dester laughed. “I say we tie a few large stones around her neck and drop her in the harbor. That would be a public service, wouldn’t it? Put the revolting thing out of her misery.” More braying laughter.
Just as the laughter died away to stone silence, another voice came out of nowhere. “That’s enough.”
Luizen’s breath caught. At last!
Dester turned a quick circle, eyes darting into every corner. “Who said that? Who’s got the balls to tell Dester Kane when anything’s enough.”
At a table against the far wall, four men hunched over their drinks. They wore cloaks with the hoods up, faces concealed. The one with his back to Dester turned in his chair, head still down, face in shadow, but Luizen knew who it was.
“I told you that’s enough,” said the one who’d turned. He didn’t shout it or growl it. But there was something more sinister in the calm measured way he said it than if he had shouted. “You’re boring everyone.”
At first, Dester seemed stunned that anyone would talk to him that way, but then his face twisted with a cruel grin. “Then stand and face me, and we’ll give everyone a good show.”
Silence. The entire tavern held its collective breath. The sound of a chair scraping on the floor as the stranger pushed away from the table and stood. Dester was a big man, but if the stranger had been able to stand straight, he’d have been able to look the arena fighter square in the eyes. The stranger swept back his cloak and lowered his hood. Gasps rolled through the room, a scattering of whispers.
Luizen caught some of what was being said – the hunchback king and it’s really him and what’s he doing in a place like this?
The whispers died away, and Rodwik fixed Dester with a hard, no-nonsense stare. “We don’t really want trouble, do we? Better for everyone if you drink somewhere else.”
A scornful laugh from Dester. “I go where I please and drink where I please, and it pleases me to drink here, but it does not please me to have to look at this wretched thing.” He gestured to Loorin cowering on the floor. “But I see now why you chose to meddle. You’re quite the ugly thing yourself, aren’t you, all twisted and disgusting. Did your mother fall down a flight of stairs while you were still in her stomach?”
Murmurs throughout the room. Luizen shifted in her seat and sucked hard on the kwali stick. She knew what was coming, and the anticipation was like some exquisite torture.
Rodwik smiled slowly. “Handsome is as handsome does, my friend. This woman you delight in abusing can’t help how she looks any more than I can help the hunch on my back. But you work at ugliness, make it your sport. You chose ugliness, and for that I pity you.”
Dester rolled his eyes. “It’s what’s on the inside that counts? Is that the best you can do?”
Rodwik shook his head. “No. Consider this. There are more of us than there are of you. The ugly. The crippled. The outcasts. We’re everywhere. Even if a man or woman simply feels this way.” He lifted his voice for all to hear, turning to make eye contact with those throughout the tavern. “I don’t care if you’re short or fat or have a big nose. We’ve all felt it, haven’t we? That we’re not good enough? That we must avert our eyes or step aside when so-called better men like Dester come strutting past.”
Mutters of agreement.
“Some call me a king,” Rodwik said. “But I don’t say these words as a king. I’m a man. I know a man’s doubts and his hurt just the same as anyone here. I see and hear and think like a man, and do you know what I see? I see good honest people that deserve respect and dignity.”
The agreement was louder this time.
“And if anyone wants to harm such good people.” Rodwik nodded at Ugly Loorin on the floor. “Or if anyone wants to harm that woman, then they’ll have to get through me.”
Cheers and applause as the tavern folk came alive at Rodwik’s words.
“Fool,” sneered Dester. “Talk. Words to dupe a roomful of idiots. Well, I don’t trade in words, friend. I’m an undefeated arena champion. And that means I’m a man of action!”
Dester’s fist flew up so fast, Luizen almost didn’t see it, knuckles like walnuts heading straight for Rodwik’s face.
But the hunchback was faster.
Rodwik’s hand flew up and caught Dester’s fist three inches away from smashing into his face. More gasps from around the room. Dester was a big man with a big fist, but Rodwik’s hand closed around Dester’s as if it were a child’s.
And then Rodwik squeezed.
Dester’s eyes went wide. The crack-crunch of his fingers being crushed was momentarily the only sound in the tavern until Dester howled, a screeching mix of outrage, pain, and surprise.
The arena champion jerked his ruined hand away and stepped back. Confusion flashed in his eyes. “Have you lost your mind?”
“It’s always the same with bullies,” Rodwik said loud enough for all to hear. “It’s a rude awakening, isn’t it, to realize your time is over.”
Dester had lost interest in keeping up his end of the banter. He drew his dagger and surged forward.
“He’s drawn steel!” shouted someone from the back of the room. “Not sportsmanlike!”
Disapproval pulsed through the crowd.
Dester swung wildly at Rodwik’s face. The hunchback ducked underneath the dagger blade, sweeping up a thick three-legged stool from the floor and bringing it up just in time to block Dester’s backhanded return swipe.
Then Rodwik brought the stool up in a vicious uppercut. The heavy wood plowed into the underside of Dester’s chin, everyone in the room flinching at the sharp crack of jawbone, teeth and blood spilling from the big man’s mouth.
Well. Luizen smiled. Not so handsome now, is he?
Dester tried to say something but only spit blood, teeth clattering on the floor at his feet. His eyes blazed with panic. He thrust the dagger, sloppy and rushed.
Rodwik shifted, caught Dester’s thrust under one powerful arm, trapping the arena champion. The hunchback turned his body, twisted with his arm. The sickening wet snap of bone, and Dester screamed, a horrible, muted sound coming from his ruined mouth. Rodwik plucked the dagger from Dester’s hand and pulled the other man in close until they were eye to eye.
“I don’t like bullies,” Rodwik said through gritted teeth.
And then plunged the dagger through Dester Kane’s heart.
Rodwik let the body drop. The room froze in stunned silence.
The hunchback stepped over Dester’s corpse. He went to one knee and took Loorin’s frail hands in his. “Can you stand?”
Half of her face had swollen badly from Dester’s blow, but she nodded. “I can … you’re majesty.”
“Then let me help you.”
He stood and helped her up, the entire Tavern watching intently.
“If I am your king, then you are my subject,” Rodwik said. “Is it not the king’s duty to protect his subjects from all enemies both from within and from without? The world may think us ugly, Loorin, but to me you will always be beautiful.”
Rodwik bent and kissed Ugly Loorin lightly on the forehead.
A pause.
And then the tavern erupted in applause and boisterous cheering. The walls vibrated with it. Men and women rushed forward, many patting Rodwik on the back, uncaring of his hump. He shook hands, smiled at them as the cheering went on and on.
Tazar leaned in close to Luizen’s ear to be heard above the din. “He has a back room. He’ll make his way there eventually. Find out if he’s coming back tonight. We have a busy day tomorrow. I’ll have my man bring our carriage around.”
“Right.” Luizen dropped the butt of the kwali stick on the floor and mashed it out with the toe of her shoe.
    
Neddy Bones ushered Rodwik into the little anteroom and closed the door on the crowd in the hall still shouting the king’s praises.
“That could not have gone better,” Rodwik said.
Neddy grinned. “Didn’t I say I’d do you right? My boys’ve been spreading the word since you arrived, stoking the rumor fires overtime.”
“How many in the tavern were plants?” Rodwik asked.
“Enough, but not as many as you’d think,” Neddy said. “People liked what they saw. That was all honest cheering in the end. You’re going to be king, Roddy.”
“It’s amazing what the average person will believe,” Rodwik said. “What’s there to drink? Killing blowhards is thirsty work.”
“A bottle of brandy.”
“Hand it over.” Rodwik took the bottle. “What did you offer Dester? It had to be a pretty amount. An undefeated arena champion has his pride.” He tilted the bottle back, the brandy scorching his throat, the warmth spreading to his limbs.
Neddy shrugged. “A hundred gold coins.”
Rodwik choked, brandy spilling over his chin. “That’s absurd.”
“Not like we was ever going to pay him anyway.”
“A fair point.” Rodwik drank. “My compliments, Neddy. Dester was the perfect choice. Handsome enough to make everyone else feel ugly by comparison, and so full of himself that everyone hated him. But we couldn’t have him talking of course. That would risk the whole scheme. Besides, I enjoyed it. Dishing out comeuppance is one of life’s pure joys.”
“And we saved a hundred gold coins.”
“That we did.” Rodwik took another long pull of brandy. “A successful night.”
“Everyone in High Harbor will be talking about it by morning,” Neddy assured him.
“Good. Because Tazar is taking me to meet the duke in the afternoon.”
A rap at the door.
“Come in,” Neddy said.
A rough looking man with an uneven beard stuck his head in the room. “Some posh bit of tail wants in. Says her name’s Luizen.”
Neddy looked at Rodwik.
Rodwik nodded.
“Bring her back,” Neddy said.
“Righto,” the man said and left.
Rodwik frowned. “One of yours?”
“Don’t mind him,” Neddy said. “He ain’t learned good manners like you. But we’ll need him and others like him.”
“Yes,” Rodwik agreed. “I’ve forgotten life in the Salt Sewers. Don’t let me go soft, Neddy.”
“Not on your life, Roddy.”
The door opened just long enough for Luizen to slip inside.
“They’re still toasting you out there,” she said. “From what I heard on the way in here, Dester Kane has been an unpopular figure in High Harbor for a long time. I don’t think you’ll be able to escape without every person out there insisting they buy you a drink.”
Rodwik nodded at a door on the other side of the small room. “That hall goes to a back alley. I’ll sneak out in a bit.”
“You think of everything.”
“Give the credit to Neddy.”
Luizen’s eyes slid to the other man in the room. “The old acquaintance you were telling me about?”
Neddy gave her the once over, trying not to be obvious about it. Good looking and an interesting dresser. And, yeah, posh. If Neddy needed any further convincing his old pal Crooked Rod was moving up in the world, she’d do it. “Neddy Bones, milady.” An exaggerated bow. “At your service.”
“Neddy knows every dark corner of High Harbor,” Rodwik said. “And he’s to be thanked for the whisper campaign that’s put my name into everyone’s mouth. The hunchback king! We’ll have to conjure some official sort of title for him if he’s to be in the king’s employ. Minister of Sneaky Bastards or something.”
“I could do more for you the less I draw attention to myself,” Neddy said.
“Yes, I suppose you’re right,” Rodwik agreed.
“Renn wanted me to find out if you’re coming back tonight,” Luizen said.
“Don’t wait up,” Rodwik told her. “Now that we’ve set things into motion, there are people I need to see. The duke likes to be popular. I win the people, and I win him. If I win him, half the barons in the south will fall into line as a matter of course. The other half will wise up within a fortnight, realizing where their bread is buttered.”
“Renn also asked me to remind you—”
“I know we’ve an appointment with the duke,” Rodwik said. “Tell your cousin I’ll be there, and I’ll be presentable. He needn’t worry.”
She smiled crookedly, like she knew a secret. Neddy could see the attraction now, something beyond that she was merely nice to look at. There was something sly in her eyes. Yeah, Roddy’s intrigued. She might be good for him, or she might be trouble.
Roddy’s problem. Not mine.
Luizen stood on tiptoes and kissed Rodwik on the cheek. “Have fun.”
She left, turning once to wink, before going back out the door.
“I like her,” Neddy said.
Rodwik smiled. “She’ll be useful.”
Right.
Another knock, and the same man stuck his head in again. “The old woman this time.”
“Bring her in,” Rodwik said.
Ugly Loorin entered, grinning at the hunchback, the effect somewhat ruined by her swollen face.
“You can take a punch, woman,” Rodwik said. “You’re made of stern stuff.”
“Easier when you know it’s coming and can roll with it a bit,” Loorin said. “I’ve had worse, your majesty.”
Rodwik pulled a purse from his jerkin and dropped it into Loorin’s flower basket. “Twenty pieces of silver for your excellent work.” The old woman could sell wilted flowers all year and never see so much.
A clumsy but sincere attempt at a curtsy. “Very generous, your majesty. Let me know if I can be of service again.”
“I will,” Rodwik assured her. “Leave through the other door if you’d like to avoid the crowd.”
“Dumo bless you, majesty.” Loorin left through the other door.
The two men stood in silence for a moment. Rodwik drank from the brandy bottle.
“You know, if we couldn’t risk Dester talking, then we can’t risk the old woman either,” Rodwik said. “Loorin strikes me as the chatty type.”
Neddy nodded and sighed. “I’ll follow her.”
“Remember to get the silver back.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
T hey set out early for Harston on the Hill and rode all day, stopping for an overly elaborate luncheon, in Kitimar Denning’s opinion, but she supposed this was one of those trips where getting there was half the amusement. Baron Harste wanted to show off his holding after all.
And the place was nice, Kitimar admitted to herself as she rode. It was cold but tolerably so. The snow had all melted, and she imagined the rolling hills green in spring. Trees dotted the landscape here and there in tight copses.
In addition to Kitimar, the traveling party consisted of the baron, his younger son, Lee, Count Bettin, and thirty of the baron’s men-at-arms. The baron had made good on his promise to provide a proper escort for the king’s safety although Kitimar doubted there was much danger hidden in this wide-open land.
The priest had wanted to come but had been left behind since he annoyed the baron. Jeen had come along for which Kitimar was glad. The woman was good company, and Kitimar had found herself cut out of most of the conversation between Lee and Baron Harste, not that she minded. Lee needed to win the baron over. If staying out of the way helped, then fine.
Jeen twisted in her saddle, looking back down the road behind them.
“What is it?” Kitimar asked.
“I thought I saw someone … maybe not.”
Kitimar looked too. “Someone following us?”
“I don’t see him anymore,” Jeen said. “But this is the main road through here, isn’t it? Probably just another traveler.”
“Probably.”
They rode in silence for a moment, and then Jeen asked, “How long are we going to do this?”
“The baron assures us we’ll reach Harston on the Hill in time for dinner,” Kitimar said.
Jeen laughed. “No, I mean how long are we going to follow Lee around while he makes himself king.”
“I … I guess I hadn’t thought about it,” Kitimar admitted.
Kitimar had been tasked by Star Goddess’s high priestess to seek out Lee and help him in his efforts. Exactly how she was supposed to go about that hadn’t been completely clear. Help him fight battles? Her first try at that hadn’t been a success. She’d tried to take Whiteout Pass from its defenders – led by Jeen of all people – but had been repelled. It was only after Merrik and Rugger had come along that they’d been able to form a plan that had worked, and they’d taken the fort guarding Whiteout Pass.
But not because of Kitimar Denning’s leadership.
Well, she was learning, wasn’t she? And she had a job to do.
So yes, how did Jeen put it? Kitimar was committed to following Lee around while he made himself king. It would take however long it took.
Jeen on the other hand …
She’s not even from here. Lee wouldn’t be her king. Why would she even care? No wonder the woman wondered how long she’d be following the man around.
“I don’t suppose you have a dog in this hunt, do you?” Kitimar said.
Jeen’s eyes narrowed. “A what?”
Kitimar smiled. “An expression my father was fond of. Have you been pondering your future?”
“A bit,” Jeen said. “The mind wanders after a long time in the saddle. This isn’t home. The Union isn’t any more either. At first, I was content to come along for the ride, but I need to figure out what I’m going to do with myself.”
“You’re doing a good job keeping me company.”
“What’s that pay?”
Kitimar barked a laugh. “You want me to pay you to be my friend?”
“It’s a joke. You’ve been very accepting of me – especially considering I led the troops who tried to kill you – and I offer my friendship gladly, but the fact is I don’t belong. I have some thinking to do.”
“If you’ve experience leading troops, then my guess is there will be a use for you soon,” Kitimar said.
“But what would I be fighting for?” Jeen asked. “Don’t answer. I’m just thinking out loud. I just need time.”
“Take all you need,” Kitimar said. “The war won’t start today.”
They reached Harston on the Hill in the light of dusk. The land humped up in front of them, a scattering of smaller hills surrounded by a larger one on which the village perched. The road narrowed as it wound its way around the western side of the hill until it reached the rocky pinnacle. A ten-foot-high stone wall carved from the native rock circled the entire crest. By the time the road made a complete circle all the way around, they were at the top, in front of the village’s gate, a door of thick wooden beams banded in iron wide enough for a wagon to pass through.
Baron Harste related the history of the village as they rode. Centuries ago, it had begun with a single watch tower, an early warning system against the tribes dwelling at the foot of the Arrowheads. The tribes had long since been subdued. The village grew and the wall was built. Harsten on the Hill’s chief trade was wool. Herds of sheep munched grass across the surrounding countryside. Craftsman in the village dyed the wool. It was either shipped in bulk or made into various garments. Harste took great pride is telling the others that the wool was known as the best in the region and put a tidy sum into his coffers each year, a portion of which was reinvested in –
Kitimar snorted awake, and realized she’d been dozing in the saddle. Jeen hid a laugh behind one hand.
Kitimar perked up again once through the gate. The village was much smaller than Harston on the Dayflow – under a thousand people according to the baron – but it was a thriving place filled with friendly faces.
The village couldn’t boast a proper keep, but the largest of the guard towers – the original from when the hill was merely a watch post – had been converted into quarters for the man in charge of the village, in this case the Baron’s second son who would not be returning with the others to Harston on the Dayflow. They feasted in the makeshift banquet hall, slept deeply, and arose early the next day.
They were back on the road with first light, leaving the baron’s son and ten of the men at arms who would keep the peace in Harston on the Hill and ward off the occasional bandit.
Lee reigned his horse in next to Kitimar’s. He had dark circles under his eyes.
“Late night?” Kitimar asked.
“The baron had many questions,” Lee said. “We talked well past when everyone else had gone to bed.”
“You won him over?”
“In a manner of speaking,” Lee said. “I think he always meant to support me, but he wanted to take my measure. Also, I think he wanted to feel I’d earned it. I don’t think he’d have responded well if I’d shown up and demanded he kneel before even breaking bread together.”
“Then you have earned it,” Kitimar said.
“I didn’t mind. I like him. He’s a hard man. But he’s a good man.”
Kitimar nodded. “That’s how Bettin described him too.”
“When we return to the baron’s keep, he’ll talk more about the men and money he’ll put toward our cause,” Lee said. “We might be feeding our army with wool money the rest of the winter.”
Jeen pulled her horse alongside theirs. “He’s back.”
“Who?” Lee asked.
Kitimar twisted in the saddle to look back along the road they way they’d come. About a half mile back she saw a lone rider in a scarlet cloak, hood pulled up. “That’s the rider you saw yesterday?”
“It’s the same scarlet cloak.”
Lee frowned, squinting back at the rider. “What can he do? There’s only one of him. Likely just a traveler who happens to be going in the same direction.”
Kitimar and Jeen exchanged glances. That’s what we thought yesterday, just another traveler.
They kept an easy but steady pace, eating up the miles, Kitimar glancing back at the stranger occasionally. Each time she looked, he seemed to have dropped further behind until finally she checked, and he wasn’t there at all. Probably he was just another traveler after all. Kitimar put him out of her mind.
They crested a low rise and stopped to rest the horses and eat lunch.
“There is a personal ritual I routinely observe when I pass this way.” Baron Harste gestured at a large stand of trees in the shallow valley to the west of them, an easy five-minute walk. “There is a pleasant meadow beyond the treeline. A shrine to the Star Goddess is located there. My wife used to pray there whenever we passed. I’ve never been religious, but I visit the shrine to honor my wife. I’d welcome the company of anyone who’d like to join me.”
“Shall we break camp then?” Kitimar asked.
“No, let the men eat and finish resting the horses,” Harste said. “This won’t take long.”
“I would be honored to come with you, Baron,” Lee said.
“I’ll go too,” Kitimar said. As a duchess, she was one of the ranking members of the party, and her father had taught her the importance of such ceremonies. It might not mean much to her, but it was obviously important to the baron. The diplomatic thing to do was go along.
They strolled into the valley, chatting pleasantly about unimportant things. Kitimar followed Lee and the baron into the trees. It was tough going, trees crowding close together, undergrowth thick, but the next minute, they broke through and found themselves in a wide meadow, the shrine rising from the center.
The statue of the Star Goddess stood on a large base, the entire thing at least a dozen feet tall. The depiction was typical, a flowing dress, a strip of cloth wrapped around her eyes since she was also known as the Blind Goddess. Vines crept up the sides of the shrine. It was clear that few people visited this place.
They approached. Kitimar and Lee stood back a few paces, letting the baron have a moment to himself. He bowed his head, hands clasped in front of him. A long moment of silence stretched.
The crunch of dried leaves, the crack and rustle of dry shrubbery. Kitimar turned to look. Perhaps some animal was coming through the thicket to –
The snap-twang of a crossbow being fired. The bolt struck Baron Harste in the back of the thigh. The man screamed and went to one knee.
“Assassins!” Kitimar drew her broad sword.
Lee turned, hand dropping to the scepter hanging from his belt.
Another bolt flew past the baron, two inches from his left ear.
“They want the baron!” Lee moved to put himself in between the baron and the men coming through the trees. A third crossbow bolt glanced off his breastplate with a metallic tunk.
Kitimar held her broadsword in front of her and took in the situation. She cursed herself for leaving her helm and her bigger two-handed sword back at camp. She hadn’t thought she’d need them.
Eight men had come through the thicket, dressed in forest garb, dark greens and browns, bits of leather armor. They approached in a ragged semi-circle, some closer, others just coming through the thicket. Five held short swords, some with daggers in their off hands. The other three held the crossbows and were in the process of pulling fresh bolts from quivers.
The crossbows worried her. They could kill from a distance.
But they were slow to load.
Kitimar rushed forward.
She headed for the two closest to her. The first immediately saw what was happening and dropped the crossbow. He drew his short sword just in time to deflect Kitimar’s thrust with a sloppy parry, but she pressed the attack, and he stumbled back, bringing the short sword up again.
Kitimar batted the blade aside, the metallic kling ringing across the meadow, and then on the backhand swing drew a red line across the man’s throat. The tip of her blade didn’t bite deeply but deeply enough, opening the man’s jugular. Blood fountained, and the man’s eyes went wide. He dropped his sword, hands coming up to staunch the flow.
But Kitimar was already turning to the other man, still doggedly trying to reload his crossbow. He saw her coming, panicked and fumbled the bolt to the ground. She was aware that at least two more of the attackers were coming at her fast, and others were headed toward Lee and the baron.
She lunged, dispatching the second crossbowman quickly with a blade through the belly.
But the third crossbowman had finished reloading. He lifted his weapon and loosed the bolt.
But not at Kitimar.
The bolt streaked toward Baron Harste, but Lee flung himself in front of him just in time. The bolt pierced the plate armor at Lee’s right shoulder. He winced, grunting pain, and shifted the scepter to his left hand.
The baron’s hand flashed into his cloak and came out with a small, brass huntsman’s horn. He blew three short blasts, paused, then blew three more.
I sure hope he’s calling for reinforcements, Kitimar thought.
But there was no time to wait for help.
Three of the attackers descended upon her at once. She swatted away an incoming blade then twisted immediately to parry a blow from the second attacker. He brought around the dagger in his off hand, but it glanced off her breastplate. He’d had to step in close to use the shorter blade, and she smashed upward with the pommel of her sword, feeling the satisfying crack of cartilage. He stumbled back with a yowl, blood spurting from both nostrils.
In the corner of her eye, Kitimar saw the final crossbowman reloading again.
But there was no time for him. The man she’d smashed in the nose had fallen back, blinking rapidly, probably seeing stars, but the other two pressed the attack. Kitimar swung her sword furiously between them, swatting aside one thrust and then another. She saw the crossbowman take aim but couldn’t do anything about it.
The snap-twang of release and the bolt flew.
And sank deep into Baron Harste’s chest.
The baron’s eyes shot wide. He looked down at the bolt protruding from his body, bewilderment in his expression. He took a halting step back and then another, hit the shrine behind him and slid down into a slumped sitting position.
Lee was still doing his best to position himself between the fallen baron and his attackers. One of Lee’s arms hung limp, the bolt still sticking out of his shoulder, blood dripping down his otherwise gleaming armor. Two attackers lay dead at his feet, blood soaking into the mud. Lee swung the scepter wildly, backing off two more attackers trying to get at him with short swords but afraid to get too close.
Kitimar was doing the same with her opponents, still swinging her sword back and forth between them, parrying thrusts and waiting for one of them to make a mistake and give her an opening.
She noticed that the crossbowman had reloaded.
And he was aiming his next bolt at her.
Oh… shit.
A clamor from the tree line. Another figure came through the thicket, a man in a scarlet cloak, the glint of armor apparent where the robe parted in front.
The one who was following us. Damn it! Are these his men?
The newcomer lifted a big two-handed sword as he rushed into the meadow, his scarlet robe falling open. His armor was very much like Kitimar’s a mix of plate and chainmail. His helm had only a narrow slit in front for his eyes.
The crossbowman heard him coming and turned to look.
Just as the warrior in scarlet swung the sword. The blade cut through the man’s arm at the elbow. Forearm and crossbow went flying as the man screamed. He stepped back, stump spurting blood in time with his heartbeat.
Kitimar’s eyes popped wide. He’s on our side?
The newcomer swung his sword almost casually as he swept by the crossbowman, cutting open his belly. He went down, still screaming, trying to keep his guts from spilling out with his remaining hand.
One of Kitimar’s attackers turned to face the newcomer. He ran at the scarlet warrior, thrusting wildly. The warrior blocked the thrust past him, stepped in close to the man and smashed his helm into the other man’s face with a wicked headbutt. A loud crack, and the man stumbled back, spitting teeth and blood.
The scarlet warrior didn’t bother finishing the man off. He rushed to Kitimar’s aid, stabbing her other attacker in the back. The man screamed and fell at Kitimar’s feet.
“Are you okay, Duchess Denning,” the warrior asked.
Kitimar was caught by surprise yet again. That’s a woman’s voice!
Now that the warrior was standing closer to her, Kitimar could see she wasn’t any taller than she was even though the bulk of her armor gave her a masculine look.
“I’m fine,” Kitimar said. “Thank you.”
The warrior turned without a word and headed toward Lee, Kitimar following belatedly. The warrior passed the man she’d headbutted. He writhed on the ground, hands groping his ruined mouth. She stabbed down as she passed, tying up that loose end.
They found Lee on one knee. An alarming amount of blood stained his armor down one side. He gulped for breath, sweaty and pale.
The warrior went to one knee and ripped off her helm, tossing it aside. A slight girl in her early twenties, fine features, black hair shaved close to her skull, dusky skin and dark, mysterious eyes, lips a dark red, nearly purple. A scar ran from the bottom of her right earlobe, down the side of her neck past the collar of her armor. “Your majesty! You’re hurt. Tell me how I can help.”
A weak smile from Lee. “Lady Aronvale.”
Kitimar watched the woman’s face shift from concern to surprise.
“You … you know me, your majesty?” Emma Aronvale asked.
“Apologies,” Lee said. “I know you’ve been trying to see me. Just … been so busy.” Lee panted, clearly hurting. “I’m glad you didn’t give up.”
Kitimar watched the other woman closely. Emma’s cheeks went red.
Blushing? Kitimar thought. This girl is actually blushing. Although it was hard to tell with her dusky skin.
Because she thinks Lee is the king, Kitimar realized. She’s starstruck.
And at that moment, Kitimar realized she still didn’t believe it, not quite. Lee wasn’t really the king, was he? This was all something Father Effingham had cooked up.
The words of the Star Goddess’s high priestess haunted her. Make a lie the truth.
“Never mind me,” Lee said. “See to Baron Harste.”
“Of course!” Emma scurried away to check the baron.
Kitimar kneeled next to Lee, taking Emma’s place. “You really know her?”
“Count Bettin … pointed her out.” Lee winced in pain. “I’m sorry but is this important at the moment?”
“Sorry,” Kitimar said. “You look terrible.”
“That’s encouraging.”
“We’ll get you help.”
“Nothing vital was hit,” Lee said. “Just … the blood.”
“We should get your armor off.”
“At least we can take heart that they failed,” Lee said. “They tried to get me, but I’m still here.”
Kitimar frowned. “I hope this doesn’t damage your pride, but they weren’t here for you. They were dressed for skulking around the woods, not a pitched battle. Harste said he always comes here when he passes through. They were waiting. This was an ambush.”
Lee looked around, eyes trying to focus on the carnage around him. “Yes, you’re right. It’s obvious now that you explain it.”
Another disturbance in the thicket and a second later a half-dozen men emerged in red livery, swords drawn.
“The baron’s men,” Kitimar said. “They must have heard his horn.”
Emma knelt next to Baron Harste, shaking her head. She sighed. “Well, they’re too late.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
M errik was perfectly satisfied not to join the party riding to Harston on the Hill with Baron Harste and the others. The baron’s keep was comfortable – unlike many drafty places Merrick had been to – the kitchen was well stocked, and the bed Merrik had been given was soft and inviting. He’d slept well past their departure.
He’d risen at his leisure, scrounged a breakfast from the keep’s larder, and had then wandered the castle.
Merrik found his way to Penville’s workshop where he found the wizard poring over Red William’s spell book. Merrik was still concerned that the ghost wizard inside him needed a way to replenish spells. Penville showed him various techniques for concentration or to clear his mind, but whenever Merrik tried to read even a single line on a page, the results were the same, blurry vision, headaches, and even nausea if he pressed too hard.
“It’s no use,” Merrik said. “I’ll never master it.”
“It took me years working with my mentor,” Penville admitted.
“I’m not that patient.”
“No, you don’t strike me as the type,” Penville said. “Didn’t you tell me Cullen took over your sword arm when it was time to fight.”
It wasn’t quite as simple as taking over, but Merrik admitted basically, yes, that was correct.
“There’s your answer then,” Penville told him. “Let the wizard – Arzumel, yes? – take you over. He can read the spell for you, using your eyes the same way Cullen uses your arm.”
Merrik considered. Early on, Ponder had warned against trusting the wizard.
What do you think, Ponder? Worth the risk?
No answer.
Stupid jester.
“The book really is quite amazing.” Penville turned pages. “There are some healing spells here I’ve never seen before. And I’ve never seen such a large appendix of cantrips.”
“Cantrips?”
“Extremely minor spells often for everyday use. Here, I’ll show you.” He turned to an unlit candle on the table, snapped his fingers as he uttered a single magical word. The candle flame winked into being. “One of the first spells almost any apprentice learns. Cantrips are but very simple spells, a very low level of magic, but they can do wonders when cleverly applied.”
Maybe I should try one of those, Merrik thought.
“Do you mind if I keep this book for a while and copy one or two of the spells?” Penville asked it tentatively. Wizards were not known for sharing their magic, and Penville probably wouldn’t have asked at all except Merrik wasn’t a wizard. “I would of course compensate you.”
Merrik’s ears perked up at the word compensate. The fact was, he already had plenty of gold, an obscene amount some might say. Still, old habits die hard. “What did you have in mind?”
“There’s always money, but I think you might be more tempted by my inventory.” Penville gestured to the shelves and tables around his workshop. “A wizard needs supplies after all.”
It took Merrik a moment to realize what Penville meant. A wizard used bits of this and that for spellcasting. Sometimes the components were used at the time of casting. Often, as was the case with many battle spells where a split-second might mean life or death, the items were used at the time of learning the spell. Components might be as simple and common as garlic or as exotic – and therefore expensive! – as Basilisk blood.
Not the Merrik knew much about such things. His only knowledge of magic had been borrowed from the wizard inside his head.
“Some of these items would probably be useful,” Merrik agreed. “But I’m not sure I’m qualified to choose.”
And then Merrik felt it, the sudden tingle in his fingertips that he recognized as Arzumel asserting himself. A moment of resistance and then Merrik relinquished control. The wizard surely knew what he needed more than Merrik did. His hand floated above the various items in Penville’s workshop. Without warning, his hand snatched a vial of blue powder and put it in his satchel. Merrik let Arzumel have his way … a flask of green liquid, a wad of dried herbs, a chunk of yellow rock that smelled like a sewer.
A few minutes later, and Merrik had lost track not only of the number of items, but of the variety. When Merrick grabbed what he recognized – thanks to Arzumel –as the dried wing of a vampire bat, Penville cleared his throat pointedly.
“This is getting a tad expensive,” Penville complained.
A tight feeling in Merrik’s mind which he interpreted to mean Arzumel needed more.
“Perhaps I could allow you to copy two spells,” Merrik said.
Penville raised an eyebrow. “I can pick them?”
“Of course.”
“Carry on then,” the wizard said.
Merrik plucked another dozen items from Penville’s shelves to fill his satchel before feeling the tightness in his mind ease. “That should do it.”
“An interesting array of items,” Penville said. “I could hazard a guess at a few of the spells, but … well, I won’t pry. I’ll begin copying the spells immediately.”
“Fine,” Merrik said. “Just let me know what time tomorrow I can pick up the book.”
Penville barked a laugh. “That’s a joke, yes?”
Merrik narrowed his eyes. “Is it?”
“Some of the simpler spells I might be able to copy in two or three days,” The wizard told him. “More complex spells could take a month?”
“A month?”
“Magic is an intricate and delicate enterprise,” Penville explained. “One stray quill stroke can ruin days of work. Leave the book with me. Upon my reputation as a member in good standing in the brotherhood of wizards, I will keep it safe. If you can come back in a month, I will return it to you no worse for wear.”
Merrik had no idea where he was going let alone if he’d be coming back in a month or ever. “Is there really such an organization as the brotherhood of wizards?”
“There is not.”
“Then why—”
“I was speaking figuratively!”
“Fine.” Merrik sighed. “A month.”
Merrik returned to the group of rooms Baron Harste had allocated for Lee and his party. Nobody was there. He went to a window facing, more or less, in the direction of Harston on the Hill and wondered how they were getting along. He looked down and saw a square below just beyond the wall of the keep. A small open-air market, people trading their goods, going about their business.
They’ve no clue, Merrik thought. They don’t even know how close a thing it was. If that army had made it through Whiteout Pass, they would have swept south easily. Harston by the Dayflow would be occupied at best, maybe razed.
You want to be thanked? asked a voice in his head.
Merrik frowned. Where were you earlier, Ponder? I had questions for you.
What makes you think I would have had answers?
Don’t you?
You need Arzumel, not me.
Ah-ha. Then you were listening. Tell the wizard I want to talk to him.
Laughter.
Be helpful for a change, why don’t you, Merrik said.
Do you think all three of us are just sitting in here perched on stools waiting to see what Merrik Niles wants of us? You’ve had a glimpse of what it’s like in here. I’ve called. Arzumel doesn’t come.
He showed up long enough to pick out what he needs for his spells, Merrik replied.
Then you come in here and look for him, Ponder said glibly.
Someone cleared her throat loudly behind Merrik.
He turned abruptly, startled.
Mira leaned in the doorway. A ceramic pitcher dangled from one hand. She held two goblets between her fingers in the other. “How long do I have to stand here waiting for you to notice me, jackass?”
“Sorry. Lost in thought.” Merrik eyed the pitcher. “Are you drunk?”
“Not yet,” she said. “I didn’t want to drink alone.”
“Where’s Tabba?”
“Mykle went back to camp to make sure everything is still organized, and Tabba went with him,” she said. “And everyone else has gone off to Harston on the Hill.”
“So, I’m your last choice as a drinking companion.”
“Do you want some of this fucking wine or not?”
Merrik gestured to the goblets. “Pour.”
She filled two goblets and handed him one. They flopped into seats and drank quietly.
A silent minute passed. Then two.
A servant stuck his head in the. “Milord? Milady? May I be of any service?”
“Yes,” Mira said. “Could you attend to the fire?”
“Of course, milady.”
They sipped wine and watched the servant build a fire in the small fireplace. A few minutes later, a small fire blazed pleasantly, warming the common area. The servant bowed and left.
Mira sipped wine.
Merrik took a gulp.
The fire cracked.
“So,” Merrik began. “You and Lee.”
Mira nodded. “Me and Lee.”
“How’s that going?”
“It’s … oh, you know. Great. It’s going great.”
“Really?”
“No.”
Merrik laughed.
“Don’t laugh at me, you asshole.” But a reluctant smile spread across her lips.
“Tell Uncle Merrik your problems.”
Mira shook her head, the smile widening. “No problems. It’s just … not exactly how I thought it would be.”
“You mean it isn’t all square jaws and being swept up in bulging biceps and wind blowing majestically through blond hair?” Merrik asked.
“You really are the worst sort of person.”
Merrik held out his goblet. “Fill me up.”
She refilled it.
“It’s work,” Mira said. “That’s what surprises me. It’s not all romantic. Lee is a good man. A very good man.” She gulped wine. “Sooooo good.”
Merrik laughed and raised an eyebrow. “And you prefer your men bad, don’t you?”
“Shut up, no that’s not what I mean,” she said. “He just makes me feel … I don’t know.”
“That you have to be that good too.”
Mira thought about it. “Maybe. That’s close. For Dumo’s sake, he’s going to be king, Merrik. That’s a lot to live up to, being with a man like that. I don’t think I knew what I was in for.”
“He’s everything I’m not,” Merrik said. “Surely that’s a mark in his favor.”
“I wish there was a way to put together a man from scratch,” Mira said. “I could take the best parts of both of you.”
“It’s good to hear I have at least a few good parts,” Merrik said. “I’m partially flattered.”
“I’m serious.” She leaned forward in her chair, intent now, and sipped wine. “You benefited from low expectations.”
“I don’t feel quite so flattered now.”
“There was a time at Harkun’s keep, when the tribesmen had us under siege, that I wanted you to take me away. You seemed fun and at least you were young unlike the old man my father wanted to marry me off to. You could take me away, and if you got tired of me or I got tired of you it wouldn’t matter because at least I’d be away.”
“But it matters now, doesn’t it?” Merrik said. “Lee matters.”
“Yes.”
“And it’s frightening.”
“Yes.”
“He needs you,” Merrik said,
A long pause. “Yes.”
“Then you’re going to marry him and be queen,” Merrik said seriously. “Because you’re a good woman, and you know he needs you, and you can’t turn your back on that.”
“Yes.” Her voice had become small, eyes lowered as if looking for something in her wine goblet. She sipped. “Fuck.”
Silence took over again.
Mira set her goblet aside, leaned forward and kissed him lightly, waiting for him to kiss her back.
He didn’t.
“Merrik, so help me, I’ll ball up this little fist and smash you right in the face.”
“You’ve been drinking.”
“Not that much.”
He kissed her back.
And then they were tugging at clothing, desperate and frantic. She pulled his breeches down to his knees. He bunched up her skirt. She climbed onto him, legs spread, lowering herself, her breath catching at first and then a sigh and then a slow rhythm faster and faster her head thrown back and then a gasp and then the shivering and she went rigid then limp.
Merrik felt dizzy. She lay against him, both their hearts hammering away.
The common room door creaked open, and Mira’s head snapped up, eyes popping wide with panic.
“Merrik, are you in here?” Effingham said as he entered. “I’ve been looking everywhere for – oh, for fuck’s sake.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
E ffingham and Merrik sat next to each other in the carriage as it sped down the road south to Five Rivers.
“You really are just the worst sort of person,” the priest said.
“I’ve been getting that a lot lately,” Merrik admitted.
“I suppose it’s just as well I’ve been instructed to take you to Five Rivers,” Effingham said. “I only wish I’d gotten to you a few minutes sooner.”
“I’m counting on your discretion, Effingham.”
“My discretion?” Effingham rolled his eyes. “If you think I’m telling anyone about your little indiscretion, you’re out of your mind. And I gave our Lady Mira a good talking to before we left. You’ve both been incredibly irresponsible.”
“She’s stressed, Effingham,” Merrik said defensively. “And maybe a little frightened.”
“So, who’s not stressed and frightened?” the priest said. “Greymond is about to rip itself apart deciding who should be king. And then our friends from across the Arrowheads are all too willing to come subjugate whatever’s left. And now I find you corrupting the king’s future bride.”
“She was corrupting me to be fair.”
“You will tell no one. I will tell no one,” Effingham said. “Mira will tell no one. It will be as if it never happened.”
As if it never happened. Merrik considered the priest’s words. Was it for the best? Probably. But was it what Mira wanted? Or Merrik? She’d wanted him.
Or had she merely needed a momentary escape? Her life had been turned upside down. She was going to be queen. If the priest hadn’t whisked him away, Merrik might have found out.
The carriage jostled and swayed violently. They were traveling far too fast for the poor road.
“What’s the hurry?” Merrik asked. “We won’t get there tonight no matter how fast we go. We might as well not break our necks.”
“We were summoned and told to make all possible haste,” Effingham said. “So, we’re making all possible haste.”
“Summoned by whom? You still haven’t said.”
“The archbishop, of course, who else?”
Merrik suddenly felt ill. He’d slept with the archbishop’s niece and had stolen a map from his private office. He’d thought he’d gotten away clean, but if the archbishop had somehow found out …
“Stop worrying,” Effingham said.
“Who says I’m worrying?”
“It’s all over your face,” the priest told him.
“What in the world would I have to be worried about?” Merrik asked.
“That you seduced his niece Zarabelle might be a concern.”
Merrik winced. “I forgot I told you that.”
“Or that you stole his map which led to the king’s scepter.”
“I definitely should not have told you that.”
“Well, stop worrying,” Effingham said. “He already knows.”
“What? How is that supposed to make me stop worrying?”
“It’s all part of an elaborate plan,” Effingham assured him. “The archbishop will explain it better.”
The carriage jostled and shimmied until well after nightfall. They stopped for a night at a modest inn, ate a bland meal, and turned in early. They were up with the dawn the next day, refreshed horses dragging the carriage south again.
Merrik felt his anxiety grow as they crossed the first bridge into Five Rivers. The last time he’d been here Merrik had bribed his way into the abbey through a side door and had escaped on a group of barrels lashed together.
This time, the carriage stopped in front of the main gate and let them out. Afternoon was just sliding into evening. Effingham had words with the guards who stepped aside, admitting them immediately. A different set of guards escorted them to the archbishop’s tower, and they were taken to the top by the main stairway this time as opposed to the narrow servant’s stairs Merrik had used before. He kept looking around, fearing Zarabelle would pop out at him at any minute.
“I’m asking you to please behave yourself,” Effingham said from the side of his mouth as they approached the archbishop’s offices. “Forget whatever dukes and counts you may have met. Archbishop Fenwigg is probably the most powerful man between the great forest and the Arrowhead Mountains. He will be the one to coronate Lee unless we piss him off somehow, so don’t do that. And obviously nothing about soiling his majesty’s betrothed.”
Merrik opened his mouth to offer a sharp retort, but the archbishop’s office door swung open, and Merrik was hustled inside.
The guards left, the heavy door closing with an ominous thud.
Archbishop Axen Fenwigg sat behind a polished wooden desk the size of a small fortress. He sat glowering, fingers steepled under his chin, eyelids heavy. He looked like a man disappointed in stupid underlings who’d botched and easy job.
“Gentlemen, please sit,” he said.
Merrik cleared his throat. “Archbishop, I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m –”
“I’m well aware of who you are, Marquis Niles,” Fenwigg said tightly. “Now sit.”
Merrik sat.
“Gentlemen, I spent a lot of time and effort orchestrating a complex plan in which Greymond might finally be united under a king,” the archbishop said. “And you both came perilously close to fucking it up beyond all possible redemption.”
Effingham tsked. “Come now, Axen, we’re all working toward the same goal here. There’s no need to—”
“That’s archbishop to you,” Fenwigg snapped. “This isn’t your job anymore, Eff. I stepped in and cleaned up your mess. You wanted to be a lowly priest. Fine. So, act like one, shut your mouth, and do what I tell you.”
Wait? What? Merrik’s eyes went to Effingham. That nutty old bastard used to be archbishop.
Effingham’s eyes narrowed. “My apologies … archbishop.”
“Gentlemen, we’ve been strangely fortunate,” Fenwigg told them. “In spite of your freewheeling interference, and outright stupidity” – he glanced at Merrik – “we’ve somehow stumbled and bumbled our way along and, incredibly, our plan – with only a few minor adjustments – remains intact. Furthermore, the church finds that it has additional use for you as we move forward. Otherwise, I would not have thought twice about having both of you disposed of.”
Merrik shifted nervously in his seat and cleared his throat.
The archbishop sighed extravagantly, indicating his lack of patience. “Yes? You have something to say, Marquis?”
“First, and I can’t stress this enough,” Merrik said, “I wish to express my sincere gratitude for not having us killed.”
“Get on with it.”
“Right. You mentioned a complex plan. Uh … what plan might that be?”
The archbishop considered for a long, tense moment, “I can’t stress enough that everything I’m about to say is confidential. Setting aside that the future of Greymond depends on this scheme, you should at least consider that I will not hesitate to put you on the headmen’s block if you open your fool mouth. Is that clear, Marquis Niles?”
“Extremely clear, your grace.”
Another tense silence. Then Fenwigg turned slightly in his chair, gesturing to the large tapestry hanging across the room. “An eye-catching piece. No doubt you remember it from your last visit to my office.”
“You know, I’m actually glad for the opportunity to explain that,” Merrik said. “An amusing story, actually. You see, I just happened to be in town when –”
“Marquis Niles, every time you open your mouth, I reconsider your execution,” Fenwigg said.
Merrik shifted in his chair to face the far wall. “The tapestry. You were saying?”
Merrik did indeed remember seeing it before. The imposing figure in plate armor before the black castle wielding an ornate mace. Spirits swirled around him. The depiction was striking and slightly disturbing. When Merrik had first seen the tapestry, it had struck him that the lone figure holding aloft the mace was in danger of being overwhelmed by the ghostly horde, and while it still seemed that way, it occurred to Merrik there was another way to look at it. As if perhaps the horde had been summoned by him, even served him. Merrik couldn’t be sure.
But one thing Merrik was sure about. What he’d originally taken for an overly opulent mace was in fact the scepter that he himself had found at the other end of the map he’d stolen. The scepter of the ancient king.
“I can see on your face that you recognize the scepter,” Fenwigg said. “You wanted to hear our plan, yes?”
Merrik turned back to the archbishop. “I suppose it would be best to know what I’ve been caught up in.”
“Very well,” Fenwigg said. “First, some background. Since the fall of the crown, the Church has provided the only real continuity in Greymond from decade to decade and century to century. If left up to the barons and counts who all squabble among themselves, the people would have devolved into grunting savages wearing animal skins. The Church asks no thanks nor reward for preserving civilization. We’ve simply seen it as our duty.”
Saving civilization itself seemed something of a farfetched boast to Merrik, yet he recalled his father teaching him something similar during his history lessons. His father had been no fan of religion, but he admitted the Church as an institution had provided the necessary pseudo-governmental structure to keep mankind from devolving into grass hut-dwelling savages. A long dark age had been averted.
“Greymond was no longer Greymond really. There was little unity,” Fenwigg explained. “But at least there was stability. Commerce continued uninterrupted. Crops planted and harvested. The daily routine of normal life unfolded for most people seemingly without any need for a king. But daily life is different than going to war. A few years ago, the Church’s eyes and ears on the other side of the Arrowheads caught wind of some change coming. You’ve experienced the results firsthand, I believe.”
Merrik nodded. Fenwigg, of course, was referring to the Battle of Whiteout Pass. The Union of Territories wouldn’t have sent an army that size unless they meant business. Their intent was to conquer the Scattered Kingdom. It was as simple as that. Merrik had given them a bloody nose and had thwarted their plans, but Merrick knew the Union was far from finished. Their plan had been to take the Scattered Kingdom by surprise with only a small portion of their army. The plan had failed, but that only meant that when the Union tried again, they’d be coming with everything they had.
“You managed to buy us some time with your miracle at Whiteout Pass, Marquis,” Fenwigg admitted. “I suppose we should be grateful for that … another reason we haven’t had you beheaded or tossed into a deep hole.”
Effingham cleared his throat. “The marquis excels at being accidentally helpful. Somewhere deep inside him is a good man. Don’t let his self-centered, gadabout demeanor fool you.”
“I’m not fooled by anything, Effingham, and we’ll get to you in a moment,” Fenwigg said.
The priest sat back in his chair, chagrinned.
“So, yes, thanks to Marquis Niles, we have some time,” the archbishop continued. “But the enemy is regrouping, and we need to be ready. If every baron and count in the Scattered Kingdom locks himself inside his own keep when the invaders arrive, then the Union will pick them off one at a time. We need to be united, so we can fight together. We need to be united under a king, one that everyone acknowledges and recognizes.”
Merrik had heard much the same from Effingham.
“So, when I heard the rumor that Count Renn Tazar had unearthed a true heir to the throne, I quietly took notice,” Fenwigg said. “Understand that such wild claims are not unusual. Every now and then some upstart presents himself with trumped up documents or expects to get by on charm and slick talk. These false kings range from confidence tricksters looking for quick gold to deluded nobles who actually believe the nonsense they’re peddling. In the end, the result is the same. They are ignored or exposed as frauds, and the Scattered Kingdom goes merrily on its way, happily without a king.”
Merrik spared a glance for Effingham. If ever there were a confidence trickster, it’s you, old man. The priest pointedly did not look back at him.
“But Count Tazar is a serious-minded man,” the archbishop went on. “He’s not a fool to be taken in by some fake. If he were investing time and effort into this claimant, then it bore investigating. Again, I put my eyes and ears to work. I’ll spare you the long list of details they uncovered. Suffice it to say, it was enough to convince me the man really was directly descended from Greymond’s last king. The man’s lineage was confirmed by a wizard’s divination. I’ve seen copies of the documents.”
“You’re joking,” Effingham blurted. The archbishop’s information had clearly taken the priest by surprise. “Then … that would mean …”
“Yes.” The archbishop’s lips curled into a mirthless smile. “You created and supported the utter fiction of this boy Lee as the heir to the throne, completely undermining another who appears to be a legitimate claimant.”
Effingham looked slightly ill.
Merrik tried to take some petty pleasure in the priest’s discomfort but couldn’t. What had the priest thought? That he alone could orchestrate the salvation of Greymond? The golden boy with the dragon tattoo had been too good to resist. Lee had been tailor made for just this purpose, handsome and strong and good-hearted.
And a lie.
Archbishop Fenwigg let the heavy silence stretch uncomfortably.
Effingham cleared his throat. “I mean, if I’d known … uh … that it to say, I saw an opportunity … If I’d known there was already …”
“Calm yourself, Effingham,” Fenwigg said. “As I’ve already said, luck is on our side. You were always luckier than you were smart, Effingham, and this case is no different.”
“I’d like to think Dumo was guiding my hand,” Effingham said.
With a heroic effort, Merrik managed not to roll his eyes.
“Count Tazar’s king is a man named Rodwik,” Fenwigg explained. “And my agents have been working nonstop to find out everything possible about him. Gentlemen, I say without exaggeration that this Rodwik is a monster inside and out. He is a hulking hunchback with arms like some jungle ape. He’s deadly with a weapon or with his bare hands. He is the worst sort of scum from the Salt Sewers of High Harbor. He’s cruel and black-hearted and has blood on his hands.”
“In other words,” Merrik said. “Not an ideal choice for king.”
A mild sigh from the archbishop. “You might be surprised. Often the sort of man we might find objectionable personally proves to be an efficient ruler, and my understanding is that this Rodwik possesses no small amount of cunning.”
A pause, the archbishop shifting in his chair, seemingly trying to decide what to say next. “We arranged for you to steal that map,” Fenwigg said at last.
“What?” Merrik found that hard to believe. He’d gone to a lot of trouble to steal that map. “If you wanted me to have it, why not just give it to me?”
“We didn’t want you to have it,” Fenwigg said irritably. “We wanted the scepter, but we didn’t want the Church involved. The moment the barons thought the Church might be taking sides or pushing a specific political agenda, we’d lose half our credibility. It’s been an incredible balancing act these past centuries running everything but not appearing to run everything.”
“But why did you want the scepter? I mean … you really let me take it?”
“You thought you’d seduced my niece Zarabelle.” There was a hint of hostility in the archbishop’s grin. “Quite the opposite, I assure you. Oh, I’m sure you’re charming in a certain context, but Zarabelle played you like a lute, letting you think whatever you needed to think. She’s quite a young lady. Frankly, you’re fortunate she didn’t keep your balls as a souvenir.”
Merrik was allowed to steal the map? Zarabelle was playing him the whole time? Merrik’s head spun. “May I have a goblet of wine?”
“You may not,” Fenwigg said. “As for why we wanted the scepter, the answer is simple. A bargaining chip. You were supposed to take the map to our agents in the Skull & Dagger League. They’d retrieve the map and bargain with Count Tazar on the Church’s behalf … without Tazar knowing about the Church’s involvement, naturally.”
The Church of Dumo has agents in the Skull & Dagger League?
Has the world gone crazy? Merrik glanced at the sideboard across the room. There was a decanter of wine right there. It just seemed rude not to offer.
“Count Tazar wanted the scepter to add another layer of legitimacy to his hunchback,” Fenwigg explained. “To the average farmer toiling in the field, the scepter means nothing. To the more educated it is a powerful symbol. It appears in other paintings and tapestries like the one here in my office. Certainly, the scholars in the east will see it as a significant sign, and Tazar knows that. Winning over the duke in Eastport and the other aristocracy along the coast is no small thing. Having the scepter was meant to buy a seat at the negotiating table. Otherwise, the Church would be at a severe disadvantage when it came to shaping Greymond’s future.”
Fenwigg sat back in his chair, steepling his hands again, and offered Merrik a withering look. “But then the asshole hired to bring us the map followed it instead and found the scepter himself. I take it you had no actual idea what you had, did you? Just something shiny you could sell.”
Merrik fidgeted in his seat. “I swear if I’d known –”
“You might not have known, but someone did.” The archbishop shifted his attention to Effingham. “Some priest with delusions of grandeur. You had the scepter and a golden-haired boy with a vaguely dragonish tattoo. And that was all you needed, wasn’t it, you stupid son of a bitch?”
Effingham swallowed hard.
“Elaborate schemes, effort, gold, time, all gone into the making, the fate of Greymond hanging in the balance,” Fenwigg said. “Undone by a greedy sot and a scruffy priest eager to put on a theater production of Meet Your New King.”
“When you put it like that,” Effingham said reasonably. “One could see how my actions could be interpreted as … uh … rash?”
“Foolish and irresponsible.”
Effingham started to object, thought better of it, and nodded meekly.
“Foolish and irresponsible,” Fenwigg repeated. “But lucky.”
Effingham raised a hopeful eyebrow.
“Tazar has no intention of unifying Greymond in order to oppose the Union of Territories,” Fenwigg said. “Rather he intends to make a sort of peace with them, Rodwik as puppet ruler with Tazar the one pulling the puppet’s strings. It is a tepid sort of ambition if you ask me, but if he pulls it off, he will essentially rule all of Greymond … although he’ll answer to the Union.”
Merrik considered that. Was that so bad? What did it matter which power-hungry noble ruled? Our man? Their man? So what?
But Fenwigg must have been reading Merrik’s mind. He said, “That might seem an easy and peaceful solution, but life under the Union’s rule would be unrecognizable. Certainly, the Church would cease to exist. I have no intention of letting that happen. Lee is a complete and utter sham, but he’s now the horse we’re betting on. We’ll put him on the throne over this sinister hunchback, unite Greymond, and fend off these invaders from the other side of the mountains. The following is essential: only a small handful of people in all the Scattered Kingdom know what I’m telling you. It needs to stay that way.”
Merrik leaned forward, a serious expression on his face. “You can trust me, your grace.”
“I trust your sense of self-preservation,” Fenwigg said. “Tell anyone and not only will I have you killed, I’ll make sure whomever you’ve told is killed also. I’m dead serious, gentlemen, if word gets to the wrong people about how hard we’re working to put a pretender on the throne, then all our efforts will have been for nothing.”
Both Merrik and Effingham enthusiastically assured the archbishop they would take the secret to the grave.
“Naturally anything that undermines Lee’s credibility or reputation would be frowned upon.” Fenwigg fixed a hard stare on Merrik. “That includes soiling our future queen.”
Merrik blanched.
“My eyes and ears do turn up in unlikely places.” Fenwigg shrugged. “One of my spies might be someone as innocuous as the servant who stokes the fire in your common room. Who knows?”
It’s really unfair to endure this without wine, Merrik thought.
“The point is that it never happened … and never will again.”
Merrik nodded. “Yes, your grace.”
“Told you,” Effingham whispered from the corner of his mouth.
“As I mentioned before, both of you are still alive – in part – because I have a use for each of you,” Fenwigg said. “Effingham.”
“Your grace?”
“It pains me to say this,” Fenwigg admitted, “but keep doing what you’re doing. Lee must be shepherded, steered in the right direction, and advised. The only difference is that you now take orders directly from me.”
“Of course, your grace.”
The archbishop turned to Merrik. “Niles.”
Merrik sat straight. “Your grace.”
“It’s come to my attention there’s something special about you, something unique that can serve our cause in a very specific way.”
He knows, Merrik realized suddenly. He heard about Whiteout Pass, and he wants to use the ghosts. He thinks I can control them and their powers.
Archbishop leaned forward, elbows on his desk. “It’s come to my attention you’ve started some kind of business which produces … starshine, is it?”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
F or a few tense minutes, Kitimar Denning had been frightened. When they’d finally removed Lee’s plate armor from the waist up, the amount of blood all down one side of him had been alarming. They’d staunched it, and the men had carried him – and Baron Harste’s corpse – back to Harston on the Dayflow. The baron’s body had been taken back to the keep and his son was informed of the murder.
Lee had been taken back to his own camp across the river. Surgeons had been fetched with utmost urgency, stitches sewn. Lee’s wounds had not been serious, but he was ashen with blood loss. He was ordered to bed.
Kitimar emerged from the surgeon’s tent, wiping sweat from her brow.
Emma Aronvale waited for her. She rose from one knee, the eager question plain in her eyes.
“He’s lost a lot of blood,” Kitimar said. “But he’s going to be fine with rest.”
Relief flooded Emma’s face. “Thank Dumo. I thought all was lost.”
She means that, Kitimar thought. To her, Lee’s life and death is the same as the life and death of the kingdom.
Emma’s eyes began to go watery. “I’ve come so far … believed so hard. I mean … if it all came to nothing …”
Kitimar put a hand on the other woman’s shoulder. “He’s going to be fine. And with loyal warriors like you around him, how can he fail?”
Emma’s head came up quickly, joy and relief flashing in her eyes.
It really means that much to her, Kitimar mused, bewildered. It must be the idea of Lee, something he stands for. She never even met the man before yesterday.
Effingham’s machinations. The priest had been working overtime to concoct a legend, to arrange a prophecy no prophet had even foretold. And it didn’t hurt Lee looked like every artist’s dream of what the chosen one might look like. Handsome golden boy, tall, eyes that were simultaneously kind but also strong and could make a woman feel …
Ahem. Anyway.
But in the next instant, Kitimar looked up and saw it wasn’t just women. A large circle of people stood at a respectful distance, lords and fighters and servants from the kitchen tents, every walk of life represented, old and young, men and women, common and noble, all believers.
And what if Lee had been killed. Then what? It’s over, the army goes home, all of this – as Emma said – would be for nothing?
It had been foolish, she thought. Letting Lee ride off like that. He’s the most valuable commodity we have. Not Lee as a man. The idea of him.
Kitimar realized every eye was on her. Of course. She’d come out of the surgeon’s tent. They wanted to know.
She raised her voice. “He’s resting. He’s going to be just fine.”
Relief rolled through the crowd, people turning to one another, offering nervous smiles, mutterings of Thank Dumo on the lips of many. A young lordling in chainmail turned to a comrade and clapped him in the shoulder, both exchanging grins. They wore the liveries of houses Kitimar didn’t recognize. Probably minor nobility looking for a way to make names for themselves.
Don’t worry, boys. Your war hasn’t been cancelled. You’ll get your shot at glory.
But that wasn’t quite fair, Kitimar realized. There was more to it than that.
These people loved Lee. And that was impossible because none of them knew him. It was the idea. They loved the fiction Effingham had created. It was a dream they loved.
Maybe that’s what the priestess wanted of me, Kitimar mused, remembering the say the Star Goddess’s high priestess sent her on her mission. The people don’t need a man wearing a crown to come together. They need a dream.
Emma stood as the rest of the crowd dispersed. “Thank you, your grace. Thank you so much.”
Kitimar offered her a quizzical look. “Thank me? I didn’t do anything. Thank the healers when you see them. If anything, it should be me thanking you. You showed up just in time when we were attacked at the shrine. Did you suspect we’d need your help? Is that why you were following us?”
Embarrassment colored Emma’s cheeks red. “Nothing so heroic. I wanted to try to meet him. In camp, the king is always surrounded by advisors, always so busy. I’d hoped on the way to Harston on the Hill I could contrive a way to meet him. That sounds so ridiculous, doesn’t it? Like a farm girl with a crush on a stableboy.”
Kitimar laughed. “Maybe don’t say it like that.”
Emma looked embarrassed again but smiled.
A commotion in camp drew their attention, and a moment later, the crowd cleared to let a rider through, a woman in leather armor over a dark green tunic, no helm, black braids trailing in the wind. She reined in her horse five feet from where Emma and Kitimar stood, ice blue eyes flashing with urgency. Kitimar took a better look at the girl. Young, even younger than Emma, but she could ride well. That much was evident.
“I need to see his majesty immediately!” she insisted.
“Probably not going to happen,” Kitimar said. “He’s been wounded and is resting with the healers.”
The rider’s eyes widened with alarm.
“He’s fine,” Kitimar said quickly. “I’m Duchess Kitimar Denning. Whatever message you have, you can give to me. I promise he’ll hear it.”
The slightest hesitation, and then a nod of respect. “Begging your pardon, your grace. I’m Alinore, one of his majesty’s scouts come with urgent news.”
“Out with it then.”
“Baron Harste’s elder son Jurgan has locked himself in the keep, his men at arms line the walls,” Alinore reported. “And Lady Mira has been taken hostage.”
    
Bishop Arlane Voss sat in a dank, dockside pub in the harbor town of Kaegel Rock. She ate a chunk of stale, black bread and a bowl of bland stew.
And she was grateful for it.
She finished eating, pushed away the empty bowl, and burped. She glanced around quickly to see if anyone had noticed. They hadn’t. She supposed it wasn’t the sort of place where an errant burp would bother anyone. Men and women in mismatched armor, some in various states of drunkenness, others sitting quietly in shadow, eyes seeing everything.
Kellag had told her it was a mercenaries’ pub, a place sell swords frequented between jobs, or to find new work. She looked around at the clientele without being too obvious about it. Indeed, the patrons of The Broken Blade seemed a hard bunch. Councilman Martz was constantly recruiting for his new army, so the fact that these sell swords would sit unemployed in a pub rather than serve the Union suggested a stubbornness that might prove useful.
A man sat in the chair next to her uninvited. “Saw you was all alone, grandmother. Figured you could use some company.”
Voss looked the man up and down. He was gaunt, thinning hair, weak chin, dark glittering eyes. A brown cloak over leather armor.
“Thank you,” Voss said. “But I’m here with someone. He’ll be back shortly.”
Kellag had taken Voss’s gold coin to a moneychanger he knew. A supply of silver would be much easier to spend. She’d thought he’d be back before she’d finished eating, but there was no sign of him. It occurred to her fleetingly that he’d taken off with the gold and wasn’t coming back, but that didn’t make sense. Kellag could have killed her easily when they were alone in the wilds and taken all of her gold.
“Maybe your friend got lost,” the newcomer said. “Let’s you and I go look for him.”
Voss shook her head. “I really don’t think there’s any need to –”
She felt something cold and hard prodding her side and looked down to see the dagger. The man held it below the table, hidden from view from the rest of the pub.
“I’m just an old woman,” Voss said, attempting to sound sad and feeble.
“I wouldn’t call Bishop Arlane Voss just any old woman,” he whispered.
Voss tensed. Shit.
“Been a few years since I’ve seen you at the head of the Martyred Saints parade,” he said. “But you haven’t changed much. It’s me sister that’s the religious one, insisted we go see the bishop come to town. So, I have her to thank for recognizing you.”
“You’ve got me wrong,” Voss said. “I’m a washer woman.”
“Then we’ll see how much silver the Truth Brigade is willing to pay for a washer woman,” he said. “Come along nice, or I give this dagger a shove.”
Voss glanced around the room. Nobody had any interest in what happened to an old woman. She tensed, ready to run or scream or anything but go meekly along with the man.
A heavy hand fell on the man’s shoulder. “Still harassing old women, Gessler? No small children or kittens to pick on?”
Gessler looked up at the man towering over him and smiled weakly. He must have recognized the red hair shaved close and the scorpion tattoo. “Hello, Kellag. Been a while since I’ve seen your beautiful face. I thought maybe you got chopped when Ambarath went down.”
“I lost a lot of good people,” Kellag admitted. “But some of us made it out. Now if you’d be so kind as to remove that dagger.”
Gessler’s grin turned sheepish, and he sheathed the dagger. “A man has to earn a living. I’m sure there’s a pretty price for this one. We might could split it.”
“If I were of a mind to sell her, I don’t need you for it,” Kellag said. “Besides –” Kellag raised his voice – “is The Broken Blade no longer neutral ground, a place where a mercenary can take his ease without fearing a knife in the back? Did the policy change since last I visited?”
Conversation in the pub died away. Heads turned. It was quiet enough to hear the distant hammering from the shipyards, shifts laboring to build new vessels day and night.
Gessler held up a placating hand. “You’re right. My apologies. Times have been lean, and I made a mistake. All good here.”
Kellag gave Gessler another friendly pat on the shoulder. “Just a misunderstanding then. We’re all friends here, yes?”
That seemed to satisfy the crowd who went back to what they were doing.
Kellag leaned in close to Gessler’s ear, spoke low just for him. “Make sure her name is wiped clean from your lips before you leave this place. If anyone comes looking for her, I’ll know who put them onto it.”
Gessler rose. “No trouble from me, Kellag.” He bowed to Voss. “Apologies for the misunderstanding, madam.”
Voss nodded. “No harm done.”
Gessler left without another word or a backward glance. Kellag took his chair.
He fixed Voss with a hard stare. “Bishop, is it?”
Voss frowned. “Heard that, did you?”
“I might have reconsidered our business arrangement if I’d known. Sticking my neck out for a bishop is more than a twenty-silver risk.”
“Would you have?” Voss asked. “Reconsidered, I mean.”
Kellag thought about it. “No.” He tossed a heavy bag onto the table. It clinked with coin loud enough to make a few heads turn just for a moment. “Your silver. The moneychanger is an old friend. She only charged a small fee.”
“Feel free to deduct your payment.”
“I have,” Kellag assured her.
“That’s quite a bulky bag of coin,” Voss said. “I’d feel safer if you carried it for me.”
“I don’t work for you anymore.”
“I’ve been thinking about that.”
Kellag’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”
“I need a ship,” Voss said. “And they seem to be building plenty of them out in the shipyard.”
“You’ve certainly got the gold to buy one,” Kellag said. “But I doubt the Union is selling. They need their ships for the war.”
“Buying a ship would seem … economically unsound.” Voss let her eyes wander across the pub. “All of these sell swords are currently unemployed, yes?”
Kellag digested the bishop’s implication. “Oh.”
“Do you want to be captain of your own mercenary company again, or not?”
Kellag considered briefly, then sat straight in his chair, looking across the pub. “Oi! Denny!”
A dark-skinned woman looked up abruptly to see who’d shouted her name. Her eyes landed on Kellag. “What?”
“Come here.”
Denny muttered something to her drinking companions then rose from her table, maneuvered through the crowd, and took the chair across from Kellag and Voss. “Kellag. I thought you went under with Ambarath.”
“That’s a popular opinion.”
“Buying drinks for people is even more popular.”
Kellag waved over a harried looking barkeep and ordered three tankards of ale.
“Arlane, I’m pleased to introduce Denny Kintuke,” Kellag said. “Denny, this is Arlane.”
“Arlane what?”
“Arlane Don’t-worry-about-that-right-now.”
“Ah.” Denny grinned. “I’ve done a lot of work for the Don’t-worry-about-that-right-nows in the past. A prominent family.”
“A pleasure to meet you.” Voss took a good look at the girl.
Denny Kintuke was lean and hard and half a head taller than Voss. Skin a rich dark brown, eyes deep and nearly black. High cheekbones. A loose white tunic, open at the neck to show off a leather strap with the large tooth of some animal dangling at the end. A gold hoop in each ear. Multiple gold bracelets around each wrist. Hair a mass of irregular braids sprouting from her head like wild shrubbery. Her tan breaches stopped just below the knee. A red sash around her middle with a leather belt over it, dagger on one side, short sword on the other. Canvas shoes.
“That’s an interesting accent,” Voss said.
“I’m from the Verondaks,” Denny said. “An island group off the coast of Munsk.”
Munsk. Voss searched her memory. Never heard of it.
“You still have your little band?” Kellag asked.
“A dozen ready to go whenever,” Denny said. “Another six or eight if you give me time to scrape them out of the gutter and dry them out. All solid. A few archers into the mix as well.”
“Can they sail?”
“Anyone from the Verondaks can sail,” she assured him. “And half my outfit jumped ship from pirate boats.”
“Between jobs?”
“Isn’t everybody?”
“I hear the Union needs as many troops as they can get,” Kellag said.
“Don’t talk shit.”
“What do you need to sign on?”
“Money,” Denny said.
“Gather as many as you can, and we’ll meet right here tomorrow night for further instructions,” Kellag said. “It’s a stand-up job with proper pay.”
“Anything up front?”
Kellag grinned. “You’ve had your tankard of ale.”
“Cheap bastard.”
“I’ve heard from reliable sources that times are lean.”
Denny shrugged and stood. “Tomorrow night then.” She gave Voss a nod and went back to her own table.
“Now what?” Voss asked.
“In the morning we go down to the docks,” Kellag told her. “And you can pick out which ship you’d like to steal.”
    
Zarabelle lay curled next to Sereen, both tangled in the satin sheets of Zarabelle’s enormous, canopied bed. Her suite of rooms in the ducal palace was far more comfortable – and convenient – than Sereen’s garret, and the servants passage meant Sereen could come and go without being seen, at least not by anyone important.
And yet somehow, I like the garret better, Zarabelle thought. It feels like another world. Maybe I think I’m another person. In a different time. The feeling was too good to examine very closely. It had been Zarabelle’s experience that anything good could vanish suddenly if over thought.
She casually cupped one of Sereen’s breasts. There wasn’t much there – she was somewhat boyish in her figure – but Zarabelle had experienced firsthand that the other woman was definitely not a boy.
Zarabelle ran a thumb over the nipple, and it hardened instantly. Sereen murmured pleasure through the haze of sleep. “In … a minute. Sleep … a little more.”
But Zarabelle wasn’t tired. “How’s the painting coming?”
“Good,” Sereen said, instantly awake. She liked to talk about her work.
“I saw it this morning as I walked past,” Zarabelle said. “The colors are eye-catching. It somehow goes with everything else in the grand foyer but stands out head and shoulders.”
“I’m having trouble with one of the shades,” Serene said. “In the crashing waves when the blue goes to green. There’s an in between shade, and I can’t quite get it no matter how I mix the colors on the pallet. There’s an artist’s store near the university that sells canvas and brushes and paint and so on. I’m thinking about going down there and … you don’t really care about this, do you?”
“What? No, I’m interested of course.”
“You’re stalling. What is it you want to tell me?”
Zarabelle was simultaneously appalled and delighted how easily Sereen could read her.
“I need to cancel tomorrow night,” Zarabelle said.
“The duke?”
“Yes.”
“Good,” Sereen said. “I know you’ve been trying to corner him.”
“You could act a little disappointed.”
“There will be other chances. Will you sleep with him?” There was no accusation or judgment in the question. Of all people, Sereen knew what it took to seduce information out of a man. Sereen knew what Zarabelle was, and Zarabelle was well aware of what Sereen had been.
“Likely,” Zarabelle replied.
Zarabelle felt the other woman shrug.
“It’s important,” Zarabelle said. “We need the east coasters to come in on our side of this and support Lee. If I can get the duke on board – making him think it was his idea all along obviously – then the majority of barons will follow as a matter of course. It’s the bishops I’m worried about. Ostensibly, Uncle Axen is archbishop over the entire Church, but the east coast bishops view that largely as a formality. They’re independent and stubborn and consider Five Rivers a backwater. The duke will have some influence over them. My real concern is The Union of Territories. They’ve sent an envoy. I can’t have the duke making some private peace with them. He’ll sit out the war while the union rolls over us in the west.”
“Should you be telling me all this?”
“No.”
Sereen turned over and scooted in close. Her lips found Zarabelle’s.
“What was that for?” Zarabelle asked.
“To keep you from talking before you give away all your secrets.”
Zarabelle laughed. “You’ll have to try harder than that.”
Sereen put a slender hand on top of Zarabelle’s head and slowly pushed her down under the covers. “We’ll give that pretty mouth of yours something else to do.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
T he journey back from High Harbor had been long, and Luizen was exhausted. She stood in the courtyard of Renn Tazar’s castle, watching porters unload the luggage and waited for a servant to attend her. Torches flickered in a howling wind, casting strange dancing shadows on the midnight cobblestone. The wind tugged at her dress, but it was cold and helped rouse her from her daze after sleeping for most of the carriage ride.
Their mission to High Harbor had been incredibly successful. News of the new king had spread through the city like wildfire, and the word hunchback had become something spoken with pride. A king for the common folk, not one of the beautiful people.
Ugly like us, said the people in the streets. Rodwik the Hunchback!
The duke had been all too happy to embrace this new popular figure, doubtlessly hoping some of the popularity would rub off on him. He’d donated troops and money to Rodwik’s cause. Even now, the barons in the south were following the duke’s lead.
It all worked just as he planned, Luizen thought. He plans to squash the boy upstart in the north and wear the crown. He’ll do it too. He’s just that determined.
Baltman presented himself and bowed. “Lady Luizen. You’ll be staying the night?”
“Yes, thank you, Baltman,” Luizen said. “It’s too late to go any further. I’ll leave for my own manor in the morning.”
Baltman was a bland, unassuming man who blended into the background. Luizen supposed that was by design. He was Renn’s right-hand man, an efficient man who managed to come by information Renn needed in a hurry. Going unnoticed was probably an asset. A servant yes, but much more. I bet you know where all the bodies are buried, don’t you, my sly fellow.
“Very well, milady,” Baltman said. “I’ll instruct the porters to take your belongings to your usual quarters. In the meantime, you are summoned.”
Luizen raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Renn up for a late-night chinwag, is he? We were hours together in the carriage. I wonder what he wants to say now that he couldn’t say then.”
“Begging your pardon, milady,” Baltman said. “But it’s not the count who summons you. It’s his majesty.”
I … see.
Luizen wasn’t sure what to make of that. One man issuing summons in another man’s castle seemed … presumptuous. But even Baltman was referring to Rodwik as his majesty. If the man really were king, then Luizen supposed he could do whatever he wanted.
“Very well, Baltman,” she said. “Lead on.”
Baltman led her through the castle and upstairs to an anteroom adjacent to Count Tazar’s private study. “If you’ll wait here, milady, I’ll fetch the count.” Baltman turned and left.
Luizen’s eyes narrowed. Curiouser and Curiouser.
Within minutes, Baltman returned, the count in tow.
“Something keeping you awake, cousin?” Tazar asked. “After such a long journey, I’d hoped to flop right into bed.”
“Don’t look at me,” Luizen said. “He summoned me same as you.”
Tazar raised an eyebrow. “He? You mean it wasn’t you who –”
“Sorry for the confusion,” Rodwik said, suddenly sweeping into the room. “I summoned you both. It’s important.”
“Rodwik.” Tazar seemed confused. “I didn’t know you’d returned from High Harbor.”
“I arrived on an hour before you did and a good thing too.” The hunchback gestured to the door on the other side of the anteroom. “Shall we proceed into your study, Count Tazar? There’s something you need to see.”
Luizen could see Renn was fighting to keep the irritation off his face.
“I’m not used to being invited to my own study within my own castle,” Tazar said. “But I suppose it must be important if it can’t wait.”
“It’s important,” Rodwik assured him. “Baltman make sure we’re not disturbed.”
Luizen watched Tazar fight off another wave of irritation. Now Rodwik is bossing around Renn’s servant right in front of him. Poor Renn. He doesn’t like other people pulling the strings.
The three of them entered Tazar’s study, Rodwik closing the door behind them.
Luizen looked across the room, eyes widening, a sharp gasp escaping her.
Tazar looked too and frowned. “There would appear to be a dead man in my chair.”
The corpse was dressed completely in black, slumped in the chair, head lolling at an award angle. His mouth hung open, eyes wide, staring at nothing.
Tazar looked at Rodwik. “I suppose you have some explanation.”
“I do,” Rodwik said. “This is an assassin from the Skull & Dagger League. Sent to kill you.”
“How … unsettling.” Tazar leaned in to have a closer look at the dead man. “I’d heard the Church had absorbed the League and turned them into some sort of spy network, but I wouldn’t have guessed Axen Fenwigg had the balls to send them around murdering people. I suppose I should know better. How can we be sure he’s one of the Skull & Dagger boys?”
“For one thing, he had this.” Rodwik held up a thin, silver dagger by the blade so Tazar could better see the hilt and pommel. The grip was banded in soft, black leather, and the pommel was a grinning, silver skull. “They usually leave these weapons in the bodies of their victims when they want everyone to know it was a League assassination.”
Tazar squinted at the weapon and grunted. “You killed him?”
“Broke his neck,” the hunchback said.
Tazar turned to Luizen. “What do you think, cousin. Might be a sign the archbishop is getting worried. Rodwik is gathering strength now. Could be Fenwigg is second-guessing his choice to support the boy.”
But Luizen was barely listening. She was looking past Tazar at Rodwik. The hunchback shifted the dagger around in his hand, now holding it properly by the grip. The big man tensed and eased toward the count, the muscles in his shoulder bunching like those of some enormous jungle cat preparing to strike.
“Renn.”
“Hmmm?” Tazar looked at her expectantly. “What is it, cousin?”
Her mouth had suddenly gone dry, heart hammering away in her chest. She swallowed hard. “Nothing.”
Tazar frowned. “It’s not like you to be shy. If you’ve something to say, then go ahead and –”
Rodwik pounced, driving the dagger between Tazar’s shoulder blades.
Tazar’s eyes went wide as he tried to draw in a ragged breath. He shuddered and fell forward, grabbing Luizen by the shoulders. She tried to back away, but he clung to her. His mouth worked, trying to say something, his eyes so big, inches from hers.
Rodwik twisted the blade.
Tazar shuddered again with a breathless grunt. “L-Luizen.”
Luizen’s eyes misted over. “I’m so sorry, Renn.”
Count Tazar finally let her go, sliding to the floor, a last breath leaking out of him, eyes slowly closing. Luizen watched him for long moments. She trembled softly, trying to control herself, but a single tear broke loose and rolled down her cheek.
“Baltman!” Rodwik shouted.
The servant entered the study immediately.
“Baltman, what did you see?” Rodwik asked calmly.
“The Skull & Dagger assassin killed Count Tazar,” Baltman said. “You did your best, your majesty, but you were too late to save him. At least you were able to avenge the count by killing the assassin.”
“Yes, if only I’d been faster,” Rodwik said with mock sorrow. “I’ll leave it to you, Baltman, to find out how this dastardly villain was able to get into the castle in the first place.”
“As you wish, your majesty,” Baltman said. “I’m sure my investigation will turn up something … plausible.”
Rodwik smiled. “You’ve earned that reward we spoke of, Baltman. There is a small manor house at the northern-most edge of Tazar’s territory, yes?”
“Yes, majesty. Just on the other side of the river.” Baltman said. “The fishing is excellent in the spring, and the count would organize parties for small getaways in the county.”
“Then consider it yours, Baltman,” Rodwik said. “A newly made baron can’t be a baron without land. Everything from the river north shall be a new barony. I trust this is satisfactory, Lord Baltman.”
Batman bowed deeply. “Most generous, your majesty.”
“But don’t run off to go fishing just yet,” Rodwik said. “There’s still much to do here. Baltman, do you suppose you’d be able to help Lady Luizen plan a wedding?”
Baltman bowed to Luizen, equally deeply. “It would be my pleasure, your majesty.”
Luizen tore her eyes away from Renn Tazar’s corpse. She’d been watching the pool of blood slowly widen from beneath him. “Wedding?”
“Naturally,” Rodwik said. “You are now Countess. I think that’s a suitably high rank to marry a king, don’t you? Not that it matters. You’re the one I’ve chosen for queen. Nothing will change that, my love.”
A slow warmth grew within her, gently pushing aside the shock and grief at her cousin’s murder. Impossibly, she found herself smiling.
Queen. Yes, I like the sound of that.
“I want a bard at the reception,” Luizen said. “And dancing.”
“Of course, my dear.” Rodwik smiled. “Anything you like shall be yours. If you want the moon and the stars to attend our wedding and bow down to you, you have but to say the word, and I’ll reach up and rip them from the sky.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
“S tarshine?” Merrik shook his head, incredulous. “I’m the hero of Whiteout Pass, and my contribution to uniting and defending Greymond is that I’m in the starshine business? Seriously?”
“You shouldn’t call yourself that.” Effingham sat across from him in the carriage.
“What?”
“The hero of Whiteout Pass.”
Merrik spreads his hands, indignant. “I’ve had a hundred people call me just that since I got back.”
“It’s okay if they say it,” Effingham explained. “It loses impact if you call yourself a hero. Frankly, it’s tiresome.”
“We’re losing sight of my point,” Merrik said.
“You’ve been making your point over and over again since we left Five Rivers,” Effingham said. “What did you think the archbishop was going to do? Give you a golden sash and declare you grand marshal of Greymond’s armies?”
“To be honest, I’d prefer he’d said thanks for your efforts. You’ve done enough. Have yourself a well-earned holiday,” Merrik said. “I have no idea how to be – what is it again?”
“Deputy Minister of Coin,” Effingham reminded him. Again.
“It sounds made up.”
“It’s undoubtedly made up and probably intended to keep you out of the way,” Effingham said. “But the fact is an army can’t march on heroics. It needs to eat, and that means money. Evidently your starshine operation generates a startling amount of silver.”
“It’s not my starshine operation.”
This was only half true, of course. Merrik had met a man named Colton who brewed the stuff in Baron Mykle’s holding. At the time, Merrik had simply been looking for a drink and had been willing to pay for it. All he had was gold coins, and Colton couldn’t change it. It was a lot of money. Colton had never even seen a gold coin before. So instead of buying a drink, Merrik had bought half ownership in Colton’s starshine operation. Merrik had only done it so he could drink for free whenever he pleased.
“I don’t even know how to go about opening up – how did he put it? – new channels of distribution for the product. What does that mean?”
“New people to sell it to,” Effingham said.
“Then why didn’t he just say that?”
“Oh, stop bellyaching,” the priest scolded. “Fenwigg said he was assigning League people to handle all of that for you. All you need to do is stand around looking heroic which seems what you wanted in the first place.”
“League people.” Merrik said the words like they tasted bad coming out of his mouth. “There was a time when the Skull & Dagger League wanted to murder me, and now they want to help me. It’s all so confusing.”
“I’d think you’d be happy for the change.”
“I didn’t ask for any of this.”
“You got yourself in a mess the second you stole that map,” Effingham said. “And you made it messier by keeping the map instead of giving it to the League. Now that I think of it, maybe this is a trap, and they still intend to murder you after all. You’ve caused them no end of trouble.”
“You have such a calming effect on the nerves, Effingham.”
“The fighting will start soon, I think,” the priest said. “First with Rodwik and that lot who’s thrown in with him. It will be a bloody, stupid waste, but I don’t see avoiding it. Then if there’s anything left of us, we’ll have to deal with those Union people. If you want to take comfort in something, then remember you’ll be heading east, well away from the fighting presumably.”
Merrik sighed. “I suppose you’re right. I don’t want to be in any more battles, Effingham, but the idea of being sent off seems … odd.”
“Nobody likes to be left out,” Effingham said.
Maybe it’s that simple, Merrik thought.
Or maybe it was that he wasn’t quite the same person he’d been when he’d stolen that map. That he was being sent so far away from Mira didn’t sit well. He was willing to admit that now although only to himself. He even felt a sort of peculiar affection for Effingham. Merrik’s father had no brothers, but he imagined Effingham might be a sort of uncle. And where had that enormous slab of ham Rugger gotten himself? He started to think of the man as an unofficial sidekick … although Merrik was fairly sure that’s not how Rugger would have put it.
The epiphany came slowly from a long way off, like spotting a ship’s sail poke up over the horizon and gradually coming into focus as it pulled into harbor.
I’ll be alone.
Yes, that was it, the source of his trepidation. Ostensibly, Merrik would be out of harm’s way, but he’d be friendless and alone. He’d be starting over.
Shit.
Starting over, yes, but you’ll be rich. You can buy all the lovely companionship you want.
Merrik frowned. Ponder.
In the flesh. Well … not in the flesh at all really. Figure of speech.
Droll as ever. Where have you been, you idiotic jester?
Looking for Arzumel.
That caught Merrik’s attention. Did you find him?
He wants to speak to you.
What?
“Are you even listening to me?” Effingham demanded.
Merrik blinked, turning to the priest. “What?”
“We’re here,” Effingham said.
Merrik realized the carriage had stopped.
Ponder?
No answer.
Merrik blew out a tired sigh. The jester came and went as he pleased, and there was nothing Merrik could do about it.
The two men climbed out of the carriage. They were on the outskirts of Harston by the Dayflow.
“We’ll be a moment,” Effingham told the carriage driver.
“Aye, sir.”
“I must attend to his majesty,” Effingham said to Merrik. “The road continues. You know the way.”
Yes. Merrik knew the way. He untethered the horse which had been trailing the carriage and held it by the reins. He led the horse around the side of the carriage and stood before the priest again.
Effingham reached into his robes and came out with a neatly folded piece of parchment sealed with red wax. He handed it to Merrik who turned it over in his hands, regarding it with curiosity. In neat print, someone had written the word Jin on the front.
Merrik looked at the priest. “Jin?”
“Duchess Denning’s younger sister. Her grace gave the letter to me when I told her and the others I needed to leave for a few days to take you to Five Rivers. I may have implied you would not be coming back,” Effingham explained.
“You knew ahead of time?” Merrik asked.
“I guessed Axen might have a task for you,” Effingham said. “Although the details were a surprise.”
“What does it say?”
“I think she’s realizing she might be away from home longer than planned,” Effingham said. “I infer the sister is quite competent, but she’s inexperienced. The duchess is sending along further instructions. Perhaps also a sisterly pep talk. She was hoping if you happened to find yourself traveling in that direction …”
Merrik stashed the parchment in his jerkin. “I’ll deliver it.”
“I know the duchess would be grateful.”
They stood looking at one another for a moment.
Merrik sighed. “Well, this is it, I guess.”
“Indeed,” Effingham said. “Do try to stay out of trouble.”
“That never quite seems to work out.”
The priest laughed.
The next second they were hugging, slapping each other on the backs.
“I do not presume to know the will of Dumo,” Effingham said. “But I very much doubt we’ve seen the last of each other.”
“I’m sure you’re right.”
A final smile and a nod from Effingham and he climbed back into the carriage. Away it went, branching off down to Harston by the Dayflow.
Well, there he goes, Ponder. I’ll miss him. Never thought I’d admit that.
No reply from the jester.
Merrik rolled his eyes. Of course. Just when I could actually use some conversation.
    
A day on the road became two and then three. Archbishop Fenwigg had ordered Merrik back to Baron Mykle’s holding.
But nobody had said he was required to hurry.
He stayed at inns and drank and slept too long in the mornings. Merrik tended to stay in his room, away from prying eyes. He hadn’t quite forgotten the sorceress Raysal Dahl was looking to murder him. Who could say what other spies and enemy agents lurked in the shadows, waiting to stick a dagger in his back?
In Bumwich, he returned to the Dancing Ogre. The same red-haired woman – Shennen was her name apparently – was behind the bar. Merrik asked if he still had credit from his gold piece last time through.
Shennen had a hardy laugh at that.
But the inn wasn’t full this time, and Merrik paid a normal amount for a standard room. On general principles, he considered inviting Shennen up to his room, but he didn’t want to be laughed at again if his charms failed. He realized he wasn’t very interested if his charms succeeded either.
What exactly did Merrik Niles want? He’d thought riches, but he had gold aplenty. Women?
He wondered what Mira was doing.
Forget her. She’s marrying Lee.
Merrik went to bed sober, rose early, and made for his destination without further dilly-dally.
It was late afternoon when he entered the edge of the great forest and took the narrow path to the village. The keep rose beyond it, but Merrik didn’t think there was anyone there worth visiting. Mykle and the rest were off turning Lee into a king.
Merrik fell in with a line of horse-drawn carts. There seemed to be a lot of activity around the village. He passed a cooper’s hut where a half-dozen men were hard at making barrels, the racket of their tools echoing across the village. He turned down the dirt lane to Colton’s house and realized he was still following the carts.
Merrik nudged his horse around the last cart and followed the line of them up to Colton’s small cottage.
The old man had obviously been hard at work since Merrik had left for Whiteout Pass. Merrik observed a few moments until he got the gist of the operation. The carts arrived in a line with empty barrels. They were offloaded, and then the carts moved ahead where they were loaded again with full barrels of starshine. Merrik counted a dozen carts.
The shack containing the starshine-making contraption behind Colton’s cottage had been enlarged. The fumes reached Merrik in the lane. The two cottages on the other side of Colton’s had apparently been knocked down in favor of a large warehouse, or, at least, Merrik guessed it to be a warehouse since that seemed to be where the full barrels were coming from.
Merrik dismounted and tied his horse’s reins to a fence post. He headed toward the cottage, doing his best to stay out of the way of men carrying barrels.
“Colton!” he called.
“Maybe ‘round back, milord,” said one of the laborers toting barrels.
“Thanks.”
Merrik strolled around the cottage and let himself in through the small gate meant to keep the chickens inside. He’d just shut the gate behind him again, when something flew at him, small and fast, the blur leaping into the air and slamming into him.
“Milord! You’re back!”
“For the love of Dumo, Padraig, you’ll crack my ribs.”
Was the boy taller? He appeared bright-eyed and happy.
Padraig hugged him, and Merrik hugged back. “Out with it, boy, what mischief have you been up to out from under my watchful eye?”
“No mischief, milord,” Padraig said, releasing the embrace. “Hard at work.”
“No mischief? A boy your age should get a good dose of mischief at least three times a week,” Merrik insisted. “Now what’s all this about hard work?”
“Learning the starshine business, milord.”
“And who put you up to that?”
“You did, milord,” Padraig said. “As your squire, you told me I was to be looking out for your interests.”
“A reasonable interpretation of my instructions,” Merrik admitted. “And where’s old Colt got himself to?”
“In the big barn.”
“What happened to the small barn?” Merrik asked. “He didn’t blow it up, did he?”
“No, milord, but with all the demand for starshine, we had to build three more of them distillers. So, we needed a bigger place to keep them.”
“Then off to the big barn we go.” Merrik gestured for Padraig to follow.
Merrik entered the barn.
And nearly walked into a hulking monster, eyes, mouth and ears sewn shut, skin waxen and sickly pale.
Merrik screamed panic and fear, backpedaling so fast, he collided with Padraig, almost knocking the boy down.
Padraig recovered and tried to walk past him.
Merrik grabbed a fistful of the boy’s jerkin and dragged him back, drawing his sword with the other hand and bringing it up to fend off the monster. “Stay back, Padraig. I’ve had an unfortunate experience with this fellow. He’s a killer!”
Padraig twisted loose and ran toward the creature. “That’s just Irwin.”
The boy took the hand of the monster who used to be a man called Irwin, leading him deeper into the big barn. Padraig glanced back over his shoulder. “Follow me, milord. Stand still too long, and the starshine fumes will scorch your brain!”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
“A nd which one are you again?” Merrik asked.
“Hinkle,” said the man in black.
“And the other one was …?”
“Hobbins.”
“And what’s become of him?” Merrik asked.
“He’s no longer with us,” Hinkle said.
“You make that sound like he’s dead.”
“That’s because he’s dead,” Hinkle said.
“Ah.”
Merrik couldn’t say he was sorry to hear it.
They sat at a small table behind the big barn. It was one of a half dozen tables. A fence of sticks hemmed in the drinking garden, a neat path down the center with a gate at the other end leading back into the village. Two cottages had been knocked down to make the space, the previous owners fairly compensated. As the afternoon grew late, patrons trickled in, mostly a few men-at-arms still left to man Mykle’s keep, the rest having run off to fight with Lee’s army. A pale, fourteen-year-old girl in an apron flitted from table to table, filling goblets from a pitcher.
The place hadn’t been here the last time Merrik had visited. The village didn’t have a proper pub, and Merrik had sent Padraig out to find him a drink. The result was Colton, the man who brewed starshine in the shack behind his cottage. Evidently the locals had wanted in on the action, and Colton’s Place -- as it was known -- was born.
Merrik cast a sideways glance at the monster who’d once been a man called Irwin. Merrik had been assured that Irwin would only act if ordered to do so by Hinkle and that Hinkle had no ill will toward Merrik, had in fact been sent to help.
“The starshine serves more than one purpose,” Hinkle explained. “It’s new and cheap to make, and we charge a lot for it, so the profit margin is good. We need regular cashflow if we’re to keep the army fed.”
“That’s what the archbishop told me,” Merrik said. “I find it hard to believe we’re supporting thousands of troops on a drink that would strip the paint off a wagon.”
“Obviously not,” Hinkle said. “Money is coming in from multiple sources but never enough. The revenue stream from the starshine is one of many. Every little bit helps. I’m afraid his majesty will begin his reign in debt.” A shrug. “Such is the way of things.”
“You said the starshine serves more than one purpose,” Merrik reminded the Skull & Dagger man. “Besides making money.”
Hinkle looked around and lowered his voice slightly before speaking again. “The starshine will give us an opportunity to make certain inroads.”
“Do tell.” Merrik waved over the young girl who refilled his goblet with starshine.
Hinkle waited for the girl to leave, then said, “The lords and ladies down the east coast are trendy and fashion-conscious to a fault. Archbishop Fenwigg’s niece Zarabelle has already whispered in the proper ears about a new drink that’s all the rage. I’m sure you remember Zarabelle from your previous misadventures. Orders for starshine have been pouring in from Eastport, Swordfish Bay, and all down the coast. The first wagonloads leave in the morning. The upper crust of the east coast will have starshine aplenty in time for garden party season.”
Merrik did remember Zarabelle. Vividly. “You’re telling me the archbishop’s niece went all the way to Eastport just to talk up starshine?”
“Don’t be absurd,” Hinkle said. “She’s there on other business. Never you mind what. But she took some time to give our little enterprise a boost, and it’s worked like a charm.”
“And this helps how?”
“As the aristocracy throws its fancy parties and consumes its trendy new starshine, those who deliver it will be the eyes and ears of the Skull & Dagger League,” Hinkle explained. “We will visit every palace and manor house of every prominent baron, count, and duke up and down the east coast. We will come in through the back gates, unobserved into the kitchens. We will talk to servants and underlings and bring them into the fold. In any palace or manor house, servants are invisible, and yet they see all, hear all. Thus, not only will silver flow west but so also will information.”
Merrik thought about that for a moment. “This isn’t just about the war.”
Hinkle’s eyes narrowed. “Isn’t it?”
“Your Skull & Dagger people will infiltrate every nook and cranny, grow into every crack like a weedy vine,” Merrik said. “The abbey at Five Rivers will find out everything they can about the dukes and counts but also about the rogue bishops. Church officials will die off and be replaced by those more sympathetic to the west. It might take a decade or a century, but the Archbishop in Five Rivers will bring the east into line. The church will be whole again.” A shrug. “Or at least that’s the plan.”
Hinkle sat back in his chair. “I tried to tell Hobbins you weren’t the fool he made you out to be.”
“I have my moments.”
“Everything you said is true,” Hinkle admitted. “Yes, we will fend off this so-called Union of Territories, but afterward, there will still be a kingdom to govern.”
“Then what’s all this rubbish about putting a king back on the throne?” Merrik asked. “Isn’t ruling a kingdom Lee’s job?”
An impatient noise from Hinkle’s throat. “Don’t be naïve, Marquis. You just had me thinking you were a clever fellow. Lee is a handsome rallying point, something for the rabble to focus on. Someone to make speeches at harvest festivals. Kings come and go. Some are good, and others are evil. Continuity must come from somewhere, and that’s the Church.”
“The world’s a lot more complicated than it needs to be.” Merrik snatched up his goblet and drained half the starshine.
“You object?”
“I object to taking part,” Merrik said. “I’ll help repel invaders. The Scattered Kingdom is my home as much as anybody’s. I won’t be a stooge for the Church. It’s nothing to do with me.”
“In a large, abstract sense, it has to do with everyone,” Hinkle said. “But I understand what you mean. Once the immediate crisis has been addressed, I doubt anyone will object to you retiring in relative anonymity to your manor house in Munsk.”
“Munsk.” Merrik snorted a laugh and drank starshine. “I’ll let you in on a little secret, Hinkle. Munsk … well, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”
“Aren’t you supposed to be marquis there?”
“I am. Legally. Long story.”
“Then I’ve some good news for you,” Hinkle said. “There’s citrus in the south near Munsk that will pair well with the Starshine. We’re setting up a second distillery there. So, you’ll finally be able to visit the place you call home.”
“A second what? What are you blabbering about?”
“It makes no economic or practical sense to produce Greymond’s entire supply of starshine here in this backwater,” Hinkle explained. “In some cases, it takes three times longer to haul it than to brew it. No, we need to expand. That’s why Colton is coming with us.”
“Coming where? With us? Where am I going?”
“Munsk,” Hinkle said. “The home you’ve never been to.”
Merrik was about to object further when he was startled by a large burlap sack landing on the table in front of him with a metallic clink.
“Begging your pardon, milord,” Colton said. “Didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”
The old man dropped a second burlap sack next to the first, both cinched tight at the top with a cord.
“What’s this?” Merrik asked.
“Your silver, sir,” Colton said. “That’s your cut. It would’ve been more except for the re … uh the recab …”
“The reallocation of monies,” Hinkle said.
Colton nodded. “That’s it.”
Merrik stared blankly.
“As already discussed, much of the revenue from the starshine is being funneled to his majesty’s army. Another sizable chunk is being devoted to expanding the enterprise,” Hinkle explained. “This silver is your cut after the aforementioned allocations. We figured you needed something to … ah … maintain your lifestyle.”
“Two hundred silver coins,” Colton said. “I saw the king’s men coming for the rest, so thought I’d better grab the marquis’s share before there was a mistake.”
Merrik looked up at Colton. “There’s more?”
“Bloody too right there’s more,” Colton said. “Big iron box of it up in the keep.”
“Irwin sits on the box at night while the rest of us sleep,” Hinkle said. “Better than any guard dog.”
A moment later, a man in chainmail came through the barn. Merrik sized him up as he approached. He wore a silver breastplate with Lee’s livery over it, the purple two-headed dragon against a simple white field. A saber hung from his belt.
Ah, one of Bettin’s saber riders. Too young and trying to hide it with that sparse beard. Merrik recalled the saber battalion had taken on duties as Lee’s personal guard.
The saber rider approached Hinkle and bowed. “Master Hinkle. I’ve come for the silver. I left the wagon and armed escort down by the village gate.”
“Good seeing you again, Yemish. I hope you had an easy trip.” Hinkle rose with a grunt. “Well, I suppose I’d better go with you. I’m the man with the key to the iron box after all.”
“Throat’s a bit dry, if you take my meaning, Master Hinkle,” Yemish said. “I thought I might wait here. My comrade Darran can read and write and will sign for the silver if you’ve no objection.”
“Makes no difference to me,” Hinkle said. “Take my chair if you like. You can keep Marquis Niles company.”
Yemish looked at Merrik, eyes going wide. “Marquis Niles? The Marquis Niles, the hero of –”
Merrik winced. “Don’t say it.”
“I’ll be back after the silver is loaded.” Hinkle left.
Yemish took the seat across from Merrik, and the young girl arrived with a clean goblet, and filled it from the pitcher.
Yemish drank and winced. “One never quite gets used to that first sip.”
“And you never will, milord,” Colton said. “Part of its charm.”
“What news from Harston by the Dayflow?” Merrik had just been there, but figured it was a harmless way to conjure some conversation. He brought the goblet of starshine to his lips
“Well you should ask, milord,” Yemish said. “The baron has been murdered, and his son has locked himself in the keep with Lady Mira as hostage.”
Merrik coughed and spewed starshine across the burlap sacks of silver. “What?”
“Apparently, the baron’s son has thrown in with Count Tazar and his pet hunchback,” Yemish said with distaste. “Ridiculous of course. Everyone knows Lee Greymond is the true king.”
Merrik stood abruptly, knocking over his empty goblet. “I’ve got to get back there. I’ve got to help …”
Who? Mira? The woman who’s going to be queen? The one the archbishop said I should stay away from if I enjoyed having my head attached to my neck?
“I need to help Lee,” Merrik amended hastily. “His majesty and I are personal friends.”
Yemish’s expression sobered. “Your loyalty and friendship are commendable, milord, but I’m not sure what you could do. His majesty has moved the army across the Dayflow to occupy the town and put the keep under siege. They are trying to talk sense into the baron’s son and resolve matters without bloodshed, but I don’t know if that’s possible. His majesty grows impatient. I don’t blame him. If my betrothed were held captive by some madman, I’d climb the wall with my bare hands to get her back!”
Merrik sat down again, mind racing. He wasn’t about to climb a wall. He pictured the keep. A formidable place with walls too high and difficult to climb. Anyway, a crossbowman would pick off a climber with ease. No, there had to be some other way in, perhaps some secret passage or …
And then an idea occurred to him, a scheme so utterly preposterous that Merrik knew immediately he was going to try it.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
M errik sat on a stool in front of Colton’s cottage. He watched the lane in the gray light of dusk and waited.
Hinkle and Colton approached.
“Yemish is away with the silver,” Hinkle said.
“And he’s sending a rider ahead?” Merrik asked.
Hinkle nodded. “On their fastest horse. He’ll get your letter there as fast as he can.”
“Good.” For Merrik’s plan to work, he needed some help. He’d hastily scribbled instructions on a piece of parchment supplied by Colton. He’d folded it, sealed it with wax, and had given it to Yemish and told him to hand it to Lee or Count Bettin or Mykle. The young saber rider had been all too happy to help.
“You’re still not going to tell us what you’re doing?” Hinkle asked.
“There’s no way to explain it that doesn’t make me sound crazy,” Merrik said.
Hinkle frowned. “That doesn’t inspire confidence. You’re supposed to be coming with us. We leave at first light. Everything is loaded and ready, yes, Colton?”
“Just so, Master Hinkle,” Colton said. “Wagons of starshine and the tools needed to set up a new operation. My grandson will carry on here, so the place will be left in good hands.”
“You’re going to have to trust me,” Merrik said.
“I don’t like it,” Hinkle replied.
“Why? Colton, am I in any way necessary to setting up a new starshine operation?”
Colton laughed. “No, sir, and no disrespect, but more like you’d be in the way.”
Merrik looked at Hinkle. “See?”
“That’s hardly the point,” Hinkle said. “We want to show off the hero of Whiteout Pass. We need to impress all those fancy lords and ladies in the Emerald Palace.”
Merrik thought for a moment, a hand going to his jerkin as he remembered the letter from Kit. “You’re going straight east through the forest and then south down the coast to Eastport, yes?”
“That’s right.”
“Then you get a head start,” Merrik said. “You’ll be slower with wagons. I’ll head south from here. I have business in Denning. Then I’ll cut across and meet you.”
“I still don’t like it,” Hinkle said. “But fine. I’m going back to the keep. Are you coming?”
“I’ll stay,” Merrik said. “I’m … waiting for something.”
But what he was waiting for didn’t happen. Merrik gave up after two hours and went to bed.
Merrik arose with the dawn to see Hinkle and Colton off and a line of wagons loaded with barrels of starshine. He bid them farewell and watched until the wagons vanished into the forest.
Padraig appeared at Merrik’s side.
“What in blazes are you still doing here?” Merrik asked. “I thought you were going with Colton and the wagons.”
“Of course not, milord. I’m your squire.”
“Then let’s put your squiring abilities to the test, Padraig,” Merrik said. “I could do with a bit of breakfast.”
The boy frowned. “What about fighting with swords and wearing armor and such? Don’t squires learn that?”
“A proper breakfast is a tricky thing, Padraig,” Merrik assured the boy. “Any squire can muck about with a sword and a shield. Show me some properly cooked eggs and a slab of ham, and you’ll be a knight in no time.”
The breakfast appeared within the hour just as Merrik had ordered. The boy was definitely squire material.
And now Merrik had a day to kill.
He found Alan in charge of the keep. Barely half a dozen men at arms – a few only teenagers, others with too much grey in their beards – were left to guard Baron Mykle’s holding, the rest off with Lee’s army. If the Plainsmen attacked now …
But they weren’t going to. The savages had been sent packing. Merrik doubted they’d venture south again for a good long time.
Alan’s burn looked better, but it was still going to leave a big, ugly scar on his face.
After catching up for an hour, Alan said, “Old Dobber went back to his fish camp a couple days ago. Maybe look in on him if you’re looking for something to do.”
Once Merrik found the narrow path snaking into the forest, the camp was easy to find. A twenty-minute walk brought him to the Little Muddy. Merrik could see the camp across the water, a collection of drab shacks, fishing nets hung to dry between trees. No sign of people.
The Little Muddy was more than a stream, but it would have been a stretch to call it a river. Merrik glanced upstream then down but didn’t see a bridge; however, a collection of large rocks in the shallows took him to the other side.
He walked through the camp and found Dobber on the other side, standing with his hands clasped in front of him, looking down at a line of graves, the mounds of earth still relatively fresh, a large grey river rock with a name carved at the head of each. Dobber looked up at Merrik’s approach.
“Sorry, Dobber,” Merrik said. “I hope I’m not disturbing a private moment.”
A wan smile from the old man. “No, milord. Just saying goodbye.”
“Goodbye?”
“I think this will be my last night here,” Dobber said. “Every day the pain eases, but I don’t think I can stay here no more. I’m the only one left. I want something new. Somewhere fresh. I’ve been gathering what little I want to take away with me. I’ll sleep on it tonight and then head out in the morning.”
“Head out where?”
“A fair question.”
“Come back with me and I’ll stand you a mug of starshine,” Merrik said. “I happen to know one of the owners.”
Dobber laughed. “Thank you, but no, milord. I need to do some thinking on my own. I feel like I need to do something, what with war coming and all. Contribute in some way if you take my meaning. I was of a mind to run off and join King Lee’s army, but I’ve still a bit of a limp from that crossbow bolt I took at Whiteout Pass. Even without the wound, I’m just an old man. Maybe I’m no use to anyone.”
“Don’t run yourself down,” Merrik said. “You’re the man who brought back all the shovels to dig us out of the snow, or we’d all still be at Whiteout Pass. You’re a top fellow as far as I’m concerned.”
“I appreciate that, milord.”
They conversed a few minutes more, but it was obvious to Merrik the man wanted to be alone with his thoughts.
Merrik idled away the time back in the village. At dusk, he returned to Colton’s cottage and sat out front, waiting. He couldn’t say why exactly he expected the girl at dusk. Perhaps it was something his father had once said about it being an in-between time, the world of day stepping aside for the world of night. Maybe that was a good time for those in other worlds to slip in while the door was open, and Merrik understood in some instinctive way that the girl he waited for was no longer of this world, at least not completely.
When he finally spotted her, he blinked, second-guessing himself in the failing light. She might just have been a momentary movement of shadows, but he squinted, taking a halting step forward as she faded in, sitting there on the low stone wall across the lane.
She looked the same as the first time he’d seen her, simple blue dress of peasant homespun. Thin leather shoes ill-suited for the weather although Merrik doubted she felt the evening chill. This time there was no funeral procession, no deep thum of the drum, no dejected mourners, no covered body being towed on a goat cart.
The girl sitting on the wall might simply have been enjoying the night air or looking to be alone with her thoughts, but the fact she was transparent, and that Merrik could look right through her was a sign that she was anything but the usual.
Ghost.
Merrik didn’t approach her, electing to watch for a few moments from across the lane. They’d startled one another last time, and Merrik especially had not been prepared to discover a ghost. This time he’d go slowly, and he took the opportunity to examine her more closely. She was maybe fifteen or sixteen years old, pretty without a hint of glamor, a simple village girl, hair a pale brown hanging straight down her back. She sat on the wall, legs dangling and crossed at the ankles, a wistful expression on her face as she scanned the sky. Maybe she was waiting for the stars to come out.
Her eyes came back down to earth, and she spotted Merrik looking at her.
They watched each other a moment, neither moving.
Then she hopped down from the wall and came toward him.
Merrik felt a brief stab of apprehension but dismissed it. She wasn’t going to hurt him. He had no reason to think this, but he just knew.
The ghost slowed as it got closer, stopping altogether when she was five feet away, eyes narrowing as she looked at him.
“You’re the one from before,” she said. “The one who can see me.”
Merrik nodded. “Yes.”
“But I frightened you.”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry about that,” she said. “I got excited. Nobody else can see or hear me. I was in a sort of panic, not knowing where I was, and I thought you could help me. You’re not frightened now.”
A pause, and then Merrik slowly shook his head. “No.”
A wan smile. “Good.”
“I was here yesterday but didn’t see you.” Merrik said. “I was worried you weren’t coming back.”
“I was exploring,” she said. “But all paths lead back here eventually.”
“Exploring?”
“Inside.” She gestured at something over her shoulder.
Merrik understood she didn’t mean the cottage behind her but rather the place in between. “It’s the inside place I wanted to ask you about. I need your help.”
She seemed not to hear, looking off in the distance as if trying to recall a memory that was rapidly getting farther and farther away even as she chased it. “I didn’t know at first. That I was dead, I mean. I didn’t feel dead. I just felt … removed. As if I’d been taken out of the world. I realized eventually I’d died. I think I’m supposed to go somewhere, but I’m stuck.”
He took a careful step closer to her. “My name is Merrik.”
Her eyes came back to him, slowly refocusing on the here and now. “I’m Sarab.”
“Sarab, I need your help,” Merrik said. “I need your help in the place you’ve been exploring. I’m looking for something … someone actually. It’s important, and it could help some people.”
She glanced over her shoulder, and Merrik knew she was looking at something he couldn’t see. “It’s easy to get lost in there. Sometimes when I think I’ve got the hang of it … then everything changes.”
“But can you try?” Merrik asked. “I don’t know how to help you, Sarab. I don’t know how to get you unstuck, but I think you can help me.”
Sarab looked up at him, eyes wide, so eager to please the only being still in the world of the living who could see and hear her. Merrik wondered what that must be like, to be stuck in a world you could only watch, to be forever barred from participation, but not to be able to move to whatever waited beyond.
“I’ll try,” she said at last.
“Thank you, Sarab.”
Merrik explained what he wanted, tried to give her as many helpful details as possible, but he had no way of knowing if they were helpful or not. Everything he told her was from the standpoint of the living. He had no clue if the information would mean anything to her inside the place between worlds.
“I’ll wait here the same time every day at dusk,” Merrik said. “I’ll wait an hour to see if you come.”
“Okay, but I don’t know if that will work,” Sarab said. “Time doesn’t always work like it’s supposed to inside.”
“Just do your best,” Merrik said. “I believe in you.”
She smiled and there was warmth in it. She turned, walking away, reaching for something Merrik couldn’t see. Then she stepped through into nothing, vanishing as if the curtain of the world had been drawn over her.
Merrik realized night had fully fallen now, and he was cold. He found his bed and buried himself under the covers, sleeping the dreamless, stony quiet slumber of the dead.
He returned at dusk the next day and waited an hour, but Sarab didn’t show. He tried again the next day with the same result.
On the third day, Merrik waited an hour and had nearly given up when he saw her. She faded in, walking next to the stone wall, head turning this way and that as if slightly disoriented and looking for something. She seemed relieved to see him.
“I was worried you wouldn’t be here,” Sarab said. “It took … so long. I got lost so many times.” A pale hand went to the side of her head, massaging the temple. She looked haggard and fatigued.
“I’m sorry,” Merrik said. “I didn’t know it would be so difficult.”
She brightened at his concern. “But I found him. Just like you wanted. I found him, and I made sure to remember the way back. I think … no, I know I can find him again. I can do it.”
“Sarab, that’s amazing!” Merrik said. “Thank you so much.”
She beamed.
Merrik held out his hand. “Take me.”
Sarab’s smile faltered, confusion in her eyes. “What?”
“Take my hand,” Merrik said. “Take me with you.”
Sarab’s hand came up, reaching for his but pausing halfway.
“Trust me,” Merrik said. “This will work.”
But of course, Merrik knew no such thing. He’d had one terrifying experience with this sort of thing, and in no way did that make him an expert. He was grasping at straws and knew it, but the last thing he wanted was to frighten Sarab, not when he needed her. He needed to look confident even if he didn’t feel it.
“Trust me,” Merrik repeated.
She took his hand.
And her eyes shot wide at the warmth of him, that he was solid and so was she. And then she was screaming, and both were falling as if some immortal god had turned the world sideways and Sarab and Merrik had slid off the edge.
They plummeted, shapes and color bleeding from the world until it was a uniform white nothingness. There was only the sensation of wind roaring past their ears.
“Don’t let go!” Merrik shouted.
Merrik trembled, the feel of lightning jolting through every part of him.
The world reshaped itself around them, a city stretching below but lit with an eerie red glow. They slowed and began to float, and Merrik had the sensation of being pulled along. They headed for a keep, dipped and veered and now were heading for the keep’s highest tower. Sarab clung to him, afraid. Whatever guided them, it wasn’t her, not anymore.
They circled the tower once, came in slower. A man stood, beckoning, visage angry.
It was the ghost of Gregor Harste. The first baron, murdered by his son.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
M errik and Sarab landed hard and lost their grip on one another, as they rolled across the deck of the tower. Her image went thin and transparent again, the loss of contact lessening her purchase in this in-between world.
Or maybe it’s me, Merrik thought. Maybe I’m somehow not here as much, not as solid.
He reached for her. “Sarab!”
Gregor Harste, the first baron, strode forward and snatched the girl up by the collar, her eyes widening.
“Begone, child!” the baron shouted.
He tossed the girl into the air, and she flew away as if shot from a crossbow. She exploded into a hundred bats, leathery wings flapping wildly in every direction.
Merrik lurched to his feet. “Sarab!”
“Never mind her,” the baron said. “Once she’s been in this place as long as I have, her control will grow as has mine.”
The baron began to grow, looming over Merrik, ten feet tall and eyes blazing with fire. His hand shot out and grabbed Merrik by the throat. Merrik struggled for breath, the baron lifting him to his tiptoes.
“I tried to show you,” Gregor said, his voice booming, seeming to fill up the world. “Did you not see the injustice done upon me? And yet no one cares, not a soul works to right this wrong.”
“It’s … hap-happening … again,” choked Merrik.
The baron’s blazing eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”
Merrik made gagging sounds.
The baron released his grip. “Speak!”
Merrik collapsed to his knees, gasping for breath. “The baron … murdered.”
“I know. I told you that.”
“Not you.” Merrik rubbed his throat. “The current baron. He’s been murdered by his oldest son.”
Everything went suddenly quiet save for a cold wind whistling through the tower’s crenelations. Merrik looked up and saw the baron was now just a tired old man again, eyes no longer blazing but still haunted.
“It’s as I’ve always suspected,” the ghost said. “My line is cursed with betrayal, a cycle playing out over and over again. The curse began that very night, when my son murdered me.”
Merrik thought it more likely a coincidence than a cycle of betrayal but wisely refrained from sharing his opinion. “If you help me, I might be able to bring some measure of justice to the situation.”
Gregor Harste turned his head, looking off into the distance, the stars twinkling eerily in the red light. “What justice is possible … after so many years?”
“Justice for your family line,” Merrik said. “When your son murdered you, he lived on as baron for many years, yes? Only a few suspected foul play, but nothing was proven.”
Gregor nodded. “He should never have been baron. My son Aaron was the one I chose to rule. This injustice was done to him also.”
“Then let’s not let the same injustice stand,” Merrik said. “Not again. Not if you help me. I need you to take me back … through the passage or gateway … I don’t know what you call it. But you brought me through before to witness your murder. You must take me back.”
Gregor looked away again, dark thoughts crowding his expression.
“I don’t know if it matters,” Merrik said. “If there’s a curse on your family, I can’t promise this will lift it, but there’s bad people who need to be punished and good people who can be saved and it all starts with you deciding you want to help.”
The ghost’s shoulders slumped, and a long, exhausted sigh leaked out of him.
Then Gregor turned abruptly and held out his hand.
Merrik took it, and the ghost hauled him to his feet.
Merrik felt like he was being pulled through warm water, the haze of red light all around him fading, the world going normal again. In the next instant, he stood alone atop the tower, the wind biting cold, no sign of Gregor Harste’s ghost.
I can’t believe it worked, Merrik realized suddenly. His lunatic scheme to sneak into the keep by having the ghosts bring him in had worked just exactly as he’d hoped. Well … almost exactly.
If I’d known I’d get this far, I would have planned what to do next.
    
Mira stood at the window and wondered for the dozenth time if she could climb down without breaking her fool neck. The answer was always the same.
No. I will obviously break my fool neck.
It was a long way down to the keep’s bailey. Even if she tied the drapes and bed linens together, the makeshift rope would only reach so far. She’d fall. Or she’d be spotted.
The two guards in chainmail outside her door were certainly not going to let her go anywhere, so other than the window, there was really no way out. She’d gone around in circles thinking how she might escape.
Well, that’s not going to happen, is it?
Mira sat on the edge of her bed and pouted.
It had been four days since Jurgan had informed her that his father was dead, he was the new baron, and that Mira was now a prisoner, a bargaining chip to discourage Lee from storming the keep.
And he would, wouldn’t he? He’d storm the place all by himself with his bare hands.
Sometimes, Mira thought, it was a frightening thing to be loved so completely and so unconditionally. It was a lot to live up to.
But now, Mira thought she could definitely use some rescuing.
Damn it, how did this happen?
To Mira it seemed she’d barely turned around and then everything had gone straight into the sewer. Merrik and Effingham had left on some errand, so she assumed they were safely away when Jurgan had taken over the keep. Count Bettin and the Duchess had ridden to Harsten on the Hill with Lee, and Tabba had gone back across the river with Mykle to the army camp. That left …
Just you, honey. You were the only one dumb enough to let herself get taken hostage.
Not that she could have seen this coming, but it was irksome to be captive all alone. It was doubly irksome she couldn’t figure a way out of this keep. She didn’t feel she was in any immediate danger. Jurgan had made it clear he bore her no ill will personally. If she behaved, she’d be treated well. So far, he’d been as good as his word.
She flopped back on her bed again and stared at the ceiling. She’d already memorized the pattern in the cracks. She sighed.
No wonder Baroness Harkun was always doing needlepoint. There’s little else to do when you’re locked in.
A fluttering in the corner of her eye drew her attention. She turned her head and saw it dangling in the window.
Mira leapt to her feet and rushed to the windowsill. A makeshift rope hung down from above, fashioned from bed sheets and drapes exactly like the sort of thing she’d considered making to climb down. It hadn’t occurred to her to go up. A loop had been tied to the bottom of the rope.
She stuck her head out the window and twisted to look upward. The rope disappeared over a fat window casement which prevented her from seeing anything.
I guess somebody is trying to help me. I mean, I’m already a prisoner. It would be a sort of useless trap.
Unless someone wanted Mira dead. Maybe she was meant to climb up and then lose her grip and fall to her doom. Then it would look like she’d been killed trying to escape, a victim of her own clumsiness.
No, she was being paranoid. Trying to kill her this way didn’t make any sense.
In the time it took these thoughts to roll through her mind, the rope had stopped swinging and now hung limp and still. She reached out and grabbed it, giving it two sharp tugs.
A second later it jerked up and down twice. Mira took that to be an answer. Yes, this rope is for you. Climb aboard.
Mira swung one leg out over the windowsill. The drop down to the courtyard seemed a mile. This is a really stupid idea.
She slipped her foot into the loop at the bottom of the makeshift rope, then swung her other leg over. She sat on the sill, one leg dangling, the other foot in the loop, both hands with a death grip on the fabric. If she hesitated, she’d lose her nerve, so she pushed off, keeping a tight grip on the rope and sending up a silent prayer to Dumo.
Mira swung alarmingly, twisting around. The rope stretched with her weight, and there was a flash of terror as she thought it would break sending her to the cobblestones below where someone would eventually find her as a bloody, mangled corpse.
But the rope held. She clung to it.
Slowly, whomever was up there began to haul on the rope. All Mira could do was dangle and let the other person do the work. A few seconds later, her head bumped against the bottom of the casement. She told herself to reach up and find a grip so she could pull herself onto the casement, but her arm wouldn’t obey. Letting go of the rope wasn’t an option.
And then she felt a heavy hand on her shoulder, grabbing a fistful of her dress. She was hauled up, another hand grabbing her arm and she was dragged over the casement and through the window.
Mira collapsed to the stone floor, heart hammering away at the inside of her chest. Thank Dumo. She’d pictured herself splattered in the courtyard a dozen different ways, but she’d made it. For the moment, she was safe. She looked up, wondering whom to thank, her eyes going wide with surprise.
A meaty hand clamped over her mouth.
“Easy, girl,” the big man whispered. “Let’s not be loud. You okay? Any bruises?”
Rugger!
He took his hand away. “Didn’t mean to be rough hauling you in.”
She threw herself on Rugger, arms going around him in a hug. She might as well have been hugging a mountain. “Rugger, don’t take this the wrong way because Dumo knows I’m glad to see you, but what are you doing here?”
“Been hiding in the nooks and crannies of the keep,” Rugger said. “It’s a big place, and not so full right now. I’m not Count Anyone or Baron So-n-so, so I guess I wasn’t important enough to be invited along with Lee and the others. Been keeping out of sight ever since. ”
Mira glanced around. They were in a common room like the one she and the other guests had used on the floor below except the fire was cold and there was a thin layer of dust everywhere. This part of the keep had apparently not been used in a while.
“And you’ve been hiding all this time?”
“That and looking for a way out,” Rugger said. “I think I can get us out of here.”
Mira was touched. If he’d found an escape route, then Rugger could have left without her anytime and saved himself. “Thanks for coming to get me, Rugger.”
“Don’t thank me yet,” Rugger said. “I won’t seem much of a hero if we get found and killed on the way out. You were safe enough in your room, I guess. I can still lower you down again.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Mira stood and straightened her dress. “Now show me this exit of yours.”
    
Merrik descended the tower steps with extreme caution, pausing often to listen. Upon his last visit to the tower, the wizard Penville had told him this part of the keep was seldom visited, partly because stories of the first baron’s ghost kept away the timid.
But once to the bottom of the tower, Merrik would be in parts of the keep more frequented. At least it was growing late. Hopefully, most of the keep’s occupants would be asleep. He paused at a cross hallway, trying to remember the way he’d come the first time. Penville had been leading, so Merrik hadn’t given the route his full attention.
He skulked through the innards of the keep, pausing often when he heard the clink and jostle of a man walking in armor, sometimes distantly, other times seemingly just around the corner. At last, he arrived at Penville’s door and knocked, an insistent tapping rather than a hard pounding with his fist. He wanted to wake the wizard, not the entire keep.
A disoriented grumbling from the other side of the door.
Merrik tapped again.
The door flew open. Penville stood in an absurd purple nightshirt that barely reached his knees. “What in the blazes could possibly be important enough to wake me in the middle of the – you? What are you doing here?”
Merrik made shushing gestures. “Keep your voice down.”
Penville stuck his head into the hallway and looked both ways. He backed into the room, motioning for Merrik to follow then closed the door again when they were both inside.
“How did you even get in here?” Penville asked. “Jurgan has this place locked up tighter than a drum.”
“Our friend Gregor Harste.”
“But … oh. I see,” Penville said. “That’s utterly fascinating. I didn’t realize the ghost had the ability to physically transmute another being over any significant distance of –”
“Penville, there’s really no time for this,” Merrik said. “I need your help.”
“My help? What in the world for?”
“Do I have to spell it out? Jurgan has killed your master, and he’s holding a friend of mine hostage. Are you going to let that stand?”
Penville lifted his chin, suddenly haughty. “That’s nothing to do with me. I’m not political.”
“Not political? Are you insane? The man killed his father and took his barony.”
“Jurgan told me I could serve him the same as I served his father,” Penville said. “I can continue to do my research. It matters not which baron I serve, not to me. Let the outside world rip itself apart in whatever way it likes.”
“Damn, it Penville, I’m telling you I need your help,” Merrik insisted. “I sent a message ahead to Lee. They’re waiting for a signal. I’m going to open the gate from the inside, and I need you to send that signal.”
Penville looked appalled at the notion. “What signal? What are you talking about?”
“From the top of the tower where we first encountered the ghost of the first baron,” Merrik explained. “They’ll be able to see it from any direction, and then they’ll storm the keep.”
“No! absolutely not. You need to leave.”
“Damn it, Penville!”
“No! It’s more than my hide’s worth if I help you, and then you fail.” He pushed Merrik toward the door.
“Hey!”
“I won’t tell them I saw you. Just leave me out of it. Now go!”
The wizard pushed Merrik into the hall then slammed the door.
Merri stood a moment, slack-jawed.
Then he shook his fist at the door. “Fuck you, you shitty wizard!”




CHAPTER THIRTY
M ira scurried to keep up. Rugger could move fast for a big man.
They traveled a long, poorly lit corridor all the way to the other side of the keep. It seemed empty and seldom used. They didn’t speak, Rugger holding up a hand occasionally as they stopped to listen. Then down a winding back stairway that looked like a servants’ passageway although there was still little evidence the way was much used.
They went down another long hallway, and Rugger stopped abruptly at the shuffling of feet and clink of chainmail. A flickering of torchlight around the corner.
“Balls,” Rugger muttered.
Mira moved in close behind the big man and whispered, “What is it?”
“A patrol, I think,” he whispered back. “Bugger me. Place has been quiet as the grave and now all of a sudden … come on.”
Rugger took Mira by the hand and pulled her back along down the hall the way they’d come. Fat candles in iron sconces provided minimal light. They were paced about twenty feet apart, but only some of them were lit. They tried the first door they came to. It was unlocked, and they slipped inside. It was too dark to see much. The place had a musty, unused smell.
“Keep quiet.” Rugger knelt, looked through the keyhole.
A moment later, Mira heard them tromping past, heavy boots and the jangle of armor and weapons. She couldn’t be sure how many, possibly a half dozen. Flickering torchlight glowed orange under the door then faded along with the sound.
Rugger waited several seconds before whispering, “They’ve gone.”
“Can we still get out the way you found?” Mira asked.
“Don’t know,” Rugger said. “There’s a huge central kitchen that feeds the entire keep. Some big fella like me walks in with a sack of potatoes on his shoulder, servants don’t even notice. The hallways to the occupied areas are always busy, trays going out with food and coming back empty. Nobody to feed this end of the keep, so it was supposed to be clear.”
“What do you think has them stirred up?”
Rugger shrugged his massive shoulders. “All I know is that the timing couldn’t be worse. There’s a place in the kitchen where they bring supplies in and out. Timing’s tricky, but I thought I could steak us out that way. But if there’s soldiers mucking about all over the place …” Another shrug.
Mira thought about it. “We should still try. I’m not keen to go back to my room.”
“Right. Come on then.”
Rugger opened the door slowly and looked. The hallway was clear. They left the room and headed toward the kitchen again, moving as quickly and as quietly as they could.
“Almost there,” Rugger said. “Looks like we’ve had some luck. Down at the end of this next hall then around the corner and we’ll be at the kitchen.”
They hit the end of the hall, and with a renewed sense of urgency turned the corner.
And slammed right into a jogging soldier
The man bounced off Rugger with a yelp and was sent sprawling, the crossbow he was carrying clattering across the floor, the turkey leg in the other hand flying across the hall.
“Oi, watch where you’re going, friend.” The soldier scrambled to his feet. “I was supposed to be on the bloody wall five minutes ago and if Old Heff catches me—” He looked closer at Rugger and Mira, eyes growing wide with realization. “You’re not supposed to be –”
Rugger’s hands shot out, grabbing the soldier on each side of his head just below the man’s simple bowl helm. His muscles bunched, and he twisted. The man’s head turned at an impossible angle with a sickening snap.
Mira’s hand went to her mouth to stifle a gasp. The soldier didn’t look any older than eighteen. Now his eyes were open and vacant, mouth slack.
Poor boy.
Rugger held the limp corpse, preventing it from falling and making further racket. With a grunt, Rugged heaved the dead man over a shoulder.
“What are you doing?” Mira asked.
“If he doesn’t show for duty, they might just think him slacking,” Rugger said. “But if they find a dead body, the alarm goes out.”
“Oh. Yes.”
“Get the crossbow.”
She stepped past him and scooped the crossbow up off the floor.
“Wait up, Devon,” came a voice down the hall, presumably from the kitchen. “Me and Grif’s grabbing some of this stew. You hear me?”
Rugger muttered and inventive string of curses. “Back the way we came. We’ll find an empty room to dump him.”
Mira hurried after Rugger, cradling the crossbow in her arms. They turned a corner, and Mira almost ran straight into Rugger when he stopped suddenly. The sound of heavy footfalls and clink of armor and weapons came from ahead of them.
“Bloody hell,” Rugger muttered. “That blasted patrol again, I think. Coming back this way. Follow me.”
They backtracked, turning down a side passage they’d passed earlier.
“What’s down here?” Mira asked.
“Not sure,” Rugger said. “I don’t remember going this way before. Listen at that door up ahead.”
Mira did as instructed, putting an ear against the rough wood. “I don’t hear anything.”
“Okay,” Rugger said. “Take that candle down there.”
Mira shifted the crossbow to carry it under one arm, then took the fat candle from the sconce. Hot wax dripped on her thumb, and she winced.
Rugger nodded to the door. “Quick. Inside.”
They went in and shut the door behind them.
A basic storage closet and catch-all. Tools and buckets and mops and broken furniture piled against the back wall. Rugger dropped the corpse in a corner next to a stack of small casks.
He sniffed one of the casks. “Lamp oil.”
“How long do we wait in here?” Mira asked.
“No idea,” Rugger admitted. “My plan was to go through the kitchen. Something got the guards all stirred up all sudden like, but damned if I know what.”
Mira went to the door and listened. No hint of pursuit or that anyone was out there. She cracked the door and looked. The hallway was empty.
She opened the door wider. “Come on.”
“Come on where?” Rugger asked.
“Anywhere but here.”
Mira considered heading back toward the kitchen. Rugger said he’d found a way out. She discarded the idea because she didn’t know what was going on with the keep’s guards. They could be constantly coming and going from the kitchen as shifts changed, making it difficult if not impossible for her and Rugger to escape.
She turned the other direction. “This way.”
“I’m not sure what’s down here,” Rugger told her.
“We’re going to find out.”
    
It had honestly not occurred to Merrik that Penville wouldn’t help him.
He muttered another curse as he stalked away from the wizard’s door. I can’t believe that son of a bitch only wants to look out for himself.
Sound like anyone we know?
Abruptly, Merrik stopped walking. Ponder? I think you only show up now to insult me.
Maybe Dumo has placed me inside your mind to be your conscience.
Merrik frowned. I didn’t rush to Whiteout Pass for my own amusement, and I didn’t come here for personal gain. I’m trying to help, damn it.
See what a good job I’m doing? Each day you become slightly less mercenary and self-involved. I think I make a pretty good conscience.
Oh, so you want credit.
Never mind all that for now, Ponder said. I saw what you did with young Sarab. You’re learning your way around, Merrik. That’s good because as I mentioned before, Arzumel wants to see you.
Merrik couldn’t quite decide if that were good news or bad, but it got his attention. He wants to see me?
Yes. You’re making a mess of all his plans.
His plans? What fucking plans?
You don’t think we’re in your brain by accident, do you?
Part of a master wizard’s plan was to get inside my head?
Not yours specifically. Look, he can explain it better than I can. You’ve got to stop mucking about in this keep and go meet him.
I’m here to help my friend. Part of being less self-centered, remember?
And if your friend wasn’t quite so attractive, would you be so eager to help? Would you put yourself in harm’s way to rescue Count Bettin or Baron Mykle?
Merrik hesitated.
Ponder laughed.
You think you’re terribly clever, jester, but you’re not. Mira is going to marry Lee. I gain nothing from helping her. I won’t win her back, and that’s not the point anyway.
And what was the point? Merrik would feel like a cad and a coward if he didn’t, but that wasn’t it either, not completely. When he’d heard Mira was being held hostage, it had never occurred to him not to do something. Mira needed help. It was just that simple. Merrik couldn’t refuse.
He thought about that for a moment.
Ohhhhh, shit. I’m in love with her.
Ponder laughed again with redoubled vigor.
Just shut the fuck up, why don’t you?
In love with her, eh? I honestly don’t know if that proves your point or mine.
I don’t care what it proves, Merrik said. Tell your wizard he has to wait. I’m busy here.
Oh, I shall tell him, sir, but he shall not be pleased. The jester’s laughter was no more than a mild chuckle this time.
The laughter faded, and Merrik could sense Ponder had gone.
Merrik stood a moment, hands on his hips and made a dissatisfied grunt. What now? He’d been counting on an accomplice for his plan to work. He fast walked down the hall, not really knowing where he was going, turned the corner and –
Merrik’s head was suddenly engulfed by enormous arms. He felt himself lifted off the floor as he flailed helplessly.
“Wait!” A woman’s voice.
The giant arms released him. Merrik stumbled back.
“Oi,” Rugger said. “I nearly twisted your head off, boyo.”
A sudden blur, and Merrik felt someone fly into his arms, almost knocking him over. Mira hugged him as tightly as she could, burying her face in his chest.
“Merrik, what are you doing here?” Mira said. “Never mind. I don’t even care. I’m so glad to see you.”
Merrik hugged back. She felt good and solid in his arms. “What? You didn’t think I’d let you rot in some dull old keep, did you? Of course, I’m here to effect a daring rescue. Rugger, I didn’t expect to see you.”
“I was on the wrong side when they shut the door,” the big man said. “You got yourself in here. I presume that means you can take us out the same way.”
“Sadly, no,” Merrik said. “Long story.”
But … well, could he take them out the way he’d arrived? Merrik didn’t think so. He’d inferred that the three ghosts living inside him put him halfway into the in-between world, the place Sarab and Gregor Harste had been able to guide him. He was far from an expert on the workings of ghosts and their world. He was figuring it out as he went along, but he doubted he could bring Mira and Rugger with him.
“Rugger had a way out through the kitchen,” Mira said. “But there’s suddenly guards all over the place.”
“Been quiet up to now,” Rugger said. “But something’s going on.”
“That might be my doing, I’m afraid,” Merrik told them. “If Lee got my note, then he might be moving troops into position. I suppose Jurgan is reacting.”
Rugger frowned. “Troops?”
“Yes, I have something of a plan,” Merrik said. “But it involves …” His eyes went to the object under Mira’s arm. “Is that a crossbow?”
“Oh, yes,” she said. “I forgot I had it with me.”
“You appear not to have any bolts to go with it,” Merrik observed.
“We left them with the dead man,” Rugger said.
“Elaborate please.”
“One of the keep’s guards,” Rugger said. “He saw us. Last thing he ever saw.”
“I presume he was wearing the baron’s livery,” Merrik said.
“Still is,” Rugger said.
Merrik rubbed his hands together and grinned. “Then, my friends, I propose the following plan.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
M errik strode the hallways of the keep, the dead guard’s bowl helm slightly too big on his head, the red livery over his own clothes. He passed other guards as he made his way to the courtyard, walking confidently as if he were supposed to be there, nodding whenever he made eye contact. No one challenged or stopped him.
He took a couple of wrong turns but eventually found the door leading to the main courtyard. He exited and paused a moment to take in his surroundings.
The courtyard looked different than when he’d been here the first time Penville had magically inspected each of them, singling out Merrik as … different. It had been daylight then and crowded with Count Bettin’s saber riders. Now there was a large brazier to either side of the door, random soldiers standing around warming their hands. Torches at intervals up on the walls, turning the guards there into eerie, slow-moving silhouettes. Jagged shadows played over the entire courtyard.
The gate was directly ahead of him on the other side of the courtyard. Nobody seemed to be paying Merrik any attention. Likely he could walk straight to the gate without drawing attention if he didn’t hurry or act nervous.
You’re supposed to be here. Just act like a guard about your guard business.
Timing was critical.
He needed to wait for Rugger. Rugger needed to wait for Mira.
Unless one of them gets caught. This is really a sort of terrible plan. Maybe we’ll get lucky.
The thing about luck was that sooner or later it always ran out.
A line of men descended a narrow stairway to the left of the gate. They came down from the wall and formed two lines, a half dozen of them led by an officer. They headed straight for Merrik.
Blast. Okay. Look casual.
He drifted toward one of the braziers, hands out as if warming himself along with the other soldiers, exchanging nods. He risked a glance back. It wasn’t some random officer leading the men.
That’s Jurgan!
He turned abruptly back to the fire, head down. You’re not doing anything. Just warming yourself like the others. He’ll keep walking and that’s that.
A moment later a man stood right next to him at the brazier, an expensive red cloak draped over gleaming ring mail, an ornate broadsword hanging from a wide, leather belt. The man took off a wide helm and held it under his arm.
Of course. Jurgan stands right next to me. Merrik turned away slightly while trying not to look like he was turning away. He’d had dinner with the man but had sat at the far end of the table. Maybe Jurgan wouldn’t even recognize Merrik.
Luck always runs out eventually.
“And how are you men doing, tonight?” Jurgan asked.
Mutterings of very well, milord, thank you. Not quite enthusiastic but respectful.
“I know some of you would rather be in your beds,” Jurgan said. “But that upstart and his rabble army are up to something. We’ve seen them moving around in the dark, positioning themselves. In daylight, we’ll see them better and know more. Until then, look sharp and stay alert.”
A bit of yes, milord from the men, and Jurgan turned and left toward the keep.
A silent moment stretched.
One of the guard’s grunted. “Maybe we should have gone with the others.”
“Others?” asked a young soldier with a sparse beard.
“Haven’t you noticed we’re down to nearly half strength,” the other said. “When word went around Old Harste had been killed, some of the boys didn’t come back. Some say it’s maybe Jurgan what done it.”
“Here, that’s enough of that sort of talk,” said an older soldier. He had some gray in his thick black beard and had the look of a veteran. “Just follow orders and everything will be fine. Higher ups than us will decide these things.”
“Easy, now,” said the first. “I’ll follow orders well enough. Just thinking out loud.”
“Well, think those sorts of thoughts quieter,” the veteran said.
“Still, I wish Aaron was here instead of off to Harston on the Hill.”
Merrik’s head came up and the name Aaron. It struck him as familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it. “Who’s Aaron?”
All eyes went to Merrik.
“You don’t know the name of the baron’s younger son?”
Oops.
“I thought you didn’t look familiar,” the veteran said. “You new?”
“Yeah,” Merrik said quickly. “Joined up just a few days ago. Pretty lousy timing, huh?”
Stony silence.
Then the other men laughed.
“Lousy timing indeed,” the veteran said. “If you’d waited, you’d be free as a bird. Instead, you’re stuck in here under siege. Well, that’s all part of being a soldier, isn’t it?”
Merrik sighed dramatically. “I guess so.”
He let his eyes drift to the wide walkway and balcony over the keep’s main door. Come on, Rugger. Don’t keep me waiting.
    
They rushed silently through the deserted – mostly deserted – back ways of the uninhabited part of the keep. They paused once, hiding in the shadows to let a patrol go by, the soldiers yawning and bleary-eyed and obviously not expecting trouble to come from inside the fortification.
They came to a spot where one hallway crossed another and stopped.
“You can find your way from here?” Rugger asked.
Mira clutched the crossbow to her chest. “I think so. Merrik’s directions to the tower were clear enough.”
Rugger nodded at the weapon in her hands, shifting the small cask of lamp oil he carried from one shoulder to the other. “Keep your hand off the lever until it’s time.”
“I know.”
She looked down at the heavy weapon. Rugger had shown her how to crank the wire into place until it caught, insert the bolt, aim and fire. She’d never used a crossbow before, but all she had to do was hit the sky. How hard could that be? She’d torn a strip of fabric from the bottom of her dress, had soaked it in lamp oil, and had then tied it around the bolt.
“Take a candle from the last sconce you pass,” Rugger said. “Careful with it. Light the bolt before you climb the ladder to the top of the tower, or the wind will blow the candle out.”
“I know.”
“Count to five hundred first,” Rugger reminded her. “I need to set up.”
“I know.”
“I know you know,” Rugger said. “I jabber when I’m nervous.”
“You’re nervous?”
“Start counting.” Rugger turned and jogged back the other way.
Mira tried to tell herself she had the easy end of this plan. Merrik and Rugger would be in far more danger.
So why do I feel my heart is about to thump right out of my chest?
She started counting and found the stairway which wound up to the top of the tower. A handy iron sconce with a lit candle hung on the wall. She took the candle and headed upward, still counting. She’d wait until the last moment to light the crossbow bolt. She didn’t want to burn up all the oil before it was time.
Mira found the ladder at the top. She looked up and could see stars. Merrik must have left the trapdoor open.
A gust of cold wind washed down through the open door, swirled around the room.
And blew the candle out, plunging her into darkness.
“Are you fucking kidding me?”
Now she’d have to go all the way back down and find another candle. It couldn’t be helped. There was no other way to light the –
“Hey, somebody down there?”
She looked up and saw the dark silhouette of a helmed soldier amid the orange glow of the torch he was holding. Mira held her breath and didn’t move. Don’t come down here. Don’t come down here. Don’t come down here.
The soldier leaned in, lowering the torch to see down into the room. “Hello?”
Mira flinched, face now awash in torchlight.
“Stay right there,” the soldier ordered. “You’re not meant to be wandering about.”
Mira lifted the crossbow, aimed, and squeezed the lever.
The bolt shot straight and stuck the man high in the shoulder. He grunted, pitching forward through the trapdoor. He fell and landed hard, the torch knocked loose from his grip and rolling away. He lay there, eyes closed.
The bolt! I need it. It now seemed the height of idiocy they hadn’t rigged a few spare bolts with oil and cloth. In their rush to implement Merrik’s plans – and not get caught in the process – they’d probably overlooked a number of obvious precautions.
Mira approached the man carefully and kicked him.
He didn’t move.
Mira bent and took the bolt in a two-handed grip. She pulled. Then she pulled harder. It was stuck.
Oh, come on!
She stepped on the man’s chest for leverage and yanked on the bolt again.
His eyes popped open, and he grabbed her ankle.
Mira screamed. She tried to jump back, but the soldier held his iron grip on her ankle, and she went down.
“Bitch, you shot me,” the soldier said. “I’m bleeding.”
She kicked with the other leg, caught him in the face with her shoe heel.
He grunted pain. “Stop that!”
She kicked again. And again. His nose smashed flat, blood spurting from each nostril. She kicked one more time, and he let go of her ankle, cursing a blue streak.
Mira scrambled to her feet.
The soldier rolled over and groaned, managing only to get to his hands and knees.
Mira grabbed the crossbow, turned it around in her hands, and brought the butt down hard on the man’s head. He yelled, his helm clattering away. She swung the crossbow like a club, two handed with everything she had. The soldier’s skull cracked. He went down and didn’t move.
Mira sank to her knees, panting and covered in fear sweat. She began to shake.
I’ve never killed a man. I’ve seen death all around me, but to actually kill another person with my own two hands …
She took a deep breath and regained control of herself. This was no time to have a breakdown. She realized she was supposed to be counting to five hundred but had lost track. Surely, she was late implementing her part of the plan.
She grabbed the torch from the floor and set in in a nearby sconce. Then she turned the body over and tried to remove the bolt again. It took several hard yanks, but she finally pulled it free. Cranking the crossbow string back into place was difficult and took longer than she thought. Come on, come on, come on …
Mira set the bolt into the slot then lit the oiled cloth with the torch. She hurried up the ladder before it went out, juggling the crossbow making the climb awkward.
Once on top, the cold wind hit her. The bolt’s flame flickered but didn’t go out. She oriented herself. Lee and his army surrounding the keep would be able to see the signal from any direction, but Rugger needed to see it too. He’d told her to aim east.
She aimed and loosed the bolt, the string snapping with a twang. It sailed high in a long arc, trailing fire, drifting on the wind only a little until finally descending out of sight.
Mira let herself slump to the floor, sitting flat on her backside, tossing the crossbow aside. Finished. I’ve done my part.
She only hoped it wasn’t too late.
    
Rugger kept looking at the sky.
Where is it? Come on, girl.
He’d made his way to the second-floor balcony without incident, but the longer he stood around, the more likely he’d be discovered. He risked a look down into the keep’s large, front courtyard, wondering if he could spot Merrik, but everyone down there wore the same livery and armor and all looked alike.
Well, Merrik was down there somewhere.
I hope. Otherwise, I’m about to cause a lot of commotion for nothing.
The doors behind him led into a large parlor with various chairs and tables which had been exactly what he’d needed. He’d made a pile of them on the balcony and doused them in lamp oil, nearly emptying the cask. He stood a safe distance away, holding a torch.
Rugger craned his neck, eyeing the sky again. Mira could have counted to five hundred and back down again by now. He berated himself for not seeing her all the way to the tower. If something happened –
There it was!
The flaming bolt flew over the courtyard, already on its downward arc and into the night.
If Lee doesn’t see that, he’s a bloody blind man.
Rugger shoved the torch into the pile of furniture. The oil caught, and in a moment, the blaze was taller than he was. Rugger backed into the parlor to escape the heat.
There’s your diversion, boyo. Now don’t trip over your own cock.
    
Merrik waited for someone else to notice first. He didn’t have to wait long.
“Fire!” someone yelled from across the courtyard. Others took up the call. “Fire! Fire!”
Merrik took three steps toward the middle of the courtyard, raising his voice and trying to sound as authoritative as possible. “We need a bucket line. Let’s get water on that fire. Every available man! Let’s get on it now! Move!”
Every soldier in the courtyard sprang into action at once, nobody questioning Merrik’s authority. Why would they? A fire blazed along the keep’s second-floor balcony. Of course, the thing to do was put it out.
Merrik strode toward the gate, still shouting and waving his arms. “No time to dawdle, you layabouts! We need every man. Let’s go! That fire will gut the keep if we don’t get it under control!”
Men rushed past him. He glanced at where they were going, and for the first time noticed a low stone cistern along the courtyard’s far wall. Wooden buckets appeared from somewhere. Even some of the men on the wall were coming down to help.
I hope Rugger has the good sense to get out of there.
He kept moving toward the gate, pointing at men, and shouting orders. No one disputed him. The fire spoke for itself, but soon somebody who actually was in charge would come along, and Merrik needed to accomplish his task before then.
The gate was barred shut by a long, round length of timber, worn smooth and kept greased so it could slide easily through the iron rings affixed to the gate’s heavy wooden planks. Merrik grabbed the handle, his muscles tensing in preparation to slide the bar back, so the gate would open.
“You, there!” someone called. “What are you doing at the gate!”
Merrik spared a quick glance for the men coming toward him. Jurgan and a half dozen soldiers.
Damn.
The signal had gone up. And Lee’s soldiers waited on the other side ready to storm the keep. It was all up to Merrik. He yanked harder on the bar. Even greased, it was heavy and slid slowly through the iron rings. Clearly it wasn’t meant to be slid aside by one person, at least not quickly. His muscles strained, heels digging into the dirt as he pulled it back one slow inch at a time. Come on, you heavy bastard!
Jurgan drew his sword, and the men with him followed suit. “I command you to stop!” They headed for Merrik at a fast jog.
Merrik didn’t stop. He kept tugging, the bar sliding through the rings even as Jurgan and his men drew closer. All Merrik had to do was get the damn gate open.
The bar finally slid free and with a whoop of triumph, Merrik pulled the gates open, they swung inward freely on well-oiled hinges.
“Have at them!” Merrik yelled. “The keep’s only at half strength! Ride these dogs down like –”
Nobody was there.
Merrik’s shoulders slumped. “Fuck me.”
He turned and drew his sword. Jurgan and his men were almost upon him. Merrik was a fair swordsman, but it was unlikely he could take on seven armed men.
But Cullen could.
Merrik called upon the master swordsman inside him, the ghost who’d served the last king of Greymond. At the battle of Harkun’s Keep, Merrik had felt the ghost’s skill in his own arms and hands as he fended off attacking plainsmen coming over the wall, his blade a flashing blur of death. He’d felt Cullen’s skill course through his veins again, combined with the might of Arzumel’s magic to defeat the wizard Red William at Whiteout Pass.
And now Merrik would wield that power again. Jurgan and his men would taste it also.
I call upon you, Cullen. Through me, use your skills to defeat this enemy!
Nothing.
Cullen?
More nothing.
“Fuuuuuuuuck!”
The thunder of hooves behind him. Jurgan and his men abruptly halted their advance on Merrik, eyes going wide.
Merrik turned.
A score of riders erupted through the gate, sabers held high, helms and breastplates glinting in the firelight. One leaned in the saddle, saber cocked back, clearly about to take a swipe at Merrik. He realized with alarm he was still wearing his disguise, the livery of the keep, and was about to get his skull split down the middle.
He threw himself to the ground just in time, the saber cutting the air just above him.
Merrik rolled, horses leaping over him, hooves digging up turf all around. He was sure he’d be trampled, but he kept rolling, and a moment later found himself up against the keep’s wall to the left side of the gate. He lurched to his feet, keeping his back against the stone, and cast aside his helm and livery.
He watched a moment, catching his breath. Another, larger wave of saber riders had come through the gate. The courtyard had become a tumult of bloodshed, sabers rising and falling among the keep’s soldiers. Many had abandoned their firefighting duties to join the fray, but they were outnumbered and had been taken completely by surprise. The courtyard filled with the screams of the dying, the ring of steel on steel echoing above the shouts.
Merrik spied Jurgan, dodging past pockets of violence as he ran back toward the keep. Merrik’s hand went to his empty scabbard. He’d dropped his sword.
“Marqus Niles!”
His head jerked around. A rider had broken off from the other attackers and had reigned in his horse next to Merrik.
“Count Bettin.”
“You are as good as your word, sir,” Bettin said. “As soon as we got your letter, we set about organizing –”
“I need a sword!”
Bettin didn’t hesitate. He drew his broadsword and handed it down to Merrik. “Take mine.”
Merrik took the sword, and without a word, sprinted after Jurgan.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
M errik almost died three times chasing Jurgan back into the keep. He dodged and ducked and parried blows. The saber riders had all but defeated the men in the red livery. Even as Merrik entered the keep, many were throwing down their arms in surrender.
The keep’s main entranceway was filled with smoke. Merrik thought he saw Jurgan turn up a wide stairway and followed. At the second-floor landing, Jurgan turned and lifted his sword.
Merrik paused.
“Who are you?” Jurgan demanded. “Why are you chasing me? Be gone with you!”
Merrik considered the question. Why am I chasing him? Surely, Jurgan could be someone else’s problem.
But then Merrik knew the answer immediately. Jurgan had taken Mira hostage. Merrik did not think of himself as a hero, but he’d come nonetheless, to rescue Mira. It had been his plan, his machinations which had opened the gate and let in the saber riders. Merrik had set these events into motion, so in a way he was responsible. That Jurgan could escape and cause further mischief or flee through some hidden passage and escape justice … Merrik couldn’t let it happen. It wasn’t right.
And yet … there was more to it than that, Merrik realized. The man had killed his father. How many sons would trade everything to have their fathers back? Merrik thought about young Padraig, the child’s parents slain by plainsmen savages.
“Wait, I know you,” Jurgan said. “The latecomer to dinner. One of Lee’s friends, the one Penville took away to examine.”
“Merrik Niles, the Marquis of Munsk.” Merrik bowed with a flourish. “At your service.”
“Munsk.” Jurgan shook his head. “Never heard of it.”
“I’m getting sick of people saying that!”
Merrik rushed forward and thrust, his blade puncturing ringmail and sinking deep into Jurgan’s belly.
The man’s eyes went wide. He dropped his own sword with a clatter. Merrik jerked the blade free. Jurgan looked down at his own ruined gut, hands going to staunch the blood. He looked up again at Merrik, expression one of bewilderment.
“Nobody’s ever tried to kill me before,” Jurgan said.
“Honestly, I thought you’d parry.”
Jurgan sank to his knees, still clutching his belly. “Father … never taught. I never really learned … the blade. Figured I’d order … other men … to fight … for me.” He slumped over with a thud and a clang as his helmet was knocked off.
Merrik watched the man lay still a moment and thought he’d passed.
Jurgan tried to lift his head but couldn’t manage it, shifting just enough instead to look up at Merrik. The would-be baron’s face had gone ashen. “Help me.”
Merrik looked at the rapidly widening pool of blood spreading out from Jurgan’s sprawled form. “I don’t think I can.”
Jurgan’s face twisted into a scowl, some last bit of defiance, or maybe it was just an expression of pain. “He’s no king, you know. The … boy. No … king.”
“I know,” Merrik said. “But that’s not what matters.”
A long, last breath wheezed out of Jurgan. His eyes rolled back, and he was gone.
The sound of clashing steel rose from below. Merrik looked around, deciding what to do. The smoke seemed to have cleared. The fire Rugger had set had either burned itself out or had been put out.
Merrik headed for the tower. He needed Gregor Harste.
He didn’t pass anyone along the way. The servants had probably hidden themselves, and the soldiers had gone to fight. At last, he made it to the tower and began climbing the long stairway upward.
Toward the top, he rounded a corner and nearly collided with Mira.
“Merrik!” She threw her arms around him.
He sighed relief and returned the hug. “Good shooting. The signal brought Bettin’s saber riders.”
Merrik briefly explained all that had transpired.
Then he took a more careful look at her. “Is that blood?”
“It’s okay,” Mira said. “It’s not mine.”
“Oh. Good.” He gestured back down the stairs. “Be careful. There might still be fighting, but Bettin’s down there. He’ll take you back to Lee.”
“You’re not coming?”
“I have to go.” He looked up the stairs.
“Go? Up there?”
“It’s a long story. You’re safe now. Find Bettin.”
He headed back up the stairs away from her.
“What the … Merrik, wait!”
At the top, Merrik did a double take when he saw the dead soldier.
“There were … complications,” Mira said, coming up behind him. She quickly related having to get past the guard.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” Merrik said. “I mean … are you okay?”
“I was a bit shaken,” she confessed. “I’m fine now. But what are you doing up here?”
“Leaving the same way I came,” he said.
Mira looked around. “You can fly now? I’m impressed.”
“I suppose you’ll need to know about this sooner or later,” Merrik said. “Watch.”
Merrik turned to look across the empty tower. “Gregor Harste, I need to talk to you. Can you hear me, Baron?”
“Merrik, there’s no one there,” Mira said.
“Just wait.”
They waited.
“Come back down with me,” Mira said. “Let’s get out of here together. Come on.”
“This is why I don’t share this secret,” Merrik said with irritation. “I really don’t need people thinking I’m insane.”
“I don’t think you’re insane, Merrik,” Mira assured him. “I just think we should –”
Mira gasped and took a step back.
Merrik turned.
The ghost of the first baron faded into view, looking … well … ghostly.
“What do you want now?”
“The elder son – the murderer – is dead,” Merrik told Gregor. “I’ve slain him.”
The ghost narrowed his eyes, considering. “Oh?”
“The younger son will take his place as the new baron.” Nobody had told Merrik this, but it was a safe assumption.
“The … younger son?” Gregor walked toward Merrik, seeming to float.
Merrik sensed Mira moving closer behind him and felt her grab his arm. “Merrik.” She whispered.
“It’s okay,” Merrik whispered back.
But Mira didn’t let go.
“The youngest, you say?” the ghost asked. “Who?”
Merrik hoped he was remembering his first encounter with Gregor Harste correctly. The first baron had told him the story of betrayal by his eldest son. He’d also told him the name of his second son.
“Aaron,” Merrik said. “The younger son is named Aaron.”
Very slowly, Gregor’s eyes widened. “Aaron.”
“Yes.”
The ghost looked away, staring into the sky for a long time, as if all of the great questions of life and death hung out there among the glittering stars. “My son.”
Merrik said nothing. Well, not exactly your son, but …
The baron looked back, a wan smile crossing his face, and as if reading Merrik’s mind said, “I know only the names are the same. Still, there’s a certain … symmetry. It feels as if something has finally been put right after so very long. I’m tired. So tired. It would be nice to rest.”
Merrik glanced quickly at Mira. She still clung to Merrik and had been listening to his exchange with the ghost with rapt attention.
He realized suddenly that Mira could see the ghost. Had something changed? Maybe there had been a curse. Was Gregor visible now that it had been lifted?
“Yes. Rest. It has been long enough.” Gregor turned away and began to fade. “I shall rest at last.”
“Wait!” Merrik said quickly.
The ghost looked back, still fading, but willing to listen.
“I need you,” Merrik said. “To help me get back.”
A pause. Then Gregor Harste, the first baron, turned away again, fading completely along with his last words. “My time here is finished, but I’ll send the girl.”
And then he was gone.
Mira showed no sign she was going to let go of Merrik’s arm. “What … who was that?”
“The first Baron Harste. His ghost, I should say.”
“I didn’t realize you knew a ghost.”
“I know a surprising number actually.”
“I feel like there’s a whole long story I’ve missed,” Mira said. “I’m going to need you to explain.
Sarab materialized not three feet from them.
“Are you okay?” Merrik asked the ghost. “Gregor sent you away rather abruptly.”
Mira blinked. “Are you talking to me?”
“Her.” But of course, Mira couldn’t see Sarab. Merrik would never understand the rules of ghostliness.
“I’m okay,” Sarab said. “The older ghosts who’ve been around a long time can do that. I guess they’ve learned over the centuries how it works in between. I’m not harmed. He just sort of willed me away. I can’t think how else to explain it.”
“I’m glad you’re okay,” Merrik said. “I’m glad he sent you back for me. Can you take me home – your home I mean, back to the village.”
“Is it another ghost?” Mira asked.
“He told me.” Sarab held out a hand. “I can take you.”
Merrik stepped toward her, reached for her hand.
Mira yanked him back. “Merrik?”
He turned to Mira, took her by the shoulders. “I must go. There’s … a lot going on with me right now.”
Mira frowned, brow creasing. “Really. It must be nice to keep busy. I wouldn’t know what that’s like … just a little being held hostage and oh, yeah, supposed to get married and be a queen and there’s war coming, but no you go on. You’ve got things to do.”
Merrik laughed and hugged her tight. After a moment, she hugged back.
He pulled away and smiled at her. “It’s going to be okay. You are going to be okay. You’re too crafty to let anything happen to you.”
“That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
“You deserve more.” He kissed her quickly on the forehead. “I’ve got to go.”
He stepped away from Mira.
She reached for him. “Merrik, I –”
Merrik took Sarab by the hand.
The world went blue. Mira stood frozen in time, still reaching for him. She grew smaller and more distant, and Merrik realized it wasn’t her moving but him. Sarab pulled him along, and he floated after her. The frozen blue world melted and reshaped itself around them.
They walked hand in hand across a vivid green field. The sky was blue and empty. Merrik turned his head, looking in every direction. Bright green grass stretched to every horizon, even and unbroken, no trees or other structures. Nothing.
“I know the way,” Sarab said, sensing his question.
“How?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know.”
Merrik felt a strange, lightheaded sensation, mind foggy as if awakening from deep slumber. Had seconds passed or hours? He blinked, and immediately his head cleared. Sarab still led him across the endless grassland. Surely, it had only been a momentary lapse, a mental hiccough. They’d only begun walking a few short seconds ago.
Something tugged him from behind. He looked over his shoulder but saw nothing. He felt it again, a sharp tug as if someone had grabbed his belt from behind and yanked.
Sarab turned to look at him, eyes shooting wide.
Merrik felt himself being dragged backwards by some invisible force. Sarab clutched his hand between both of hers, trying to pull him back, digging in her heels, but Merrik began to move backwards faster until he was yanked free from her grasp.
“Merrik!” she reached for him.
But she was already growing small in his vision. The grass grew around him until it was over his head, the blades now brown and dry. They slapped and stung his face as he was pulled along at an incredible speed. The sky dimmed overhead until darkness completely enveloped him.
He was packed tightly in the dry grass, but the sensation of movement had ceased. He was no longer being dragged along by some unseen force. He pushed at the dry grass in front of his face, shoving and tying to move forward until –
He broke out into the daylight. It hadn’t been dry grass, not anymore. He was in a huge haystack. He brushed hay from his clothes and shook it out of his hair. He looked around. Fields. Trees in the distance. A large farmhouse. Someone stood on the porch.
Merrik walked toward it.
The man on the porch watched him come. Merrik climbed the stairs slowly, examining the man’s face. There was a vague familiarity there, but Merrik couldn’t place him.
“Did you bring me here?” Merrik asked.
“Yes,” the man said.
“Why?”
“Because we need to talk,” he said. “My name is Cullen.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
S hips burned all along the waterfront at Kaegel Rock.
Many were in the middle of being built. Others were finished. A tumult of men all along the docks, like ants in a frenzy, uselessly attempting to fight the fires. The wind shifted and blew the smoke landward, completely obscuring Arlane Voss’ view of the assault on the only ship in port not currently on fire.
Voss turned away, coughing, eyes watering. Kellag had shown her a safe, out of the way spot to stand and watch. She supposed he’d meant safe from the fighting. They hadn’t considered the smoke.
The wind shifted abruptly again, taking the smoke out to sea.
Voss wiped her eyes and blinked. Kellag and the other mercenaries still fought across the deck of the Winter Witch, but as far as Voss could observe, the ship was taken. Kellag and his people had only to mop up.
The bishop was tired of waiting. She left her spot across the docks and headed for the Winter Witch at a fast walk. As she reached the bottom of the gangplank, a man screamed and tumbled over the gunwale with an arrow in his back, dropping into the water between the dock and the vessel.
I hope that wasn’t one of ours.
She scurried up the gangplank, stopping at the top to survey the scene.
Bodies littered the deck. Most wore the drab uniform of the Union Navy, but a few dead mercenaries lay scattered among them. Kellag approached her, stepping over corpses. There was blood on his face and down one arm, but he didn’t walk as if wounded. He held his battle axe loosely in one hand, blood and gore dripping from the blade.
“I told you to wait until the fighting was over and I sent for you,” he said with mild irritation.
“Looks like you’ve finished the job,” Voss said. “And I was tired of waiting.”
“A good thing you didn’t,” Denny said, coming up behind them. Her dark skin was also streaked with blood, hair matted with sweat. “We need to shove off now. One stray ember from the ships on either side of us, and this could all be for nothing.”
Voss glanced to both sides at the adjacent ships. Flames climbed the masts. Denny was right. They needed to move the Winter Witch away from the flames.
“Do what you need to do,” Voss said. “I’ll stay out of the way.”
Denny barked orders. She kicked off her shoes as did several of the other mercenaries, and in the next moment, they swarmed the rigging and began unfurling the sails. Others cast off lines and pushed away from the docks with long poles.
A few minutes later, they were underway.
Voss found herself at the stern, looking back at Kaegel Rock. Kellag stood next to her. The entire waterfront was engulfed in an enormous cloud of smoke, an orange flickering glow within.
“Was it really necessary to burn the entire waterfront?” she asked.
Kellag shrugged. “They won’t follow us.”
Voss supposed that was a fair point.
Kellag looked back at the bloody remains of the battle across the deck. “You want us to dump the bodies overboard?”
She looked up at the big mercenary. “You’re asking me?”
“You’re the employer,” Kellag said. “Technically for a contract like this, the ship and everything on it are yours.”
“Leaving corpses in the sun for too long is probably a bad idea,” Voss said. “Yes, dump them over, but check them for valuables first. Strip any armor or weapons you find useful.”
Kellag laughed. “Now you’re thinking like a mercenary.”
Denny arrived and said, “Ship’s under way; however, there is a … situation.”
Kellag rested his axe on his shoulder and sighed. “Show me.”
Denny led him away, and Voss followed without being asked. They went below deck all the way down to the cargo hold. Three dead mercenaries lay across one another at the bottom of the ladder. Kellag descended, hands gripping his axe tightly. Voss watched from the top of the ladder.
Across the hold, a man stood in full plate armor, a blood-stained broadsword in one hand. He wore a black tabard over the armor, crossed quills below a coin stitched in silver across his chest. Helm with an open face and a horsehair crest on top. Behind him were dozens of wooden crates.
“You’re not in a tenable position,” Kellag stated matter-of-factly.
The man in plate nodded at the corpses. “They thought the same.”
Kellag looked at the dead bodies then back at the man. “I see. Can’t talk you out of this?”
“Afraid not,” he replied. “I am oathbound to protect –”
Kellag moved so fast it startled Voss.
The man in plate reacted quickly, thrusting his sword, trying to catch Kellag as he advanced. Kellag moved too quickly, sidestepping, the axe coming around in a spinning blur. It bit into the man’s wrist. The hand flew away along with the sword holding it.
He screamed, eyes wide, looking at his stump as it spurted blood. On the backswing, Kellag planted the axeblade into the side of the man’s head splitting helm and skull alike. He went down hard in a clatter of plate armor. Kellag braced a boot against the dead man’s shoulder to yank the axe free.
“Denny!” Kellag called. “Get some men with prybars down here. Let’s see what this man was guarding.”
A minute later, they pried open the first crate. It was filled with leather bags cinched closed with draw strings. Each bag was filled with silver coins. They opened three more crates and found the same thing.
“Do you think they’re all full of silver,” Denny asked breathlessly.
Kellag shook his head in disbelief. “It’s a fortune.”
“Payroll,” Voss said.
Kellag turned to her. “Eh?”
“The dead man wears the emblem of the Ministry of Coin on his tabard,” Voss explained. “All who work for the Union are paid from a central treasury. This was probably meant for all of the shipbuilders and Union troops in and around Kaegel Rock.”
Voss thought for a moment and then said, “You said as employer, the boat is mine. And everything on it.”
Kellag frowned. “I wish I hadn’t told you that.”
“I suppose you could throw me overboard,” Voss said. “I’m just an old woman, alone and at your mercy, but let me ask you a question.”
“Ask it then.”
“Didn’t you tell me most of the mercenaries along the southern coast were currently unemployed?”
Kellag’s eyes narrowed. “Yes.”
“When we found each other, Kellag, you were unemployed and on the run from the Truth Brigade,” Voss reminded him. “But then I hired you, and now you’re a captain of mercenaries again. Wouldn’t you like to help your brother mercenaries in some similar way?”
“What are you getting at, old woman?”
“Being a captain is one thing,” Voss said. “But don’t you think general has a nice ring to it?”
    
Eight young children, four on either side, carried the train of Luizen’s wedding dress through the streets of Sparrow’s Nest toward the Temple of Dumo. Five Bridesmaids in blue walked ahead of her. They were not women who were especially close friends with Luizen. They’d been chosen to cement political ties – a baroness here, the daughter of a duke there. Armed men in Countess Tazar’s livery – her livery – led the procession and brought up the rear. Minstrels played a jaunty tune in sharp contrast to the clouds gathering overhead. It would have been nice to wait for a spring wedding, but they didn’t have the luxury to wait.
I’m freezing, Luizen thought. It would be nice if I had my heavy fur cloak.
But then the townsfolk would not have been able to see the dress which was, after all, the point. Luizen tried not to begrudge that it wasn’t her day, not quite, not as a bride would normally expect it to be.
No, this display was for the people of Sparrow’s Nest. From here, word would spread. The new king marries a local countess, the cousin of the recently deceased count, a man reasonably popular among the people. It would be seen as a good match.
It would be seen as … legitimacy.
Or a significant chunk of it at least.
Townsfolk lined the street, cheering and waving even as they huddled in their cloaks. It was cold and yet not cold enough to snow. When the bad weather finally arrived in full, it would come in the form of bitterly cold rain. Luizen hoped to be under a roof by then.
The dress, at least, pleased her.
It was the high-collared fashion she preferred, sheer and clinging and a silvery white. Not warm at all but she looked breathtaking. There was no other way to say it. Her trademark dragon wrapped around her body, raised in only a slightly darker silver, nearly invisible until it caught the light just right. A circlet of white flowers rested atop her head.
The processional walked at a slow but steady pace in time with the minstrels. They finally arrived at the temple. The soldiers parted and let the bridesmaids climb the stairs first. Once they were inside, the priest appeared at the head of the stairs, white robes trimmed in red, and a heavy gold chain around his neck. He leaned on a staff of highly polished, dark wood. The head was fashioned in gold and hooked like a shepherd’s staff. He beckoned Luizen up the stairs. The children holding the train followed.
Inside, the crowd’s murmuring echoed off the high, arched ceiling. Luizen walked with eyes straight ahead, chin up, following the priest. In her peripheral vision she saw the guests – or the gawkers, as she thought of them – much the same ilk as the bridesmaids, bits and pieces of the southern nobility who needed their shaky loyalty buoyed by an extravagant display.
Word had spread since Rodwik had revealed himself in High Harbor. The Hunchback King they called him, but instead of an insult, it had become a term of pride and endearment. Rodwik was the champion of the masses – the lowborn and the dirty, the ugly and the unloved.
Still, there were those slow to commit. Every baron and lord had heard about this boy from the north. What if it turned out he was the rightful king instead of Rodwik? Support for Rodwik today might mean a beheading tomorrow for anyone who chose the wrong side.
So, a royal wedding. The more people heard the word king, the more they’d believe it. Out of the mouths of their fellow nobles. On the tongue of Dumo’s priest performing the ceremony. In the enthusiastic cheers of the commonfolk as they waved little flags with the image of the two-headed dragon.
Rodwik!
King!
They made the slow march down the aisle where Rodwik kneeled at the altar waiting for her as was customary. After the sharp cold outside, the press of so many bodies crowding inside the temple seemed overly warm by comparison. A cloying incense made the air thick. She began to feel lightheaded and focused on putting one foot in front of the other.
Rodwik rose when she reached the altar, took her hands in his. He wore a tunic of rich, black velvet, a scarlet sash across his chest. A long sword belted around his waist, golden basket hilt dotted with rubies. Part warrior, part sovereign. A cloak with an ermine fur collar.
He gets to dress warmly.
The priest intertwined their wrists with a golden cord. Luizen’s breathing sounded absurdly loud in her ears, and she realized the crowd had hushed. The priest had begun, his words a meaningless blur drowned out by her own heartbeat thumping away between her ears. It was suddenly very hot inside the temple.
You will not pass out, you stupid girl, not in front of the priest and Dumo and half the lords in the south. Pull yourself together.
Luizen took long, slow breaths, trying not to be obvious about it. The priest seemed to talk on and on and on.
Suddenly she was aware Rodwik and the Priest looked at her pointedly.
Damn it. My vows. It must be time. She’d lost all track of the ceremony.
Thankfully, she’d memorized the vows and had practiced the previous night deep into the wee hours. Sleep. It would have been better if she’d gotten more sleep.
The words tumbled out by rote. She must have said them correctly, because in the next instant Rodwik was saying his bit. It was a lengthy speech with numerous references to ancestry and so on, again yet another layer of legitimacy for the onlookers to soak in.
She almost became sick during the anointing.
The priest opened the bottle, and the odor of the sickly-sweet, spiced oil twisted her stomach.
I haven’t eaten anything all day. She’d been too nervous. And those three goblets of wine while getting dressed and having my hair done … bad idea.
The wine had gone sour on her stomach, but she kept it down.
The priest put oil on his thumb and dabbed Rodwik’s forehead first and then hers as he prayed to Dumo in a loud, theatrical voice.
And then suddenly Rodwik’s lips were brushing hers.
Oh, no. Control yourself. For Dumo’s sake, do not vomit on the king.
Then the priest said something. Then everyone cheered.
They continued to cheer as she made her way back down the aisle. She was barely aware of her feet moving and realized Rodwik was at her side, more or less holding her up with one hand as he waved to well-wishers with the other.
The cold hit her like a slap in the face as soon as they walked outside. She came somewhat out of her stupor, sucked in a lungful of clean air. An open carriage pulled by two white horses stopped at the bottom of the temple stairs. Luizen had regained enough of her senses to wave to the crowd as she and Rodwik descended the stairs. He helped her into the carriage.
And then the rain came, hard and steady and cold.
Luizen was fully alert now and looked around. The adoring crowd cheered and waved. It was for Rodwik, of course, but it was for her too. This meant something to them. She meant something to them.
Their carriage took them back the way they’d come before, still waving to the crowd. Luizen even managed a grateful smile although she was nearly frozen, her dress wet and clinging to her in a way that left little to the imagination.
The rain came harder.
Some diehards in the crowd stayed to see off their countess and the new king, waving little flags and cheering tepidly. Most began to seek cover.
By the time they left Sparrow’s Nest, Luizen shook violently, her teeth chattering. Rodwik took off his cloak and draped it around her shoulders. He told the coachman to go faster.
Luizen noticed they turned onto the side road just before reaching the castle. She didn’t have the energy to ask why and huddled against Rodwik, his cloak getting soggy in the rain. She closed her eyes. Time passed. Cold rain pelted her.
Eventually she looked up to see where they were going. “The cabin?”
“I thought it fitting,” Rodwik said. “Where we first met. Where you taught me to be a gentleman.”
He helped her down from the carriage and sent the driver away. He carried her into the cabin. A fire had already been lit. He set her on the stool in front of it and added another log. He disappeared into the next room and returned a moment later with a heavy blanket. He took his wet cloak from her shoulders and tossed it over the back of a chair and then wrapped the blanket around her. Luizen sat silent and motionless and let Rodwik tend to her.
She stared into the fire. Slowly, warmth seeped back into her bones. Rodwik handed her a goblet. She looked up at him.
“Brandy,” he said. “The fire to warm you from the outside, the brandy from within.”
She drank.
“I’m sorry.”
“For what?” she asked.
“This was probably not the wedding day you’d envisioned,” he said.
“Honestly, I never envisioned one at all.” Before Rodwik, Luizen had been satisfied with her life as a spoiled libertine. There were often stretches of boredom, but generally speaking, she wanted for nothing and had never seen the need for a husband.
But she understood what Rodwik meant. The wedding had been organized in a hurry – Baltman’s doing mostly – for reasons that had little to do with Luizen’s actual enjoyment.
“I suppose I could have done without the rain.” She sipped more brandy and began to warm, life flowing into her limbs again. “Wait, we can’t stay here. We have guests. There’s a reception and –”
“It’s all fine,” he assured her. “The out-of-town guests are being well taken care of. Baltman has been instructed to wine and dine them until they pass out. I took our most important guests aside last night and explained that I only had one night with my new bride before leaving. They understood completely.”
“You’re still going then?”
“I have to.”
Luizen nodded and drank more brandy.
“Our golden boy is currently bogged down in Harston by the Dayflow. Now is the time for me to make my first move,” Rodwik explained. “His army is growing, but untested. He’s been gathering troops on his casual stroll to Five Rivers. There’s no sense in letting him get stronger. My army came up from High Harbor yesterday, passing Sparrow’s Nest to the north. I’ll catch up with them tomorrow. Twenty thousand strong if one includes peasant militia and the like.”
“You’re a king,” Luizen said. “Can’t you send generals out to fight your war?”
“I must be seen leading. There are still those who must be convinced. I will position my army and pounce on the boy when he’s unaware.”
Luizen didn’t have anything to say to that. She sipped brandy and looked at the crackling fire.
“Once I get things organized, maybe I can send for you,” Rodwik said.
“That might be nice.”
Rodwik knelt next to her. “Tonight is for us. Tomorrow, I go to war.” He rubbed a thick, calloused hand across her midriff. “But tonight, I put an ugly, little hunched baby into this belly.”
    
“Hold still.” Sereen dabbed at her paint pallet with one of the smaller brushes she used for detailed work.
Zarabelle sighed. She’d come up to Sereen’s shabby garret three hours ago, and all she’d done since was sit naked on a chair as Sereen painted her. “A human being isn’t made to sit still for so long.”
“I hardly ever get you up here, and when I do, you manage to distract me,” Sereen said. “You are an exceptional distraction as I’m sure you know. But now you’re being painted. So stay still.”
“Distraction?” Zarabelle shifted, spreading her legs and hooking one over the arm of the chair. “Like this, you mean?”
“That’s vulgar.”
“I like being vulgar,” Zarabelle said. “And I happen to know you like it too. My being vulgar.”
“It’s just that you’re so good at it. Now get back into your pose.”
Zarabelle left her leg dangling over the chair’s arm. “I’m not making as much progress with the duke as I’d hoped.” The playfulness had left her voice.
“Maybe you’re getting old and losing your touch.” A smirk.
“I’m getting him to talk,” Zarabelle said. “I’m finding out all sorts of interesting things. But I’m supposed to be nudging him in a very specific direction.”
“In the direction of supporting Lee.” Sereen dabbed at the canvas with the brush.
“And pulling the bishops along with him,” Zarabelle said. “And obviously, I need to be subtle. Whatever the duke does, it has to seem like he decided to do it on his own. The real problem is the UT people.”
“UT?”
“Union of Territories,” Zarabelle said.
“Ah.”
“They have the duke’s ear more than I thought they would,” Zarabelle admitted.
“And I imagine they want him to do different things than you want him to do,” Sereen said.
“Obviously.”
“You don’t have a chance.”
Zarabelle frowned. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“Think about it.” Sereen made long strokes down one side of the canvas. “I imagine the duke’s choices boil down to this. He can support Lee, but what does that get him? He’ll commit troops or gold. For what? To be on the right side of history? History is what the winner says it is. And he’ll earn the ire of the eastern bishops. On the other hand, if the duke simply sits back and stays out of it, he’ll spend no money and deploy no troops. He’ll maintain a comfortable status quo with the bishops. I wouldn’t be surprised if he opened trade routes with the UT. They’ve a number of ports along the southern coast. The duke will put new tariff gold into his coffers, and all he has to do is sit on his fat ass in the Emerald Palace.”
Zarabelle said nothing.
Sereen raised an eyebrow. “Was I close? I’m just guessing.”
“Are you saying my charms are not motivation enough for the duke to see things my way?”
Sereen laughed. “Your charms are unsurpassed, Zarabelle. I think you know that, and I think in the heat of the moment, the duke would hand you the keys to the Emerald Palace itself. But even the most heated of passions cool eventually. It’s calmer heads that make long-term decisions.”
“If you’re saying I need to somehow convince the duke that supporting Lee is in his best interest, I’ve already considered that,” Zarabelle said.
“And?”
“And it’s a work in progress.”
“Meaning you don’t know.”
“I’m tired of talking about this.” Zarabelle leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes. “And I’m tired of posing for portraits.” Her hand slid over her belly down to the downy patch below. Two fingers went to work.
Sereen tried not to watch, forcing herself to focus on the canvas. Ten seconds later she set her palette and brush aside. “Damn it.” She pulled her shirt off over her head and tossed it aside. “I’m never going to finish this painting.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
M errik recognized the man standing before him from Ponder’s vision. Not especially imposing. Not any taller or wider than Merrik. There was a tightness about him, muscles hard and ropey, but not big and brawny. Cullen wasn’t a bruiser or a brawler.
He was a master swordsman. Some might even say more artist than fighter … although a practitioner of a very deadly art indeed.
Merrik narrowed his eyes. He looked like any other man but must have surely been a ghost, one of three who’d died long ago in a deep dark cave, trapped by some incomprehensible magic. Merrik had unwittingly released them when he’d recovered the last king’s lost scepter. All three ghosts had inhabited his mind since the incident.
Cullen and the wizard Arzumel had each lent their skills to Merrik in times of need, but only Ponder had initiated any routine communication with Merrik. And usually nothing direct.
Until now.
This was Merrik’s first time talking to the swordsman. He needed to choose his words carefully.
“Where the fuck were you, man?”
Cullen blinked surprise.
“At the gate,” Merrik clarified. “Those men were coming right at me. I was outnumbered. I needed your swordsmanship. I called for you to help, but you let me dangle with my ass hanging out. I was almost killed.”
Cullen’s face hardened, back straightening, but in the next instant he blew out a sigh, the tightness going out of him. “I thought if I didn’t help you, then you might be killed. I realize that’s not very … generous.”
It was Merrik’s turn to look surprised. He’d thought Cullen simply unresponsive. It was a shock to hear the man wanted Merrik dead. “Not very generous strikes me as an understatement.”
“I apologize,” Cullen said. “I’m desperate, but that’s no excuse. I made a selfish decision. Again, I’m sorry.”
“Is this going to keep happening?”
“Perhaps I’d best explain,” Cullen said.
“Yes, perhaps you’d best.”
Cullen sighed, turning partly away. He leaned against the porch railing and looked out over a wide field of tall green grass. Merrik followed his gaze. A woman stood out in the field maybe a hundred yards away, her back to the two men. She wore a thin dress of a blue that matched the sky, wavy brown hair loose and down over her shoulders. They watched her a moment as she bent, picked a yellow wildflower and added it to the bunch in her other hand.
“Who’s that?” Merrik asked.
“My wife.”
Merrik said nothing, sensing an explanation was coming.
They stood in silence a few moments longer, watching the woman pick flowers.
“I can’t catch up to her,” Cullen said at last.
Merrik thought about that. “I don’t understand.”
“She’s ahead of me, you see. When I try to go to her, she’s always about that far away.” He pointed at his wife. “I’ve given up trying to catch her. She passed away centuries ago, so she’s gone beyond, but I’m stuck. I thought if you were dead, I’d be released. I could join her.”
“Join her where?”
“Wherever is next,” Cullen said. “Don’t you feel it. We’re all sort of stuck one way or another. It has something to do with that stupid black castle. Arzumel trapped us in the scepter. You released us, but then we were trapped inside you.”
“Why did Arzumel do that?”
“If you want a full explanation, then ask the wizard,” Cullen said. “I’m finished with it. I just want to join my wife. I want out of the eternal nothing of this in-between place. Please, Merrik, release me.”
“Release you?” Merrik repeated incredulously. “I would have gotten rid of all three of you long ago if I could have. If you think I’m hanging onto you for some reason, you’re crazy.”
“I think you can release me,” Cullen insisted. “There must be a way. Aren’t you even in control of your own mind?”
“I haven’t been in control of anything in weeks,” Merrik said bitterly. “The wizard got you into this. Make him fix it.”
“I can’t find him,” Cullen said. “When I gave up trying to catch my wife, I went searching for Arzumel for just the reason you suggested, all over this in-between place. It shifts and warps and you don’t know if you’re coming or going. A man could go mad in here.”
“Yeah. Thanks for bringing me.”
Cullen turned abruptly to Merrik. “I need to get out of here. Don’t you understand. Please!”
Merrik held up his hands, placating. “I told you. I don’t know how. If I had the power to –”
He felt the familiar pull again, like someone had a tight grip on the back of his belt. A gentle tug at first and then more insistent, making him stumble back. And then another yank, and he was flying backwards through the air at an alarming speed. Cullen chased after him, reaching but not even coming close.
Merrik crashed into the side of the cabin, wood splintering all around him, but then the wood became tree branches cracking as he fell through them, leaves slapping and scraping his face. He came out of the branches and landed hard on a dirt path. Merrik groaned, not moving for a second. He turned his head to see he was in front of Colt’s cottage again. Mykel’s village. It was as if he’d never left.
“Are you okay?” A young female voice.
Merrik looked up to see Sarab standing over him. The ghost looked very ghostly again, not solid at all as if a puff of wind would scatter her like smoke.
She grinned down at him. “I think I’m getting the hang of this.”
    
She’d been angry.
That’s how Sarab had put it. Angry. In life, the young girl’s task had been to herd goats. If even one wandered off or was taken by a predator, it might mean severe hardship for the family, a lack of meat or milk. She took it personally and seriously.
So when Merrik had been snatched away from her as they negotiated the in-between together, she’d been just as angry as if one of her goats had been stolen.
Maybe even a little more so.
She’d searched and searched and found him again. Bloodhounds followed a scent. Hawks had sharp eyes.
Ghosts had something else, something she tried and failed to explain.
But she’d found him, and she’d taken him back, like a hooked staff around a goat’s neck.
Merrik had thanked her. She’d seemed sorry to see him go.
He stumbled into Old Colt’s empty cottage, fell into the man’s narrow bed and had fallen asleep instantly.
“Milord!”
Merrik’s eyes popped open immediately. Morning light poured through the cottage’s windows. He could have sworn he’d only gone to sleep mere minutes ago.
Padraig shook his shoulder. “Up and at ‘em, milord. The sun’s up, and adventure calls.”
“Adventure calls?” Merrik sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Who taught you to say such daft things, Padraig?”
“Just something I’m trying out, milord,” the boy told him.
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Horses are packed and ready, milord.”
“Why in the world for?”
“You told me to the other day, milord,” Padraig said. “Said we’d be heading south today.”
Merrik did seem to have a vague recollection of such a thing. “Did you say horses as in plural?”
“Yes, milord. When Mr. Hinkle heard we’d be going to Duchy Denning together he arranged a horse for me,” Padraig explained. “Said I’m too big to be sharing a saddle.”
Merrik took a good look at the boy. He’d obviously grown since they’d met, not that Merrik took the time to notice. He supposed they did at that age.
“Well, a man can’t travel on an empty stomach, Padraig. A squire should know that at least.”
“I thought you might say that, milord.” Padraig produced a hunk of cheese, a small loaf of brown bread, and an apple. “Eat up, milord. Adventure calls.”
“Stop saying that.”
It would have been unjust to call Padraig’s horse a nag, but it wasn’t quite prize material either. It was a smaller breed, suitable for Padraig. The animal would serve.
They stopped at the keep to inform Alan they were going. He wished them well.
Fifteen minutes later, they rode single file southward along a narrow path that cut through the forest. Sunlight filtered through the thick canopy overhead.
“Do you think we’ll see any forest wardens, milord?” Padraig asked.
“Haven’t the foggiest.”
“What exactly are forest wardens?”
Merrik searched his memory. Surely his father had taught him something about this. “Sort of constables who’d roam the forest on the lookout for poachers. Back then, this was the king’s forest. Hunting was prohibited for anyone else. Over time, the wardens did more than just shoo away poachers. They kept the peace and made sure it was safe for people to travel without being harassed by bandits and such.”
“Does that mean the wardens will work for Lee now?” Padraig asked. “Since he’s the new king?”
“A valid question,” Merrik said. “If we happen upon one of these warden fellows, we’ll ask him.”
They made camp that night in a flat patch of high ground. Padraig strung lines between two trees and made a makeshift tent with a large, wax-treated blanket of leather hides sewn together. The boy then built a fire, cooked bacon, and tended to the horses.
Merrik congratulated himself for spotting that Padraig was obviously prime squire material.
They set out again the next morning and repeated the process for three more days. They saw no other living soul despite Padraig’s effort to stay vigilant for forest wardens. The weather was mild, and Merrik was glad for the quiet and the easy ride south. He preferred a comfortable inn over sleeping on the ground, but the journey had been pleasantly uneventful, and Padraig did most of the work of making and breaking camp.
Finally, the forest thinned into a clear area. They climbed a gentle rise and a few minutes later, found themselves looking down into Duchy Denning. A tidy little town surrounded by tended fields, a bridge over a shallow river, and a narrow road up to the castle atop a low hill beyond the town.
“Duchy Denning, Padraig,” Merrik announced. “If they have any sense of hospitality, we’ll sleep in real beds tonight.”
“The duchess is very beautiful, milord.”
“Oh? I hadn’t noticed.”
“Will she be there?”
“No, Padraig.” Merrik patted the side of his jerkin with the parchment underneath. “I’m carrying a message for her sister actually.”
“Not here?” The disappointment in the boy’s voice was comically heart-breaking. “What’s she doing then?”
Merrik waved vaguely to the west. “Off attending to something or other, I imagine.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
K itimar Denning pushed herself up from the mud. Pain flashed through her shoulder, and she fell back, face first into the muck and grime. She turned her head to the side, forcing herself to breathe easily. She tried to remember. Head foggy.
Oh, yes. The ambush.
King Lee and Mira and a small retinue had set off in the night to meet the archbishop in Five Rivers. Count Bettin had been put in charge of the army and told to follow Lee at his own pace. They were still gathering recruits as they went. A garrison had been left at the keep in Harston by the Dayflow with Aaron Harste’s blessing. The new, young baron would make a good ally.
The army had moved out, sluggishly heading south.
Kitimar lifted her head and looked around the muddy battlefield, turf churned from horse hooves, mud mixed with blood. An unseasonable warm spell had melted the snow and softened the ground before the battle. Bodies lay scattered and on top of one another where they’d fallen. Her ears rang. Had she taken a blow to the head or bumped it when she’d been knocked off her horse. What had she been doing out here?
It came back to her now. Bettin had asked her to lead a reconnaissance in force to the northwest. She struggled to one knee, pain flaring in her shoulder, and looked west. They’d come out of that stand of trees, riding at a full gallop and had slammed into Kitimar’s mounted column.
A hundred men, Kitimar thought. I was responsible for them. What happened?
She stood and looked at her left shoulder. The shoulder plate and chainmail down her left arm had been ripped away. One of the ambushers had ridden right at her, leveling his lance at her chest. She’d twisted in the saddle, had turned away from the blow, but it still caught her just right, not piercing her flesh, but ripping away the armor. The force of the blow had knocked her from the saddle.
Trying to move the arm or even flex her hand invited pain. The shoulder was one big black and purple bruise.
Kitimar cursed. Whatever had happened here, it had all transpired while she lay useless and unconscious in the mud. So many dead. The corpses were everywhere. Had they thought Kitimar dead too? Maybe that’s why they’d left her. Or maybe nobody was left alive to look for survivors. Crows were already at some of them. Did anyone survive? Did anyone win? And the smell. Blood mixed with earth; bowels loosed in the throes of death.
Her mouth was so dry. She needed water.
A groan and a grunt to her left made her head snap around. A man about thirty yards away pushed a body off him. He seemed to be having trouble getting up. Kitimar took a halting step toward him.
Then stopped herself.
One of ours or one of theirs?
With great effort the man stood, his grunt becoming a growl. He was tall, shoulders wide, barrel chest. He wore a full helm with narrow slits for the eyes, so she couldn’t see his face. The tabard over his breastplate was adorned with the red two-headed dragon of Greymond royalty, but instead of the abstract, wine-colored dragon favored by Lee and his people, it was a more detailed, apple-red version, fangs and eyes clear, each of the dragon’s scales distinct.
The big man wrestled off his helm and tossed it aside. Bearded. Flat nose and a pronounced forehead, thinning hair matted with sweat. He bent over, hands on one knee as he drew in deep breaths. He cleared his throat and spit.
Kitimar stood stone still, hoping not to be noticed. Definitely not one of ours.
The man stood again, looking around the battlefield in bewilderment much as Kitimar had earlier. His eyes landed on Kitimar. A scowl formed on his face.
She tensed. Shit.
“Woman!” He pointed at her. “Yield to me.”
Kitimar’s face went blank. “What?”
“Surrender!” he shouted. “The field is mine. Yield to me, woman, and I’ll spare your life.”
Now it was Kitimar’s turn to scowl. “I answer to your grace. Not woman.”
The man’s eyes narrowed. “You’d be Denning then. Good. A high value prisoner will only add prestige to my victory. Unless you’d prefer to go down fighting.”
“Are you an imbecile?” Denning asked. “Look around you.”
“I am Baron Fronk,” he said. “In service of the one true sovereign, Rodwik Greymond, the hunchback king! All who serve the boy pretender are traitors! Yield or die.”
“What victory have you earned?” Kitimar asked with contempt. “This is nothing but a pointless slaughter. Many more victories like this, and your hunchback king will have your head.”
“I’ll have your head, woman.” Fronk started toward her, dragging an injured leg behind him. He moved slowly and awkwardly.
As a matter of reflex, Kitimar glanced about for her two-handed sword. Likely, it was still in the saddle sheath on her horse Northstar, not that she’d be able to wield it even if it was available. Instead, she drew the short sword hanging from her belt, planted her feet, and waited for Fronk to come.
The sight of the blade in her hand gave Fronk pause. He looked down at himself, realizing he was without a weapon.
“Go your way, and I’ll go mine,” Kitimar said. “There’s no victory to be had here.”
Fronk bent to grab a discarded mace from the mud, almost toppling over as he did so. He stood again with a grunt, mace gripped tightly in both hands. A resumed his halting, clumsy advance on Kitimar.
“When I bring his majesty the head of one of the heroes of Whiteout Pass, then I shall be rewarded.”
She took a step back, muttering another curse. No wonder Merrik winced whenever someone called him a hero. It was a bloody nuisance. Fronk doggedly stumbled toward her, mace in a white knuckled grip. She quickly glanced to either side, hoping to see a horse. But they’d all wandered off somewhere. She hoped Northstar was okay. She didn’t like the idea of attempting escape on foot, but Fronk obviously couldn’t move fast. The simplest thing might be to simply turn around and walk away.
As she pondered her options, she moved back again, stepping on a corpse and losing her footing. She stumbled, slipped in the mud and almost went down before regaining her balance at the last moment.
Fronk had already seized the opportunity.
He leapt, bringing the mace down with every ounce of strength he could muster, screaming a wild war cry. Kitimar dodged aside, the mace missing her by an inch. The force of the swing and the weight of the mace pulled Fronk into the muck with a splat.
Kitimar tried to flee, but her boots caught in the sucking mud. With a huge effort she managed to tug one foot free. The other wasn’t coming unstuck so easily.
Fronk saw her trying to escape and made an award lunge from the ground, swiping at her with a backhanded swing. The mace struck her lower back with a sharp clang, the plate armor absorbing most of the blow. It still sent her staggering, unstuck from the mud now but unable to keep her feet, sword flying away as she put out her good arm to fend off the ground flying up at her.
She hit the mud hard. It got onto her face and into her eyes. She tried to blink clear, and by the time she did, Fronk was on his feet again, dragging his bad leg after her. Kitimar tried to get up. Her hand slipped out from under her, and she went into the mud again. She started crawling instead, staying just ahead of the hobbling baron.
“You cannot escape me!” Fronk bellowed. “I will crush your skull, your grace!”
Shut up, you fucking asshole.Her hand fell on something hard in the mud. She gripped it. It was the hilt of a broken sword. She twisted, flinging it at him.
Fronk flinched as the broken weapon tinged off his breast plate but kept coming.
Kitimar groped in the mud for something else, anything she could use for a weapon. Her hand closed around a helm. She turned and threw it as hard as she could.
She’d hope to hit him square in the forehead, but the helm flew low. It struck the knee of his bad leg.
Fronk howled and dropped into the mud. He lay there mewling like some wounded animal and didn’t even try to get up again, rolling back and forth, holding his injured leg. However his leg had been wounded before, the bashing from the helm had evidently been the last straw.
Kitimar lurched to her feet and made a slow circle, searching the ground with her eyes until she found her short sword. She picked it up, flicked off the excess mud, and started toward Fronk.
He saw her coming and began to whimper. “Please, I’m hurt. I yield. The battle is yours.”
“Mine?” She looked at him, shaking her head in disbelief, panting heavily from her exertion. “You … dumb … shit.”
Greasy tears rolled down Fronk’s red face. “It hurts. Please, help me up. It hurts so much. I can’t walk.”
“Stop embarrassing yourself. Get up.”
Fronk began to sob.
“I said get up.”
Fronk tried to get up but screamed pain again, falling back into the mud. “I’m sorry. Help me. I can’t walk. Please help me. I’m so sorry.”
He was like some horrible toddler who’d thrown a tantrum and now regretted it.
“Come on. Get up,” Kitimar said more calmly. “You can do it. Then we’ll go. I won’t harm you. Just take your time and get to your feet.”
He nodded, taking his cue from her calm voice, getting control of himself. He wiped his eyes and blew out a sigh. “Okay. I’m sorry. I’ll try.”
Baron Fronk tried and failed, falling back into the mud. At least, he didn’t break down sobbing again. He held out his hand to Kitimar. “You’ll have to help me.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Then you’ll have to leave me here.”
“You missed your chance at that.”
“I know. I’m sorry,” Fronk said. “I was … trying to make a name for myself,” he admitted sheepishly. “You don’t know what it’s like. You’re a hero from Whiteout Pass. Even before that, your father was well respected. The Dennings are known. Nobody has ever heard of the Fronks. Just help me up. If I can just get to me feet, I’ll come with you quietly. I’ve behaved badly.”
Kitimar considered. Perhaps she should simply leave him. Even if he came quietly as promised, the leg was obviously severely injured. It might take them forever to walk back to Lee’s army encampment, and she doubted very much she’d enjoy the baron’s company.
No, she had to bring him along. Fronk was the very first prisoner of war as far as Kitimar knew, and men like Bettin would want to question him. She walked close to the prone man, sighed and stuck her sword in the mud point first then offered the baron her hand.
“Thank you.” Fronk’s rough hand closed around hers. She pulled. He was heavy. He struggled to rise, grunting, face going red.
Then he lunged, grabbing onto her injured arm with both hands. “Cunt!” He pulled and twisted.
Fiery pain shot through Kitimar’s shoulder and arm. She screamed and tried to get away from him, but he held tight. Hot tears streamed from her eyes, the torture going on and on.
“Did you think the Baron Fronk could be so easily taken?”
She grabbed the sword with her other hand as he pulled her down. Instead of resisting, she let herself fall forward.
And plunged the blade into his throat under his chin. His eyes went wide as he let go of her, blood spraying from the wound.
Kitimar fell next to him, twisting to one side so as not to land on her injured arm.
She lay there, eyes closed, panting, her arm and shoulder throbbing with agony. She was vaguely aware that Fronk thrashed and gurled next to her, but she didn’t care. She forced herself to take slow, measured breaths. Her heartbeat calmed. In time – Five minutes? An hour? – the pain in her arm and shoulder ebbed to a dull ache.
She turned to look at Fronk. He lay still, sword still stuck in his throat, his eyes open and glassy.
With effort, Kitimar stood. She braced a boot against Fronk’s chest and yanked her sword free. She looked at the dead man’s blank face, and anger rose in her suddenly, her face flush with it. She struck him in the head, jabbed at his eyes over and over.
“Idiot! Glory hound! What have you accomplished?”
She tossed the sword away, panting again, suddenly so exhausted she couldn’t stand. She sat abruptly, almost falling. Tears started to come, not from pain this time, but from anger and frustration.
Is this what the Star Goddess wanted? This? The High Priestess had wanted her to help Lee, to make a king out of someone who was a lie. Kitimar couldn’t see the point of it. There was an enemy across the mountain, yet the people of Greymond were fighting each other.
Kitimar wrestled back control of herself. No more tears. You’re Duchess Denning. Chin up whatever comes.
But she didn’t have the energy to stand or keep her chin up. She looked down to see what she was sitting on. The body of a dead, bloated horse half stuck in the mud.
Moments later, she saw the riders coming, twenty of them at a fast gallop.
She squinted, trying to identify them. Ours or theirs?
No that it mattered. There was no fight left in her.
They drew closer, and Kitimar could identify Emma Aronvale riding out front. Some of the soldiers behind her led riderless horses by the reins, strays from the battle, Kitimar assumed.
She spotted Northstar, and relieved laughter bubbled out of her. She felt exhausted.
Emma reined in her horse next to Kitimar. Her wide eyes swept the battlefield. “What in Dumo’s name happened here?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” she asked bitterly, a casual gesture taking in the slaughter. “I won.”
    
Mira stood in the archbishop’s private study, sweat under her armpits. She felt as if she might be sick. There were several reasons for that.
That she was getting married was one of them.
She held Lee’s hand, hoping he didn’t notice her sweaty palm. Why was it so blasted hot in here? They all still wore their travel clothes. As a girl she’d imagined getting married in a flowing dress before hundreds of onlookers. Pomp had been abandoned in favor of expediency.
Just keep breathing, girl. This is what you want.
She vowed to keep telling herself that.
“And so I pronounce you man and wife – king and queen – before Dumo and these witnesses,” Archbishop Fenwigg intoned.
Mira spared a glance and a weak smile for the witnesses, Mykle and Tabba standing close to each other and Father Effingham right next to them. Their smiles seemed less strained than hers.
“I suppose you could kiss her or something,” Fenwigg suggested.
Lee leaned down and gently brushed her lips with his. Mira felt something inside her flutter. Yes, that definitely helps. The small gathering applauded politely.
“I realize this was probably not the grand affair you’d envisioned,” the archbishop said. “But it’s legal, and meaningful, and unfortunately we’re pressed for time.”
Mira remembered being relieved. She didn’t think her nerves could handle some huge, opulent wedding with hundreds of guests. Word had spread throughout the land that the hunchback had taken a queen, the new Duchess Tazar. The Tazars were an old family, one of the most prominent south of Five Rivers, and the nuptials would lend credence to the hunchback’s claim.
What Mira and Lee’s wedding lacked in ceremony, it made up for in legitimacy.
The archbishop lay five rolled parchments next to each other on the desk in front of him, each bearing the archbishop’s waxen seal. “These missives will immediately be sent by fast horse to the five most prominent houses on the east coast. Word will spread from there. A wedding performed by the archbishop himself will carry weight. We’ve had to move quickly to counter Rodwik’s matrimonial stunt, but I think it will prove useful.”
Was that what she was a part of, Mira wondered. A matrimonial stunt to counter the hunchback’s?
A knock at the door.
“Come,” Fenwigg said.
The door opened, and a middle-aged man in priest’s robes entered. “A messenger has arrived for King Lee.”
Fenwigg’s eyes went to Lee.
Lee nodded. “Show him in.”
The messenger entered, a disheveled man in leather armor. To Mira, he looked tired. And he smelled like horse. He’d probably ridden hard to deliver his message.
The messenger went to one knee. “Your majesty.”
“It’s okay,” Lee said. “Get up.”
The messenger stood and handed Lee a folded piece of parchment. Mira noticed Count Bettin’s seal on the parchment.
Lee looked at the priest. “Father, can you show this man where to get a hot meal?”
A respectful nod from the priest. “Of course, your majesty.”
The priest led the messenger away.
Lee stood a moment looking down at the parchment in his hand.
Mira realized she’d been holding her breath. The others in the room were also tense with anticipation. Bettin wouldn’t send a rider if it wasn’t important.
Lee broke the seal, unfolded the parchment, and read.
“The war has started,” he said.
Mira’s eyes shot wide. “The Union? Already?”
“Not them,” Lee said, reading the message again. “Elements of Rodwik’s army have clashed with ours. I’m not sure what’s happened. It just says heavy losses on both sides, and Bettin is requesting my return.”
“Then you should go,” Fenwigg said. “I’ll handle getting the word out about the marriage.”
“He’s right,” Mykle said. “If there’s more fighting, it’ll do the men good for you to be there.”
“I’ll need to go quickly, Mira,” Lee told her. “You can follow later in the carriage. I wish we could travel together, but I need to make haste.”
“I’ll stay with her,” Tabba said.
“Thank you.” Lee looked around the archbishop’s study, meeting everyone’s eyes. “Would it be all right if we had the room for a moment?”
“Of course,” Fenwigg said. “You’ve been robbed of your honeymoon. You can at least have a moment to say goodbye.”
The others began to file out.
Effingham paused, putting a hand on Lee’s shoulder. “Not too long, my son. Bettin is waiting. He needs you. We all do.”
“Have the horses readied,” Lee told him. “I won’t be a minute.”
The others left. Mira and Lee were alone.
He took one of her hands in both of his. “Well … this stinks.”
Mira laughed.
“I have to go.”
She nodded. “I know.”
“Right now, I wish I wasn’t king,” Lee said. “I wish we were just two people, and that we could be together. And I apologize how all of this happened, how rushed and abrupt everything is. Maybe I should have told the archbishop no, that we weren’t ready. Then you wouldn’t have felt pressured. Maybe this marriage was unnecessary.”
“Trust me.” Without thinking, Mira’s other hand slid down to her belly. “It was necessary.”
    
The palisade burned, black smoke twisting into the air. Voss watched from a safe distance on the Winter Witch’s quarterdeck, the vessel anchored about a mile off the coast. Another half dozen ships bobbed nearby. The line of longboats kept coming from the spit of land where the palisade perched, keeping watch on the sea.
It used to keep watch anyway, Voss mused. It’ll be nothing but ash in a few hours.
The longboats glided low in the water, heavy with whatever her growing army had looted. Seven ships and twelve hundred fighting men and women. Not quite a big enough army to storm the People’s Palace, not quite yet, but she was working on it. The mercenaries had all been eager to work, and apparently Kellag’s reputation carried weight among them.
Night was coming soon. The blaze would be visible for miles.
Kellag climbed up to the quarterdeck and stood before her, slick with sweat and blood.
“Well?” she asked.
“We took all the weapons and armor like usual,” Kellag reported. “They’d just replenished their own food stores, so we did good there.”
“Money?”
“Some. In a strong box,” Kellag said. “But you’re still spending more than you’re taking in. Fifteen hundred mouths to feed is nothing to sneeze at.”
“Is it that many now?”
“You said to take all comers,” Kellag reminded her. “That still the standing order?”
“It is. And don’t worry about the money. It’s not a problem.”
“It will be eventually.”
“But later,” Voss said. “I said not to be concerned.”
Kellag shrugged. “It’s your army.”
Her army. How peculiar. Bishop Arlane Voss had never aspired to possess her own army. Never mind. She’d always worked with the tools at hand.
“How many inside?” she asked.
“Forty soldiers. We took their weapons and armor and sent them away on foot,” Kellag said. “We hung the three officers where they could be seen. I hope it sends the message you intend.”
“We shall see.”
“Are we still heading east?”
Kellag considered the question. Her intent had always been to flee the Union and find her way to Greymond. The passes through the Arrowheads were guarded, so she’d devised the current plan to seize a ship and escape by sea.
But with a growing force of experienced fighters, maybe there was some good she could do here. So far, the Union had been slow to respond. Was there some target she could strike, some way to hinder their plans?
“We shall see,” Voss repeated.
“If you keep heading east, you’ll have trouble at Greenwater Bay.”
“I am aware of the challenges presented by Greenwater Bay,” Voss said.
“Half the Union fleet’s there, and the fortress is armed with catapults.”
“What part of aware confuses you?”
“That’s a stone fortress,” Kellag went on undeterred. “It won’t burn like this little palisade. If you get close, they’ll fling fire into our rigging with those catapults. Try to run, and they’ll send the fleet.”
“If we sail due south far enough before turning east, they’ll never spot us,” Voss said.
“Maybe.” A shrug. “But that’ll add days to our sailing time and leaves a strong, intact force behind us.”
Voss pinched the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger and sighed. “I don’t suppose you looted any good brandy from that palisade.”
“No, but there was a case of good wine,” Kellag said. “Too fancy for regular folk. One would need to be of a certain rank to drink it. Bishop maybe.”
The beginnings of a smile tugged at Voss’s lips. “Or a general.”
“Maybe,” Kellag said. “I haven’t been a general that long.”
“Fetch a bottle and we’ll see,” Voss said. “And hurry before I lose patience and throw you overboard.”
Kellag threw his head back and laughed.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
M errik and Padraig had presented themselves at the castle gate where they announced they had a message from the duchess for her younger sister.
The guards passed the word, and in relatively short order, orders came down to admit the travelers. Padraig was allowed to take the horses to the stables. Merrik was escorted into the castle, down a long hallway, up a stairway into one of the towers and shown into a small anteroom.
The girl bounced up from the chair when he entered, smiling, face openly curious.
“You’re Jin?” Merrik asked. It was a guess, but an easy one. The girl was only sixteen according to Kitimar, a little rounder, retaining just the hint of youthful baby fat, but was an attractive blond just like her sister, the family resemblance strong.
“And you’re Merrik Niles!” she said with alarming enthusiasm. “The hero of Whiteout Pass!”
Merrik winced. “Please don’t say that. Your sister was more a hero than I was.”
“Great,” Jin said. “Now she’s got that to hold over me. Duchess, big sister, and now hero. I was told you had a message.”
Merrik reached into his jerkin and produced the folded parchment. Jin took it to the window to read by sunlight, sitting cross-legged in a cushioned chair. “I’ve already asked for food to be brought up. And there’s a decent pitcher of wine on the sideboard, or so I’m told. I don’t drink it. Help yourself.”
“Thank you, I will.” But Merrik could tell the girl wasn’t listening anymore. She read the message with total focus.
Merrik poured a splash of wine into a goblet and tested it. Yes, quite good. He filled the goblet and took it to one of the small room’s other windows. The town spread out below and the duchy beyond. The Star Goddess’s temple was the most prominent building, wide stone steps leading past fluted columns to an arched doorway, the temple topped by a large dome. Worshippers of the Star Goddess were scattered here and there throughout Greymond, but in Duchy Denning it had always been the predominant faith. The Dennings were one of the first families, Merrik recalled, traditions passed down through the centuries.
I guess it’s no wonder the high priestess would be the duchess as her champion. I hope you’re okay, Kit, wherever you are.
Jin sighed and looked out the window, evidently digesting what she’d just read.
Merrik was curious what was in the message, but it was too nosey to ask outright. Instead, he asked, “Everything okay?”
“I’d hoped Kit would be coming back,” Jin said. “She’s not.”
Merrik sipped wine then said. “She’s important. The king needs her.”
Jin looked down at the parchment, then back up at Merrik. “I gathered. Although she’d never call herself important. She wants me to stay in charge of things here.”
“You don’t want to be.”
A shrug, and she looked back out the window. “There’re people for everything. I mostly tell them to keep doing what they’re doing. I wish Kit would have let me go with her.”
“She needed someone here she trusted.” Merrik had no idea if that were true or not, but it seemed like a good thing to say.
“I guess.” Jin stood. “She also wants me to send missives to the surrounding baronies encouraging them to support King Lee. She says to use her name. I’m also supposed to send some of our own troops to Five Rivers, and she’s left it to me to decide how many. I guess she knows I’ll consult with our captain of the guard. I need to do that now. I hope you don’t mind.”
“Don’t let me keep you,” Merrik said. “Uh, my squire is down in the stables. If it’s not too much trouble …”
“I’ll make sure he gets fed, and I’ll send the twins up to keep you company,” Jin said then walked out the door.
Twins? To Merrik, Kit had spoken mostly of Jin, but now that he thought about it, the duchess had mentioned other sisters.
Servants brought the food a few moments later and laid it out on the table for him, ham and little red potatoes and Brussels sprouts and bread with a crackling curst. He refilled his wine goblet and tucked in.
Merrik ate until he was full and then ate just a little more because he could, and there was food in abundance. He pushed back from the table, stood, and grabbed his wine goblet with the intent to fill it again when he took a step back, a startled gasp popping out of him.
He had no idea how long the twins had been standing in the doorway, holding hands, silently watching him eat like a pair of haunted freaks. Both wore matching outfits, thin hide breeches, slippers of the same material, heavy woollen shirts dyed a faint forest green. The family resemblance to Jin and Kitimar was subtle. The twins looked slight and fragile, blond hair feathery and pale compared to the golden locks of the other two sisters, features delicate and porcelain.
“Sorry,” Merrik said. “You startled me. I’m Merrik.”
“We know,” they said together.
Why no, that isn’t creepy at all. “And you are …?”
“Niralyn,” said one.
“Dair,” said the other.
“Care for some wine?” he asked. “It’s quite good although of course you know that. It’s your wine.”
They shook their heads, their unblinking eyes never leaving him.
Merrik refiled his goblet and drank nervously. There was something odd about them, not just that they were twins and stared at him with the dead eyes of a fish, not just their odd demeanor, but something else, something that sent a cold tingle down his back.
“I appreciate that Jin sent you to keep me company, but I’ll understand if you have important business … elsewhere?” Merrik hoped they’d take the hint.
They didn’t.
“We don’t mind at all,” said the one on the right.
“We like to meet new people,” said the one on the left.
Merrik had already lost track of which was Niralyn and which was Dair.
Sometimes understanding can hit like a lightning strike. And at that moment, as Merrik squinted at the two girls holding hands, like he was trying to see past them or into them, he understood.
Merrik sighed and nodded, knowing his intuition was correct. “So, which of you young ladies is the dead one?”
    
Jin found the young man in the stables. He was brushing down the horses and looked up as she approached.
“Hello.” Jin said. “You’re Padraig, yes?”
Padraig’s eyes widened slowly as he looked at her. “You’re her sister, aren’t you? The duchess, I mean. I can see it in your face.”
“Well spotted. I’m Jin.”
“You’re very young.” His face reddened, and he hastily offered her a belated bow. “I mean … uh … milady.”
Jin laughed. “Don’t worry about that milady stuff when nobody else is around.”
Padraig grinned, unable to take his eyes off her.
“The marquis asked me to make sure you were fed,” Jin said. “Want to follow me?”
“Yes please!”
They left the stables and crossed the bailey at an easy stroll.
“So, you’re the marquis’s squire,” Jin said. “What’s that like?”
“It’s marvelous,” Padraig said. “I’m going to learn swords and fighting and when I’m ready, I’ll be a knight.”
Jin stopped herself from laughing again. “Is that what you’re up to? Lots of sword fighting?”
“Well, no, not really,” Padraig said. “Not yet. So far, it’s mostly making sure he has good things to eat and drink and building campfires and such. But I was his lookout at Whiteout Pass. I saw the Union coming and warned everybody!”
“That’s quite important,” Jin said. “Your parents must be very proud.”
The boy’s face fell, eyes on the ground as they walked, and Jin knew immediately she’d said something wrong.
“They were killed,” Padraig said after a prolonged moment of silence. “At the Battle of Harkun’s Keep, when the plainsman overran … well, lots of folks was killed that day, I guess.” But then the boy brightened. “Lord Merrik is my family now. He’s the best. He’s a hero.”
The boy clearly worshiped Merrik. Jin wondered how much of it was deserved. Word had crossed the land about the heroes and the miracle of Whiteout Pass, but Jin knew how stories could be exaggerated. Her father had warned against it. A reputation could make or break a man, he’d often said, so often a person might embellish a story to enhance a reputation.
But that didn’t seem like Merrik. He didn’t want to be called a hero.
“I’m going to take you to the kitchens personally,” Jin told Padraig. “There is a man there who’s baked since before I was born and works miracles with sweet pastry. I think a squire of your caliber deserves a treat.”
Padraig broke into a run. “Hooray!”
    
One twin looked at the other. “Told you.”
“We saw you coming,” the other twin said. “We could tell. Or Dair could anyway. I should have trusted her. She usually knows.”
Merrik’s eyes bounced between the two sisters. “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”
“They talk about you,” Dair said. “In there.”
“In where?”
Dair’s eyes narrowed. “You know.”
Yes. Merrik knew. “So, you’re the one.”
Dair nodded.
Merrik’s gaze shifted back to Niralyn. “You’re anchoring her somehow.”
“Something like that,” Niralyn said.
“Can you explain it to me?” Merrik asked.
“As much as we’re able,” Niralyn said. “It’s hard to understand. Even harder to explain.”
“The quick version,” Dair said. “Jin will be back soon.”
“Jin doesn’t know?”
“Nobody knows but us,” Dair said. “And now you.”
“How have you … I mean to keep it a secret.”
“We were lost,” Niralyn said. “In the great forest. There was … some trouble.”
“Never mind the details,” Dair said. “I was killed, but Niralyn barely managed to escape. I … was drifting, my …. I don’t know. Soul, I guess. I was on my way to the next thing, to whatever priests and prophets say comes after. But then I felt myself being pulled back.”
“It was me,” Niralyn said. “We always had some kind of connection, something more than regular siblings. Even as twins, there was something … else. And I didn’t want to let her go. I was afraid to live without her.”
“And I was afraid to go on without Niralyn,” Dair said. “So she held onto me, and I reached back for her, and for a while we were stuck like that. A minute? A day? I don’t know. We were stuck, neither willing to let go.”
“Then slowly, she came back to me,” Niralyn said. “And we found our way back.”
“Everyone was so relieved,” Dair said. “Our father and sisters swarmed around us, everyone hugging at once. Nobody even noticed that we still held hands, that we kept on holding them all the way back to the castle. And when we kept on holding hands, father said leave them alone and told people we’d been through a lot together and that it was understandable we were close.”
“The bond strengthened over time, and eventually we didn’t have to hold hands constantly.” Niralyn let go over her sister’s hand and moved a few feet away. “If we both concentrate, we can move farther apart, maybe across a large room, but it’s better to stay close.”
Dair held a thin, pale hand out to Merrik. “Come on then.”
Merrik didn’t move to take her hand. “We’re going somewhere?”
“You know we are,” Dair told him. “You want to see the swordsman. You have unfinished business.”
Merrik wanted to ask her how she knew that but realized he didn’t quite care. When the ghosts took him into the in-between world, too many questions got the same answer – that’s just how it works here.
So Merrik didn’t bother asking.
Instead, he asked, “Is there time? I thought you were worried about Jin coming back.”
“I’ll bring us back the same moment we leave.” Dair wiggled the fingers of her outstretched hand. “Stop stalling.”
Merrik took her hand. It was surprisingly solid and warm.
He thought he might’ve been used to it by now, the rush, the sensation of falling forward and being carried along. He was wrong. His stomach clenched, and his head spun, and he was falling and falling through a blur of light
Then a gentle bobbing sensation, cool wind in his hair.
Merrik opened his eyes.
The slate gray sea stretched in every direction. The sun hung in the metallic blue sky, a glowing ornament giving off little actual light. He sat on a narrow bench, back against the boat’s gunwale. Dair sat near him at the stern, one hand still holding Merrik’s, the other arm wrapped around the little boat’s tiller.
Merrik examined the vessel. Maybe twelve feet long, an open sailboat with a single mast and a square sail. The vessel glided gently over a glass sea. Merrik looked in every direction with no sign of land.
“This can’t be the fastest way to do this,” he said.
“I’ve found it’s easier,” Dair told him. “There’s nothing in the way. We just pick the direction we need and go in a straight line.”
Merrik thought about it. Gregor Harste had taken him down a seemingly endless hallway of doors. Did each ghost have his or her own way of negotiating the in-between, differentiating one location from another and how to get there? “Are we really sailing on a sea, or is this just your way to … uh … visualize? To get around from place to place in here?”
A coy smile. “Yes.”
Merrik rolled his eyes. When will I learn? Questions like that don’t get answered.
Abruptly, the wind shifted, the sail fluttering.
Dair frowned.
“What is it?” Merrik asked.
“Something’s interfering. Or someone.”
“Can you do anything?”
Dair yanked on the tiller, trying to bring the little sailboat back on course. She glared up at the sail, brow furrowing. “Somebody’s got a lot of willpower. They’ve used it to change our course.”
“Well, change it back!”
“I’m trying!”
She looked at the sky, face going hard, gritting her teeth. The sea grew rough, large swells taking the sailboat up and down again, the sky getting dark, the useless sun fading behind black clouds. Dair fought with the tiller, a sweat breaking out across her forehead. After a few moments, she blew out a frustrated sigh and shook her head. “I can’t get it back.”
She pushed the tiller forward, bringing the boat in line with its inevitable course. “We’ll have to ride along with it and see where we end up.”
Merrik opened his mouth to object but stopped himself. He was in the middle of a wide, empty sea which may or may not have been real. There was no other option but to hope Dair knew what she was doing. As soon as she yielded to the new course, the sea calmed.
But the wind picked up, the small boat cutting across the water at top speed.
Soon – or to Merrik it seemed soon – a small island came into view. It humped up from the water. A narrow wooden dock jutted out from the land. Beyond it, a dirt path led into the trees, tall evergreens.
Dair maneuverer the sailboat alongside the dock. Then her eyes widened, and she said, “Oh.”
“What now?”
Slowly, Dair let go of Merrik’s hand.
Merrik didn’t vanish. He wasn’t whisked away from the in-between.
“But how --?” No. Don’t ask questions. You’ll be sorry.
“Whoever’s here.” Dair nodded at the island. “You’re in his power now. We don’t need to hold hands.”
Like with Cullen, Merrik thought. I didn’t need to hold on to Sarab to talk to him. Some other power was at work. Maybe that’s why I’m here. Maybe this is Cullen’s new place.
“I’d better go alone,” Merrik said.
“Okay.”
“I sort of thought you’d say, No, I better come with you. Safety in numbers and all that.”
Dair shook her head. “Nope.”
Merrik sighed, stepping from the boat to the dock. He followed the path and paused at the treeline to look back. Dair still sat in her place at the stern, looking wan and shrunken. No help there. Whatever lay ahead, it was Merrik’s task and nobody else’s.
The path ended in a small clearing dominated by a cottage of gray stone with a wooden door and shutters painted a pale orange. A flagstone walkway led up to the front door. Smoke leaked from a squat chimney. Merrik went to the front door. He thought about knocking, but he was obviously meant to be here. He turned the handle and entered.
A cozy room. A thick red carpet over a floor of wooden planks. Sunlight streamed in pleasantly from open windows. A small fireplace, unlit, earthen jugs and cups on the mantel. A rough wooden table with four chairs. A doorway led back to … a kitchen? Bed chamber?
In the next instant, a man came through the doorway carrying a wooden tray, teapot and two cups.
“Your voyage was okay, I take it,” he said. “You don’t happen to get seasick, do you?”
Merrik couldn’t place the man, but there was a strange familiarity about him. He was old without being frail. Long purple robes, bound at the waist with a thin silver cord. Dark complexion and haunting gray eyes. Black hair with gray at the temples, and a long, braided black beard that came to the middle of his chest.
Merrik searched the man’s face, trying to remember. “Do I know you?”
“After a fashion. I’m Arzumel. The wizard.” He set the tray on the table. “One of your three ghosts.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
M errik took a step back, eyes darting around the interior of the cottage. He didn’t sense that he was in any immediate danger. He’d come face to face with Ponder and eventually with Cullen. He supposed it was inevitable he’d find his way here to confront the wizard.
Ponder’s words rang in his ears. Don’t trust the wizard.
But so far nobody had bothered to explain why Merrik should trust the jester either.
Arzumel must have sensed his trepidation. “I just thought it was time we talked.” The wizard filled a cup with tea from the pot and handed it to Merrik.
As Merrik took the cup, he said, “I don’t suppose you have anything stronger.”
“You’ll find it’s an excellent vintage,” Arzumel said.
Merrik looked down at the goblet in his hand. It was filled with dark red wine. The teapot on the table was now a crystal carafe of the same wine. It must have happened fast. Merrik hadn’t even seen how the wizard had made the switch.
No, that wasn’t right, Merrik realized. There’d been no magical switch. It had always been wine that Arzumel had offered him. But that didn’t make sense.
And yet it did.
I hate this place.
He sipped the wine. It was so good. Merrik decided not to dwell on the irritating peculiarities of the in-between.
“I brought you here for a reason,” Arzumel said. “But fair’s fair. I suppose you have questions. It might put you at ease if I answered some of them.”
“What’s this all about?” Merrik asked.
Arzumel laughed, filling his own goblet. He lowered himself into one of the chairs with a grunt. “You might want to be more specific. Some questions are simply too big to answer. In any case, I’m not exactly all together at the moment.”
“What do you mean all together?”
Arzumel paused to consider, sipping wine. Then he tapped the carafe with a bony finger. “If I poured this wine into a flowing river, it wouldn’t cease to exist, but it would be so diluted and spread out that the effect would be much the same. But a splash of wine doesn’t have a consciousness, like your friend who brought you here, or like I do. I can exert my will, find my parts and pull myself together. I can be whole again … at least whole in the context of whatever that means in this place. It’s happening even now. I find a bit of me here and a bit there, and pull it into the whole, and if I’d waited to do that, I could answer your questions more completely.”
“Fine,” Merrik said. “Here’s a more direct question. How did you three get inside me!”
“Ah, now that I can answer,” Arzumel said. “Although I need to be brief. Time is of the essence.”
“Why is time of the essence?” Merrik asked irritably. “I’ve been told over and over that time doesn’t work here like it’s supposed to. It either doesn’t matter at all or it’s of the essence.”
“I can explain about time, or I can explain briefly how my compatriots and I have come to inhabit your mind,” Arzumel said. “Not both.”
“Because there’s not enough time?”
“Exactly.”
“The inhabit my mind thing,” Merrik said.
“The king’s scepter is not only a powerful symbol of Greymond sovereignty, but it’s also a key to something extremely important,” Arzumel explained. “That’s a story for another time. Suffice it to say, we wanted to keep it safe. We thought it would be hidden and well-guarded in Harkun’s Keep in the far north. The Harkun family had always been valuable allies. But we were betrayed. At the very last, we were trapped. You saw the tunnel. You were there. They came at us from both sides and in great numbers. I cast a spell so powerful, that all were slain, friend and foe alike.”
“Friendly suggestion,” Merrik said. “Maybe next time try a spell that only kills foes.”
“Yes, very droll,” Arzumel said. “Trust me, it was a last resort situation. I’ll spare you the details. But even as I took such drastic action, I was thinking long term. I’d cast another spell, subtle, working in conjunction with my final strike. When the final magic filled the tunnel with blinding destruction, it also attached the three of us – Ponder, Cullen, and myself – to the scepter.”
“Attached? What do you mean,” Merrik asked. “Your souls were trapped inside it or something?”
“Some essence of ourselves, a memory,” Arzumel said. “Yet more than memory. Yes, for sake of this explanation, let’s say our souls … for lack of a better term. And when centuries later, you stumbled about the scepter, it activated a long-dormant magic. Our souls were set free … and latched onto the nearest, convenient vessel.”
“Me.”
“You.”
“Thanks a lot.”
Arzumel shrugged. “Fate may have singled you out for this honor, but I didn’t. The important thing is that I’m regaining myself. I have things to do, and I need your help.”
“What things?” Merrik asked. “What help?”
“The second question is easier to answer at the moment,” Arzumel said. “I need the spell book. The one you took off of that preening, scarlet fop at Whiteout Pass. I still have numerous tricks up my sleeve, but my powers are not limitless.”
Merrik had thought he’d scored when he found Red William’s book, but it turned out to be more difficult to use than predicted. He told the wizard as much. “I go cross-eyed when I try to read it.”
“I’m not surprised. One needs lengthy and specific training to read spells,” Arzumel explained. “You don’t have that training. I do.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“You must let me inhabit you.”
“Don’t you already?”
“I mean in a more complete way,” Arzumel said. “Like when we cast those spells together at Whiteout Pass, but something deeper still even than that. Full control of you, an ownership of body and mind which will let me read the spells and store them in our mind, ready to be wielded when needed.”
“That sounds like an utterly terrible idea.” Surely this was the exact sort of thing Ponder had warned Merrik about. If he gave the wizard such total control of his mind and body, was there any guarantee he’d get it back. Maybe this was what Arzumel had in mind all along. Maybe he needed a new body and had designs on Merrik’s.
“We need to cooperate,” Arzumel said calmly. “You wouldn’t want me to let you down in a critical moment like Cullen did recently. Yes, I keep apprised of such things.”
Was that Arzumel’s idea of a subtle threat? Or simply a sincere warning that it was essential they cooperate?
“I’d give you assurances if there were any to give,” the wizard said. “If there was ever a time to muster a bit of faith, it’s now. Events will carry us along, and our tasks will only become more difficult. If we’re going to succeed, then the spell book –”
A knock at the door, loud and insistent.
Merrik and the wizard blinked at one another.
“Are you expecting company?” Merrik asked.
“I most certainly am not.” Arzumel rose slowly from his chair, cautious gaze fixed on the door. He forced a sly smile. “At my age, and with all of my experience, it’s a minor delight that I can still be surprised.”
Merrik had a lower opinion of surprises.
Arzumel approached the front door with caution, shuffling past Merrik.
Merrik felt something hit his ear. He winced and looked down, saw a pebble rolling around near his boot. He looked up, frowning in confusion and saw the open window. As he was watching, another pebble flew through the window and bounced off his chest.
What the …?
Arzumel opened the front door a crack and peeked outside. “Odd. I don’t see anyone.”
Merrik moved slowly toward the window.
The wizard opened the front door wider, sticking his head out, looking back and forth. “Curious indeed.”
Merrik was at the window now. Something was happening, some sort of peculiar prank or –
Multiple hands reached into the window, grabbed him roughly and hauled him outside into the sunshine. He landed with a thump on the ground.
“Get him up!” A male voice. “Hurry!”
Merrik looked up to see who was standing over him. “Gregor Harste?”
“Stop gawking and run!” Shouted the first baron.
Dair Denning helped lift on one side, Sarab on the other.
“I went for help,” Dair said.
Sarab took Merrik’s hand. “I’ve got him!”
They ran back down the forest path, stopping abruptly at the narrow dock. An ornate open carriage awaited them, pulled by a team of four white horses.
“Get in!” ordered the baron.
Merrik scrambled into the back of the carriage, head swimming with the sudden turn of events, Sarab with a tight grip on his hands. Baron Harste took the reins, snapped his whip and the carriage lurched forward, the horses achieving a full gallop within seconds as the carriage rattled down the dock toward the sea.
With a stab of panic, Merrik was acutely aware that a carriage was not a boat.
As they neared the end of the dock, a large stone bridge constructed itself in front of them. Gray slabs of stone flying in from all sides to form the pathway. It assembled itself as the carriage flew across it, barely coming together a few feet in front of the carriage as the horses galloped.
Dair leaned toward Merrik to be heard over the wind whipping past them. “Disconcerting, isn’t it?”
Merrik couldn’t find his voice to reply. He held Sarab’s hand with a white knuckled grip.
“We’ve got a problem.” Sarab pointed behind them.
Merrik looked. Shit.
Arzumel pursued. He rode an enormous red horse, a trail of fire behind him.
“A steed of pure flame,” Dair said dryly. “Interesting.”
Baron Harste worked the whip, urging the horses faster. Arzumel was catching up. What his intentions were Merrik didn’t know or care. Anyone chasing him on a fire horse was somebody Merrik wanted to get away from.
“We’re arriving soon!” Harste shouted over his shoulder. “If I stop, he’ll catch us. You’ll have to jump.”
That got Merrik’s attention. Jump? He looked over the side of the carriage at the sea hundreds of feet below.
“Take him!” Sarab said to Dair.
Dair took Merrik’s hand, and Sarab let go.
“Wait, wait wait!” Merrik shouted. “What are we –”
Dair jumped over the side.
Pulling Merrik along with her.
They plunged toward the sea, the wind roaring past Merrik’s ears not quite loud enough to drown out his scream.
They fell and fell and –
Merrik hit the anteroom’s wooden floor hard, shook his head, dazed. Dair landed on top of him, knocking the air straight from his lungs. The slight girl rolled off him, and he lay there a moment, mouth working for air like a beached trout.
“What in blazes happened?” Niralyn asked. “I thought you were coming right back!”
Dair groaned, getting up on her hands and knees. “There were … complications.”
Merrik finally drew in a ragged breath and started coughing. “I don’t want to go in there anymore.”
“Every time I think I’m getting the hang of it …” Dair shook her head, apparently lacking the energy to finish the thought.
The door creaked open.
Jin entered.
“Sorry to keep you waiting, marquis. I had a word with the captain in charge of our troops, and it took longer than –” Jin’s eyes slowly widened as she took in the scene, Merrik sprawled on his back, Dair on her hands and knees. “Have I missed something?”




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
“I t’s time to tell her.” Dair got to her feet.
In the same moment, Niralyn was by her side, taking her by the hand. “Let’s not be rash.”
“Tell me what?” Jin asked.
Nobody said anything.
Jin narrowed her eyes. “Tell. Me. What?”
Dair tried to pull away from her sister. “Let me go. I’ll show her.”
Niralyn held on. “You’ll alarm her if you do it wrong.”
“Then she’ll be alarmed.”
Jin looked back and forth at each sister, perplexed. The twins were usually quiet and sullen, not talkative and animated. It was as if suddenly Jin didn’t even know them. Something had riled them up.
Merrik pushed himself up from the floor with a groan. He headed immediately for the sideboard, reaching for the wine carafe and a fresh goblet.
“What happened while I was gone?” Jin asked him.
“Leave me out of it.” He poured wine, the carafe rattling on the rim of the goblet. His hands shook. “Ask your sisters.”
Jin turned back to the twins. “Explain.”
“That day we were lost in the great forest,” Niralyn said. “One of us came back … different.” A side-glance at her sister.
The slightest of hesitations from Dair.
Then Dair took her hand from Niralyn’s. “Go to the other side of the room.”
As her sister obeyed, Dair moved slowly toward the open window. She stood in front of it and stopped. Sunlight streamed into the window – streamed through Dair. Jin’s jaw had dropped. Her sister Dair had become a faded shadow of herself, the sky and the town beyond the window blurry but visible through Dair’s translucent form.
Jin couldn’t find words. She took a step back, her legs suddenly feeling weak. She stepped back again, the backs of her knees hitting a chair, and she half-sat, half-fell into the seat. “You … you’re … a…”
“Ghost is the word you’re looking for,” Dair said. “There are more of us than you might think, and more still in the world next door. Merrik needs me to take him to that world, so he can talk to the ghosts there. Only I can do it for him. That’s why when he leaves here, Niralyn and I are going with him.”
Merrik’s head snapped around. “Oh?”
“You need me,” Dair insisted. “Even if you don’t know it. Every path forward for you, Merrik Niles, goes through that other world, and you need a guide. I know other ghosts can take you, but they’re each tethered to their specific places. I’m tethered to my sister. We can go with you and be there whenever you need to go back inside.”
Merrik shook his head. “If you think, I’m going back in there—”
“But you are,” Dair said. “That’s your fate, and you don’t need to be a prophet to see it. There’s more going on here than just what army will take over Greymond or which king sits on a throne. There is a change coming to the world. The dead all feel it, like a storm brewing, like forest creatures fleeing ahead of a natural disaster, maybe not knowing what it’s all about but feeling something. And you’re going to be there, Marquis Niles, and my sister and I will be there to help you.”
“Dair!” Jin had no idea what to say to her sister but felt she’d lost control of the conversation. She couldn’t remember the last time Dair had said so much at one time.
“This isn’t up to you,” Dair said. “Niralyn and I are older. We’re not bound to obey you.”
“But you can’t just run off with some … marquis.” Jin had been about to say stranger but was worried it would come out impolite.
“And what’s the alternative?” Dair asked. “I’m a ghost, Jin. If I stay here, Niralyn and I are just the strange sisters, another thing for you to worry about. If we go with Marquis Niles, then we have a purpose. We can contribute something.”
Ghost. Jin turned the word over in her mind like it was a word she’d never heard before. It seemed completely alien in the context of her sister. Jin’s head swam. Yes, the twins had always been odd, even more so after the incident in the great forest. This explained it then, she supposed.
But Jin was responsible for them. Even more than she was responsible for the castle and the duchy, Kit had always made it painfully clear what Jin’s real duty was. Look after the twins.
She took a deep breath, swallowed hard, gathered herself. “Then I guess I’m going with you.”
    
“I thought Kit told you to run things here in the duchy.” Merrik cinched his horse’s saddle tight and checked the provisions in his saddlebags.
Jin was doing the same thing to her saddle next to him. “The chamberlain and the servants can keep things running around here, but if something happens to the twins, I’ll never hear the end of it.”
“Just remember it wasn’t my idea,” Merrik insisted. “I’m not responsible.”
“I’m not responsible,” Jin mocked. “Gallant words from the hero of Whiteout –”
“Stop saying that,” Merri snapped. “I’m not the hero of anything at any time anywhere.”
Jin turned toward him, hands on hips, chin up, eyes flashing with the authority of a person used to being listened to despite her age. “Is it true at least?”
“Is what true?”
“What Dair said. That you need her.”
Merrik sighed. “If I want to go to that other place and talk to ghosts, then yes. Her or someone else who’s … someone else like her.”
Merrik couldn’t quite bring himself to say someone else who’s dead.
Jin tried to maintain her fierce expression and failed. “I just can’t believe … how …we didn’t even know.”
Merrik had no idea what to tell her.
Padraig arrived and saved him from having to think of something.
The boy planted himself in front of Jin and bowed formally. “I’ve packed enough oats for all the horses, milady. Do you need anything else loaded onto the wagon?”
Merrik frowned. “Hey.”
Padraig turned to Merrik, eyes wide with innocence. “Milord?”
“Whose squire are you anyway?”
Padraig’s cheeks went pink.
Merrik made a shooing motion with one hand. “Away with you, boy. Make ready.”
Padraig scurried back to his horse.
Merrik climbed into the saddle. “We’re burning daylight, milady.”
Jin mounted her horse and slung a small recurve bow across her back. “Don’t wait on me. I’m ready.”
Nobody’s ever really ready, Merrik thought.
He looked back at the wagon bringing up the rear. It was a big, boxy thing similar to the one Red William had used before Merrik and Rugger had taken it over. The inside was a plush, comfortable place for the twins who were apparently not good with horses.
The bench out front was occupied by a rough looking character named Dezmon. A head taller than Merrik, shoulders wide enough to park a wagon on, face crossed with scars from a lifetime of battles and brawls, long, greasy hair, too much of which hung in front of his eyes. A beard but no mustache. Black leather armor and bracers, too many throwing knives to count, and hand and a half sword strapped to his back.
In addition to driving the wagon, Dezmon served as the twins’ bodyguard. Merrik had firmly put his foot down on the idea of a troop of soldiers in the duchy’s livery as escort. He didn’t want his little traveling party to make any more of a spectacle of itself than needed. The compromise had been Dezmon who apparently had standing orders to kill anyone who looked at the twins sideways.
Merrik held up a hand and motioned forward. “Let’s get the blazes out of here.”
They left the castle courtyard though the main gate and down the lane and through the town below. Outside town, they angled back toward the great forest where the narrow road eventually crossed another which would take them nearly due east to the coast. The forest closed over them, the sun’s rays filtering through the leaves igniting dust motes in the air before gradually fading to night.
They built a fire, ate a quiet meal and went to sleep early. They repeated the process the second day and then the third.
Rain came the fourth day, cold and miserable, continuing through the night and into the next day. Merrik thought one of the simple cantrips Penville had told him about would have been nice for lighting the cookfire. They traveled on.
Merrik drew his horse alongside Jin’s. “Still glad you came?”
“I don’t mind being cold. Or being wet.” Jin huddled inside her cloak. “Cold and wet together borders on intolerable.”
Just after midday, the wagon got stuck in the mud.
“Everyone out, so we can try to dislodge this damn thing,” Dezmon growled.
It was the longest sentence he’d spoken since departing Duchy Denning.
The twins piled out, huddling together off to the side under a shared blanket, wincing with each pelt of frigid rain. Dezmon climbed down from the wagon, circling in front of the horses. He took them by the bridles and urged them forward. The wagon rocked in place but didn’t budge.
Dezmon glanced up at Merrik. “Come down here and coax these nags. I’ll push from behind.”
Merrik didn’t really think it was Dezmon’s place to give him orders but figured now wasn’t the time to quibble. Merrik dismounted and took charge of the horses as the bodyguard circled behind the wagon.
Padraig dismounted and stood next to Merrik. “You take one horse milord, and I’ll take the other.”
“Good thinking, Padraig,” Merrik said. “We’ll have these animals unstuck in no time.”
Dezmon shouted to pull, and Merrik and Padraig went to work. The wagon rocked again but wasn’t going anywhere.
Jin sighed extravagantly and slid out of the saddle. “Don’t either of you know anything about horses?”
Padraig looked abashed.
“By all means take over,” Merrik said.
He stepped aside, and just as Jin took hold of the bridle, the rain stopped.
The great forest was suddenly, eerily quiet save for the occasional drip from leaf to puddle. No other sounds, not even a bird’s errant chirp.
Merrik squinted up at the sky. “That’s something at least. Let’s hope it lasts. Now let’s get these horses –”
Jin motioned for Merrik to be quiet. “Did you hear that?”
“Hear what?”
“Listen.”
Merrik listened. Then, very faintly, the sound of a distant horn. A moment later, another horn answered.
“Hunters?” Jin suggested.
Merrik opened his mouth to say he didn’t know, but just shook his head instead.
Then another sound. Something rustling in the undergrowth, not close, but a good way off the road. Merrik stepped away from the horses and slowly drew his sword.
“What is –”
It was Merrik’s turn to gesture for Jin to be quiet. She pulled her bow around and nocked an arrow.
“What’s going on up there?” Dezmon called from behind the wagon.
They ignored the bodyguard and peered into the thick forest. The rustling grew louder, branches moving.
“Something’s coming,” Merrik said.
The rustling grew louder still, the snap of trampled twigs and branches.
“Something big.”
“Get back in the wagon,” Jin told the twins. “Now.”
They hurried to obey.
The horses shifted nervously.
The rustling became a thrashing as something smashed through the forest’s thick greenery, getting closer and louder until –
Suddenly there was nothing.
One of the horns sounded again, and to Merrik it seemed much closer.
They waited, holding their breaths.
And they waited some more.
Merrik let out his breath. “I think it’s gone.”
Jin didn’t lower her bow. “It?”
“Do I know?” Merrik said. “Maybe it was a forest dragon.”
Padraig frowned. “Is there such a thing, milord?”
“Of course not, Padraig. I simply meant I have no waying of knowing what –”
It exploded from the forest in a roar of fur and fangs and foliage, snarling and snapping, an enormous brown bear bigger than anything Merrik could have imagined. He grabbed Padraig, shoving the boy behind him. Padraig was sent sailing back into the mud.
Jin loosed an arrow.
It stuck in the bear’s thigh, looking like a useless toothpick. The enraged animal reared up on its hind legs, looming over the girl at least fourteen feet tall.
Jin’s eyes went wide as dinner plates. “Fuck.”
The bear roared, and Merrik felt the vibration in his boots.
Jin drew another arrow from her quiver with trembling hands, fumbled the arrow into the mud. “Oh no.”
Even gripped in icy terror, Merrik noticed something wrong with the animal. Its eyes boiled with black light. It dripped like liquid, dissolving into mist. It moved toward Jin, the bear’s roar shaking the world.
Dezmon flew in from the side, driving the hand and a half sword into the bear’s side. The beast bellowed pain and rage, swiping at the bodyguard with a gigantic paw. Claws the size of daggers ripped three holes in Dezmon’s face, blood spraying, flesh opening to show a row of white teeth. Dezmon spun away to the ground. He tried to crawl away, but the bear’s enormous jaws clamped down hard between shoulder and throat. The bear lifted Dezmon into the air and shook him like a ragdoll, finally tossing him to the side where he landed like a loose collection of broken bones.
The bear reared up on its hind legs again, eyes still blazing black. Merrik lifted his sword, arms feeling like jelly, and prepared to die.
Another arrow struck the bear and then a third and a fourth, seeming to come from different directions. The bear roared rage even as a dozen more arrows pierced its hide. An arrow struck it in the left eye and the shaft burst into black flame. Merrik lost count of the arrows, and finally the great beast lurched to the side and fell over, the sound of a mountain crashing to its doom.
He stood stunned, half afraid the animal would rise again.
“Are you hurt?” came a voice.
Merrik looked to see a slender man in a deep green cloak standing atop the wagon, holding a longbow. He looked around, realized at least a dozen more men and women outfitted similarly stood on the thick branches of trees all around them.
Padraig heaved himself up from the mud, looking with wonder at their saviors. “Forest wardens!”
    
Raysal pushed herself off the floor in the castle’s small study. Something wet and salty flowed over her lips. She wiped it away with a hand. Blood. It dripped from both nostrils. That could happen sometimes. The mind connection with the bear had been broken too abruptly, the possession broken when the animal had been killed.
“Are you okay?”
Raysal looked up. Baltman stood directly over her, his expression more curious than concerned. Count Tazar’s servant was on his way up in the world apparently. He was Lord Baltman now. But he seemed to serve the hunchback in the same fashion he’d served the count.
“I’ll be fine,” Raysal said. “I just need a moment.”
She looked around, reorienting herself. The tipped-over chair was right next to her. That’s right, she’d been sitting at the small table, chanting to maintain the spell, and when the connection with the bear had broken, the shock of it had sent her sprawling.
She righted the chair and sat. Her head was clearing.
“Did you get him?”
“No.”
Baltman tsked.
“The spell is complicated. I’ll need time to memorize it again and gather the ingredients for casting.”
“If it failed this time, why would it work the next time?” Baltman asked.
“Niles had help. He was within my clutches but managed to get himself rescued at the last moment.” Raysal wasn’t sure who’d come to the man’s aid, but she’d been able to see through the bear’s eyes and thought she’d glimpsed the green cloak of a pesky forest warden before the connection had been broken. “I need men. And I need to be closer. This time I’ll take precautions against interference.”
“There’s a war on in case you hadn’t noticed,” Baltman said. “We can’t spare men.”
“You’ll spare them,” Raysal said. “Your king Rodwik has a short list of men he wants dead, and Niles is at the top. Twenty should suffice, but I want experienced killers, good for up close work and stealthy. Get me what I need, and I’ll give you Merrik Niles’ head.”
Baltman mulled it over for a moment. “It shall be done. I’ll have your men saddled and ready to go by tomorrow morning.”
“Good.” Raysal sat back in her chair and blew out a sigh. The spellcasting had fatigued her. Niles had bested and embarrassed her the first time they’d crossed paths. He’d gotten some lucky help the second time.
Third time’s the charm, my dear marquis, so enjoy your brief reprieve while you can because this ends one way. You dead and me gloating over your corpse.
    
Merrik supposed they were fortunate not to all have been killed. That only Dezmon had fallen to the enormous bear was nothing short of a minor miracle.
Jin didn’t quite see it that way. “My responsibility. We shouldn’t have come on this journey, none of us.”
Merrik suggested she take the body back to Duchy Denning for a proper burial, taking the twins back to safety in the process.
Jin had refused. “We started this. We’ll see it through.”
With the help of the forest wardens. They buried Dezmon in a quiet meadow, his hand and a half sword marking the grave.
The man in charge of the forest wardens was called Kamen.
Merrik thanked him for the timely intervention. “I didn’t know bears came that big.”
“That was an elder bear,” Kamen said. “As old as the forest itself. Putting it down was a shame, but none of our shaman could bond with it.”
Merrik frowned. “You lost me at shaman. And bond.”
“A small handful of the wardens are also shamans, a sort of wizard but specializing in the magic of plants and animals and all else pertaining to the great forest,” Kamen explained. “Bonding with an animal allows a sort of basic communication. Nothing so direct as how you and I are talking now, but a shaman can get the sense of an animal’s feelings. But this animal.” Kamen nodded at the huge bear corpse. “This animal was possessed by some powerful magical force. It tore through the forest like a mad thing. We followed, fearing it was being directed for some dire purpose.”
“Just our bad luck to be in the way,” Merrik said.
A slight shrug from the forest warden. “Have you not considered the beast was hunting for you? The forest is large, and there are few travelers in these times. That the bear should just happen upon you by chance strikes me as rather long odds.”
Merrik considered. His first thought went to the sorceress Raysal who’d tried to murder him in Bumwich. Was this sort of magic within her power? Probably. Why are the pretty ones always the most dangerous? He didn’t like the idea that someone out there so badly wanted him dead that they were willing to bespell an elder bear to rip him to pieces, but Raysal hadn’t been subtle. She’d made it perfectly clear that ending Merrik Niles was her mission. Not that people wanting to kill him was anything new, but they’d been more enthusiastic about it recently. The real question was what could Merrik do about it? Did Raysal have spells that could track Merrik anywhere he went?
I could ask Arzumel about it except we’re not on the best of terms at the moment.
“I suppose I’d better watch my back,” Merrik said. “In any case, thanks again. If you wardens hadn’t come along, we’d all be bear lunch.”
“Just to be safe, I think some of my people should escort you to the edge of the forest.” Kamen put two fingers in his mouth and emitted a piercing whistle.
A woman dropped from one of the nearby trees and scurried to stand in front of Kamen. She was slender, tall and willowy. Her hood was thrown back, revealing coppery red hair. Skin an unblemished white, eyes a sparkling green.
“Sydial, get a few of the others and escort Marquis Niles and his party to the edge of the forest.” Kamen grinned. “It would be bad form to save them from an elder bear only to have them succumb to some other hazard down the road.”
Sydial returned the grin and flicked Kamen a two-finger salute. “On it, boss.”
The forest wardens helped pull the wagon from the mud, and soon they were on their way, escorted by Sydial and a half dozen other wardens on horseback. The rain had stayed away, black clouds moving along to make way for blue sky glimpsed through the canopy overhead.
Merrik rode next to Sydial out front.
“So how does one become a forest warden?” Merrik asked. “I’d heard you people existed but never met any of you before. Do you recruit?”
Sydial laughed and shook her head. “We’re born into it. There are several forest warden villages in the great forest. I grew up in one about twenty miles north. Most outsiders don’t know about the villages.”
“Should you be telling me?”
“It’s not that they’re secret,” Sydial said. “They’re just out of the way.”
“And all of you are archers?”
“The longbow is the traditional weapon of our people,” she said. “We start training as soon as we’re old enough to hold one.”
Jin brought her horse alongside Sydial’s. “Are they difficult to learn? I use a recurve.” She gestured to the bow slung across her back.
“It’s just about practice. Like anything, I guess,” Sydial said. “The recurve is a good choice for mounted archers, but you need a longbow if you want to stay accurate at maximum range. My mother’s the best shot in our village.”
“I know an army back west that would love a company or two of archers,” Merrik said. “Could be the key difference in a big battle.”
Sydial shook her head, face going serious. “No, that’s not for the forest wardens. Oh, there are some among us that think we need to get involved. But most wardens agree our concerns are anything that happens within the borders of the great forest and nothing else. If others want a war, then they can fight it.”
It had been Merrik’s observation that all kinds of people who didn’t want to fight a war found themselves fighting one anyway, but he didn’t bother saying it. He hoped Sydial and her people could hide in their forest and not get involved.
But he wasn’t betting good silver on it.
They made camp and spoke light heartedly around a campfire that night. The wardens produced a few skins of fruity wine and passed them around. They set out again at dawn the next morning.
And by mid-afternoon, they’d reached the eastern edge of the great forest.
“This is as far as we go,” Sydial said. “I doubt you’ll have trouble from here. Most of the area between here at the coast is settled, farms and such. You should have an easy time of it.”
They said their goodbyes and minutes later they were headed east, Padraig sitting on the wagon’s driver’s bench, insisting he could handle the team.
Merrik glanced back over his shoulder once, but the wardens were nowhere to be seen.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
H inkle had given Merrik a list of inns and boarding houses along the east coast where Hinkle, Colton, and their party might be found on any particular day. It took a day and a half to cross to the coast where Merrik inquired at one of the inns on the list to find they’d just missed Hinkle and the others. They stayed at the inn – everyone glad for a break from camping – and started after Hinkle the next day.
They caught up with him in the next town to the south called Lewden’s Cove at an inn known as the Wayfarer’s Rest.
Colton and Hinkle were both delighted to see Merrik had finally caught up, and Colton was especially pleased to see Padraig. Hinkle was surprised to see Merrik traveling in the company of Duchess Denning’s younger sisters, and when Merrik said “it’s a long story” Hinkle only shrugged as if not especially curious.
Hinkle’s dual mission to sell starshine and talk up support for Lee had met with mixed success in Eastport, the largest city on the east coast. The duke was far too busy to take an interest in either starshine or the hero of Whiteout Pass – who hadn’t shone yet anyway. But distribution of starshine in Eastport was arranged more simply than anticipated. A guild kept a tight grip on all distribution of spirits in the city, so rather than having to approach each tavern and inn individually, they’d simply cut a deal with the guild master – including a handsome kickback – to supply all drinking establishments with Colton’s concoction.
Results in the towns farther south of Eastport had also been mixed. Some establishments agreed to take shipments of starshine. Others were less enthusiastic.
“That’s why we need our celebrity hero,” Hinkle told Merrik. “Count Lewden is the ranking nobleman in Lewden Cove as one might guess from the name. He’s just far enough away from Eastport that he doesn’t get invited to the fashionable parties, so he has to make do locally. The arrival of the great hero Merrik Niles is just enough of an excuse for him to throw a reception in your honor … and you can’t go wearing that.”
Merrik looked down at himself. He had to admit that most of his clothing had suffered from numerous nights spent in the wilderness, and truth be told, he needed no extra goading to dress well and look sharp. Doubtlessly there’d be ladies at such a social event, perhaps daughters and nieces of doddering old barons, or perhaps even their bored wives.
In short order, Merrik was wearing an expensive velvet doublet colored a rich burgundy, trimmed in silver. Black pants with a striped down the side the same burgundy shade, high black boots, polishing to a blinding gleam. He traded in his durable broadsword for a light, rapier, a garish ruby the size of a walnut in the pommel. A matching, off-the-shoulder cloak, gave him just enough dash.
“How do I look?” he asked Jin.
“Like a bloody dandy,” she said.
“Perfect. I happen to think you look quite fetching by the way.”
“I didn’t ask.” Jin tugged awkwardly at the deep green dress. “I don’t like girl clothes.”
The twins had been the surprise, both wearing identical blue dresses with lace cuffs, fronts cinched closed with thin silver cord, leaving just enough neckline to avoid seeming prudish. Dressed so elegantly, their silent brooding had been transformed into an aloof grace.
The reception had been a smashing success. Not only could Count Lewden boast he’d hosted the hero of Whiteout Pass but also the sisters of a prominent western duchess. For Lewden’s guests, Merrik’s battle tales were exotic, something that was happening far away and to other people. Starshine flowed. The harsh smack in the face that came with the first sip, soon gave way to a pleasant warmth as the intense, intoxicating effects worked their magic. Colton had gotten hold of a shipment of citrus from the southern coast that had been unloaded just that afternoon, and the Starshine took on a whole new quality with the addition of lemon or lime.
Merrik found himself in a deep conversation with the count. Yes, those Union people on the other side of the Arrowheads were going to be trouble. The hunchback? A pretender and a villain! Lee? A good man and a true king … but he could use some help. A refill of starshine? Of course, my dear count, let’s have your goblet.
And so did Merrik put the idea into the Count’s head that there was a king worth supporting. Theoretically, the count would spread the word among his peers. As war efforts went, it was a slow-moving scheme, but they hoped dividends would pay eventually.
For a more immediate reward, they could count on selling starshine. The local watering holes around Lewden Cove were more than happy to put in orders for multiple casks of the stuff. If starshine was good enough for the count and his fancy friends, then, by Dumo, it was good enough for their patrons.
And so it went as Merrik and company slowly made their way down the coast – a baron in the next town, a slight detour inland for a country contessa, even the local magistrate of a small fishing village, basically anyone with even a shred of political clout or whose endorsement might sell casks of Starshine.
The next morning after regaling a minor lord with all the same stories, Merrik came downstairs from his room to find Hinkle having breakfast. Merrik had forgotten the name of the inn as well as the name of the village, but he knew he was hungry and sat across from him. He waved down a serving wench who suggested ham and eggs and some especially buttery biscuits. Merrik enthusiastically agreed to all her suggestions.
He glanced in the corner and saw the monster who’d once been a man called Irwin stood stoically in the shadows. Merrik had expected to eventually get used to Irwin’s presence, but so far, he hadn’t.
While Merrik waited for his food, he noticed Hinkle reading a piece of parchment with interest.
“What’s that?”
“News from back west,” Hinkle said.
“How did you come by that?”
“The Skull & Dagger has its methods.”
“Anything noteworthy?”
“I should say so although this news is apparently a week or two old,” Hinkle said. “The fighting has started. Looks like Lee and Rodwik have come to blows. Well, it was only a matter of time.”
“Are we winning?”
Hinkle shrugged. “Too soon to say. Although anything could have happened since this was sent. News travels slowly even by my method.”
“Anything else?”
Hinkle continued reading. “There’s also been some sort of disturbance along the coast in the Union of Territories. Burning ships or some such. Details appear scarce, but anything that gives Sarasin Martz heartburn is good for us.”
Merrik’s food arrived. He looked down at the steaming dish with enthusiasm.
“Here’s some happy news,” Hinkle said. “King Lee and the lovely Lady Mira have wed. Well, that’s nice, isn’t it? They make a handsome couple.”
When Merrik didn’t comment, Hinkle looked up from the parchment and saw Merrik looking down at his plate, face blank. “Not eating?”
Merrik smiled weakly. “My appetite seems to have wandered off somewhere.”
For another two weeks, they made their slow way south along the coast. Merrik regaled barons and lords with his tales of heroism, all the time talking up Lee’s virtues as the one true king. The Denning sisters applied their various charms. Casks and barrels of starshine sold at such an alarming rate, Colton worried he might not be able to manufacture enough.
“It occurs to me we might need to raise the price, milords,” Colton said over a tankard of ale one evening. “I been thinking if we can’t make more, then we needs to charge more.”
“My dear man, who knew you were so well versed in the art of supply and demand?” Hinkle said.
“Any news?” Merrik noticed another parchment in Hinkle’s hand.
“Lee’s army has pushed the hunchback south of Long Lake,” Hinkle said. “At this rate, they think Rodwik will have to fall back to High Harbor.”
“I wouldn’t fancy a siege if I were Lee,” Colton said. “Not that I’m any sort of military man, but sieges take long and cost money.”
“And that’s longer the Union has to get organized,” Hinkle agreed. “Still, that’s Lee’s problem. Our job is propaganda and starshine.”
Two more weeks and four more barons. Merrik had difficulty maintaining enthusiasm for an act he’d performed dozens of times. He felt like a dancing bear on a leash, some circus juggler, a ragged troubadour grown bored with his own performance. He felt like some stage clown version of himself, and he was getting tired of it.
“Never fear, my dear marquis,” Hinkle told him. “You are coming to the end of your toils. We have spread the word to the best of our abilities and presold enough starshine to drown the entire east coast. I’m sure you’re looking forward to getting home to Munsk for a nice, long rest.”
They’d been walking together side-by-side, and Merrik stopped abruptly upon Hinkle’s mention of Munsk. He glanced back at the camp. After a relentless string of parties, Merrik was surprised at his relief to be camping in the wilderness again, quietly enjoying the company of his traveling companions without having to but on a show for drunken nobles. Padraig stirred a pot of stew over the campfire. The weather had grown warmer each mile they’d traveled south. Everyone else was out of earshot.
“Is something the matter?” Hinkle asked.
“About Munsk …”
Hinkle raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”
“I’ve never even been there,” Merrik confessed. “As far as I know, Munsk is nothing more than a patch of swamp on the southern coast.”
“My goodness,” Hinkle said. “What an astonishing revelation.”
“An astonishing revelation? Listen, I’m trying to tell you –” Merrik’s eyes narrowed. “You know everything, don’t you?”
“The archbishop knew almost immediately,” Hinkle said. “I was told later. Legally, you are the Marquis of Munsk.”
“I won the title in a game of dice.”
“Odd,” Hinkle admitted. “But still legal.”
“I’m just trying to tell you that continuing on to Munsk is perhaps not the best way to spend our time,” Merrik insisted.
Hinkle smiled. “I think we’ll continue to Munsk as planned, and tomorrow we shall see what we shall see.”
Merrik opened his mouth to object when Padraig came running up.
“Stew is ready, milords!”
“The stew will keep, Padraig,” Merrik said. “Now run along while Master Hinkle and I discuss some important –”
Merrik yelped and flinched as a flapping, screeching conniption of feathers dropped out of the sky.
The big falcon came in for a landing on Hinkle’s outstretched arm. The bird had once been a magnificent specimen with rich brown feathers tipped in green. But now the falcon’s feathers looked threadbare, patchy in spots. Upon closer inspection, Merrik saw the bird’s eyes had been sewn shut.
“Is he like Irwin?” Padraig asked.
“Well spotted, boy.” Hinkle took a rolled-up piece of parchment from where it had been tied around the falcon's leg. “The man who sends the messages controls the bird in very much the same way I control Irwin.” Hinkle lifted his arm into the air, and the falcon took flight, heading into the sky and vanishing from view.
“So that’s how you get your news, is it?” Merrik had wondered.
“Yes, you’ve discovered my little secret.” Hinkle unrolled the parchment and read.
“Well?” Merrik asked.
Hinkle’s face darkened. “There’s been a setback.”




CHAPTER FORTY
K itimar Denning dragged Baron Harkun’s unconscious body across the smoking battlefield. The clash of arms still echoed from the forward line. Kitimar dragged Harkun past a line of burning supply wagons, looking for her horse.
Blast you, Northstar, where have you wandered off to.
She hadn’t quite warmed up to Kurran Harkun since meeting him, and it didn’t help that he was heavy … although she supposed he just seemed heavy because her arm hadn’t quite mended, not completely, since they popped the shoulder back into its socket. Harken had seemed bitter and often disagreeable since his parents had been killed and his keep overrun … which she supposed was understandable. The keep had been retaken, but the man had remained … unpleasant.
Still, we’re on the same side, so yeah, let’s save the man if we can.
She heard an urgent neigh and turned to see Northstar trotting toward her through the smoke.
Thank Dumo.
The horse stopped next to her, nudging an ear.
“Not now,” she told the horse. “Hold still.”
She attempted to heave Harkun across Northstar’s saddle but failed.
“Shit.”
Kitimar scanned the battlefield and saw a figure about forty yards away, a man walking in a dazed zigzag, one arm in a sling, no helmet.
“You there!” she called.
The man stopped abruptly, startled and unsure where the voice had come from.
“Over here!”
The man spotted her and started jogging. When he got closer, she saw a bloody bandage around his head. Chainmail armor. The wine colored, two-headed dragon on his tabard.
“Do you know me?” Kitimar asked.
“Yes, your grace.”
“You’ve got one good arm,” she said. “Help me get him up.”
Together the two of them managed to throw Harkun’s unconscious form across Northstar’s saddle.
“Can you ride?”
The man nodded. “I think so, your grace.”
“That’s Baron Harkun,” Kitimar told him. “Get him to a healer. Then turn the horse loose. He’ll find me.”
“Yes, your grace.” He spurred the horse and was off.
“And get yourself looked at too,” she called after him.
She turned back to the battle a couple hundred yards ahead but couldn’t see through the smoke.
What the blazes happened? She was getting a bit sick of not knowing how she got herself into these predicaments.
You never know what’s happened until it’s over, her father had told her once. He’d seen a lot of fighting in his years, from minor skirmishes to full battles with multiple armies on the march. A general could make plans, position his troops, but once the horn sounded it was all blood and screams and confusion.
The pursuit of Rodwik’s fleeing army had gotten too ambitious, the column stretched out and exposed. Riders had been sent ahead to tell them to slow down, but it was too late. They’d ridden into a lowland area, high ground on three sides, just enough to give a hidden army on the other side an advantage. Enemy archers had savaged the front ranks, and fire arrows had ignited the wagons.
Kitimar had been sent forward with two companies of cavalry to reinforce the front ranks and cover the retreat. She’d smashed into Rodwik’s infantry, pushing them back. They returned the favor with their own cavalry. The fighting seemed to go on forever, but it seemed momentarily Kitimar and her force had gained the upper hand.
That’s when she’d seen Harkun unconscious on the ground and had dismounted to help him.
Of course, the counterattack came at that exact moment. She’d been separated from Northstar and forced to drag the baron to safety on foot.
She dithered a moment, deciding what to do. Return to the battle or her own line in the rear? If she went back to the fighting, she’d be on foot, and her two-handed sword was sheathed on Northstar.
“Damn it.” She drew her short sword and tromped back through the battle, stepping over corpses filled with arrows.
She didn’t get far.
“Duchess Denning!”
Kitimar turned to see who’d hailed her.
It was one of Bettin’s saber riders, the captain of the battalion in a gold breastplate and helm. She rode toward Kitimar with another horse in tow. It took the duchess a moment to remember the woman’s name.
“Captain Wurletz!”
Wurletz halted her horse next to Kitimar. The battalion captain led Northstar and handed Kitimar the reins. “His majesty bids you report to him at once.”
“But …” She looked back at the battle. “Of course.” She sheathed her sword and mounted. “Lead on.”
She followed Wurletz back to the forward command pavilion, a hastily thrown together collection of tents where the lords and officers could coordinate the battle. King Lee, Count Bettin, Baron Mykle and a few of the other officers stood around a table, looking at a rough map of the area.
Kitimar dismounted and strode to the table. “Your majesty.”
“Duchess Denning,” Lee said. “What is the disposition of your cavalry units?”
“I –” She couldn’t bring herself to say she had no idea. “Last I saw, we had the upper hand against Rodwik’s cavalry. We have a good many more riders than they do although they have more infantry. And archers.”
“Our scouts report the hunchback is moving up yet more infantry as we speak,” Bettin said.
“That’s it then.” Lee let out a long sigh.
And then pounded his fist on the table. Kitimar flinched.
“I’ve been a fool,” Lee said. “He’s been luring us along the whole time with petty victories, teasing us forward until he could pick the ground. We raced after him without the proper precautions.”
“Don’t blame yourself, majesty,” Bettin said. “We all agreed we wanted to catch him before he could wall himself up in High Harbor.”
“Your grace, I need you again,” Lee said.
“Of course, majesty.”
“Ride back to the fighting as fast as you can,” Lee said. “Pass the word for the infantry to retreat. Cover them with the cavalry. If you hurry, you can start the withdrawal before Rodwik’s reinforcements get into position. Tell the troops to get back to our camp via this bridge.” Lee tapped a spot on the map. “Give them the best head start you can.”
“Very shrewd, your majesty,” Bettin said. “He won’t risk trying to get at us on the other side of the river. We’ll rob him of his victory.”
“He wins either way,” Lee said irritably. “If we fight, he’ll shove infantry down at us until we sink under it. If we withdraw back across the river to lick our wounds, he’s free to return to High Harbor at his leisure and use the time to brace for a siege.”
Bettin wisely had nothing to say to this.
Lee sighed, some of the ire leaking out of him. “Don’t delay, Kit. Give the troops what time you can.”
Kitimar nodded. “We’ll get out all we can.”
“Rider coming!” somebody shouted.
A moment later a scout rode in at a rush, dismounting and going to one knee.
“No time for that,” Lee said. “If you’ve something to report, let’s hear it.”
The scout stood and said, “A large enemy force moving toward the bridge, your majesty.”
“Blast.” Lee rubbed his temples, fatigue finally catching up with him. “On foot?”
“Yes, majesty.”
“That’s something at least.” Lee turned back to Kitimar. “It will take them time to reach the bridge from their lines, but you should hurry anyway. Let’s not risk anymore –”
“Begging your pardon, majesty, but I don’t think you understand,” the scout said urgently. “About the enemy force making for the bridge.”
“Out with it then,” Lee ordered.
The scout swallowed hard and said, “They’re approaching from our side of the river.”
    
Luizen sucked hard on a kwali stick. It helped calm her nerves as she watched the people below murder one another. The servants had set up camp chairs on a raised platform, and now Luizen and Rodwik perched on the high ground overlooking the battlefield. Rodwik had just ordered three more companies of infantry into the shallow valley.
“Rash boy.” Rodwik smirked. “I knew he’d take the bait.”
Rodwik had been quite pleased with himself. Luizen hadn’t quite understood why she’d needed to be dragged along. Rodwik had run off to war after their one-night honeymoon but had sent for her after a week. She supposed it sweet the king wanted to be with his new queen.
He’d done his best to narrate what was happening below, but Luizen really couldn’t follow it. To her it just looked like groups colliding and stabbing each other. If there was some sort of strategy involved, it was lost on her. Confusion and bloodshed.
She puffed the kwali stick, sat back in her chair, eyelids at half-mast.
Servants brought refreshment, a platter of meats and cheeses.
Rodwik sipped a goblet of pale wine. He stood suddenly, pointing at something across the river. “Look there. See? This is the best part.”
Luizen stood also. “What am I looking at?”
“That mass of people moving toward the bridge.”
“You mean on the other side of the bridge?” Luizen had been given to understand that was Lee’s side of the river. Puff puff.
Rodwik chuckled, clearly pleased with himself. “Yes. The enemy side. I had those troops hide in various copse of trees. They squatted in the shrubbery for hours and let the boy’s army march right past them.”
“Wasn’t that terribly risky?” Luizen asked. “If their scouts had been doing due diligence, they could have easily been caught.”
A dismissive grunt from Rodwik and a sip of wine. He smacked his lips. “Peasant militia. No big loss if they’d been taken. A calculated risk which paid off.”
“Peasant militia.” Puff puff. “Not very good fighters you once told me, yes? Untrained.”
“Fodder,” Rodwik said. “All they have to do is clog that bridge with their bodies. They will delay Lee’s retreating army just enough for my forces to catch up and hack them to bits from behind.”
Luizen took an extra-long tug on the kwali stick then tilted her head back and blew a long gray stream of smoke into the air. “Won’t they … you know … get a bit killed.”
“I imagine so,” Rodwik said. “A perfectly reasonable allocation of disposable resources.”
    
“Peasant militia?” Lee asked. “Did I hear that correctly?”
“Yes, majesty,” the scout said. “Maybe three hundred of them, heading for the bridge at a fast march.”
“It could be worse,” Bettin said. “It could be regular troops.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Lee said. “All they need to do is block our retreating soldiers just long enough. And they’ll be in position soon.”
“Send my saber battalion,” Bettin urged. “I know they’ve been designated as your personal guard, majesty, but they can sweep aside a peasant militia with ease.”
“With respect, your majesty,” Baron Mykle said. “That hardly seems … sporting.”
Kitimar’s eyes shifted to the man everyone called the Beggar Baron. Mykle didn’t often volunteer his opinion, but when he did it was usually something well-thought-out or heartfelt.
“Sporting?” Bettin snorted. “This is war. They are the enemy.”
“They’re farmers with wood axes and hunting bows,” Mykle said.
Bettin’s face was growing red. “Mykle, this is no time for your soft-hearted –”
“Gentlemen, please.”
Both men turned to the king.
“I am not without mercy, Baron Mykle,” Lee said. “Can you – can anyone – think of an alternative. Consider that time is of the essence.”
Kitimar opened her mouth to say something then shut it again. Mykle was right. It would be a slaughter. Bettin was right. If they didn’t clear the bridge, then their own troops would be trapped and killed.
Both men were right.
Everything was wrong.
Precious seconds ticked by in silence. Lee stared down at the map of the battlefield as if it might present an answer.
Without looking up, Lee said. “Send your saber riders, Count Bettin. Clear the bridge.”
“It shall be done, majesty.” The count stalked away to give the order.
Lee looked at Kitimar. “We’ve cleared the way for you, your grace, as distasteful as it may be, Dumo help us. Now bring my army back across the river.”
She bowed. “Majesty.”
Kitimar Denning found Northstar, mounted and rode at a full gallop toward the fighting.




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
T hree short blasts on the horn, a pause, then three more short blasts – the signal that enemy arrival was imminent.
Jeen Derelith’s head came up abruptly from the water basin at the sound. She shared a tent with Kitimar and was in the middle of stealing a few seconds for herself. She hadn’t slept well in days and had come back to the tent to get five minutes of peace and splash water in her face.
Lee and his advisors had been at a slight loss with what to do with Jeen Derelith, former commander in the Army of the Union of Territories. Being a deserter from that army wasn’t exactly an endorsement, and being a foreigner, nobody had thought it proper to ask her to fight.
And Jeen certainly hadn’t volunteered.
But it was Jeen’s close friendship with Kitimar Denning that allowed her to stick around. Kit was of high rank and well respected, and nobody was eager to offend her by telling Jeen to move along.
So here I am. The hanger on.
Her military experience with the Union had sharpened her organizational skills, so she’d pitched in checking on supplies, organizing travel, and so on. She rather thought she’d have made a good quartermaster.
But none of these activities was a long-term answer to the question uppermost in her mind. What do I do now?
The alarm horn focused her attention on the here and now. She pulled on her boots, grabbed her sword, and ran out of the tent. People seemed to be running around in a blind panic. Jeen stopped a pudgy matron she thought she recognized from one of the laundry crews.
“What’s happening?” Jeen demanded.
“It’s the hunchback himself!” she screeched. “Coming up behind us with ten thousand spears!” The woman ran off in a direction the imagined safety lay.
Jeen’s mind raced. She very much doubted Rodwik himself would lead a surprise attack, but how any significant force was able to come up behind them, Jeen couldn’t guess. The main force was ahead fighting the battle. Smaller forces had pushed out to the sides to guard the flanks, and a minimal number of troops followed distantly behind as a rear guard.
How many troops does that leave in camp? Not many. Damn.
She paused the briefest of moments to consider. Is this my problem? There were still a few horses in camp. She could grab one, take off, look out for herself.
She shook her head. No. It felt like cowardice. She wouldn’t be able to look her friend Kitimar in the eye ever again.
Jeen glanced around the camp which still writhed in panic. It was full of non-combatants like the washer woman – cooks, grooms, even a group of camp followers. It was doubtful any of those people could handle a weapon or defend themselves.
That decided her.
The tent she shared with Kit was where the nobles congregated. There were usually a few guards, squires, men-at-arms or others who at least knew how to hold a sword. She found two men standing on either side of the entrance to Lee’s tent, leaning on spears.
“You there!” Jeen shouted. “Circle the camp! Round up any fighters you come across!”
The two guards looked at each other as if not sure they were supposed to listen to her. One said, “Milady, this is the king’s tent. We’ve been told to guard –”
“The camp is under attack, you fools!” she yelled. “Nobody’s going to steal the king’s underwear. Now do as I tell you! Meet me at the west side of camp!”
Maybe it was the command in her voice or the fact she’d so often been seen in the company of important people around camp, but the two guards left at a full sprint to obey.
Jeen went through the camp, gathering a handful of soldiers as she went. By the time she made it to the west side of camp, forty armed men waited for her to take command.
Not much of an army, she thought.
She frantically considered how to deploy such a paltry force. They might be able to briefly delay the oncoming enemy long enough to let the non-combatants flee, but the idea they could defend the camp was laughable. What she really needed was better information.
Jeen pointed at a fit young man wearing only light armor. “Run ahead as fast as you can. I want to know the enemy’s number and how fast they’re moving. Go!”
The soldier ran.
She pointed to another man. “Pick a half dozen men and get to the armory. I want spears for everyone so we can form lines. Hurry!”
Jeen briefly took in the terrain. The river would guard her left. About forty yards ahead, there was a grouping of boulders. She supposed the relatively narrow area between the river and the boulders might be a spot to try holding the enemy advance.
You’re kidding yourself. What are you doing here, you stupid woman.
The runner she’d sent returned, panting and glistening with sweat.
“Report!” she barked.
He caught his breath and said, “Maybe three hundred of them.”
Shit.
“Milady, they’re peasant militia.”
“Peasant militia?” Jeen considered. That could potentially change everything. Did Rodwik think the camp so undefended that even poorly armed peasants could take it? Possibly. Or maybe Rodwik had some other objective in mind that–
“Damn, my stupidity,” she muttered.
Jeen lifted her sword into the air and shouted, “To the bridge!”
She started running, hoping the others followed.
Of course, the bridge! She cursed her slow-wittedness. Even a sloppy mob of peasant militia could block the bridge long enough to allow a massacre of Lee’s retreating army, but if Jeen and her small band could get there first, she might deny them their prize. The arched, stone span over the river was barely wide enough for two carts to pass one another. Her small band could fill that gap easily. Just the sight of a few lines of spears wielded by proper soldiers might be enough to dissuade the militia.
She followed a gentle bend in the river, and the bridge came into view.
They were too late.
The main body of the peasant militia had turned toward the bridge. They’d arrive well ahead of Jeen and her hastily collected unit.
Damn it!
Jeen jerked her head around at a sudden horn blast.
The riders followed the river also but on the other side, sabers raised in the air, sun glinting off helms and breastplates. They rode in columns of two at a full gallop and would reach the other side of the bridge just as the militia began to cross. The one in charge, gold armor vivid even from this distance – what was her name again? Ah yes, Wurletz – stood in the saddle, urging her brigade forward.
Thank Dumo, Jeen thought. The saber riders would clear the bridge easily. The militia would break and run and scatter. She didn’t think them cowards. It would be suicide for peasants wielding farming tools as weapons to stand up to a saber charge. They’d simply realize they wanted to live more than they wanted to hold a bridge.
Jeen turned back to her makeshift band of soldiers. “Stand down. Looks like the job’s being done.”
Mutters of relief.
She walked to the edge of the river to watch the battle unfold.
The saber riders rode in perfect formation, wheeling as one onto the bridge. They met the peasant militia halfway across, and Jeen winced at the thundering crash of horses into bodies, the clamor of crossed weapons, the scream of horses and people all blending into a murderous racket.
She had to give them credit. The peasant militia held their ground, not for long, but longer than she’d expected. Sabers rose and fell, blood spraying, the horses pushing and crowding, their mass too much for the peasants. She saw a woman awkwardly swing a hand scythe at a mounted soldier who easily parried, riposted and ran the woman through. She slid off his blade and wilted, falling over the dead body of a comrade.
The dozen or so peasants directly engaged with the front ranks of the saber riders threw down their weapons, going to their knees, hands spread in the air to indicate their surrender. The ranks behind them followed suit, and those all the way in the back turned and began to run.
Thank, Dumo. Jeen’s shoulders slumped, the tension going out of her. She supposed the few who’d died so bloody had shown the rest it was pointless. At least a complete slaughter could now be avoided. The soldiers Jeen had gathered might be put to good purpose after all. They could take charge of the prisoners and –
The saber riders continued their slow charge, sabers reaping through unarmed peasants.
Jeen’s eyes shot wide. No!
The bridge had now become an even greater uproar than when both sides were fully engaged on combat. The saber battalion urged their horses forward, hacking and slashing regardless of any intent to surrender. The screams of the dead and the dying and the terrified rose above the rush of the river. Bodies fell in and were carried away by the current. Some tried to pick up their weapons again, and other tried to turn and run only to collide with their comrades, so tightly packed was the bridge. Bodies both dead and alive were trampled as the saber riders rode over them, chasing anyone who attempted to flee.
The peasant militia were in a full rout now, leaving the bridge in a panicked frenzy. The saber riders pursued them to open ground.
That’s when the real slaughter began.
Jeen gasped in shock as the riders rode down fleeing peasants, slashing them across the back and neck, men and falling, dead before they hit the ground, the screams of many all coming together in one horrifying noise. A boy no older than fifteen turned, tossing aside the pitchfork he’d meant to be using as a weapon. He went to his knees to beg for mercy, and a second later, a saber opened his face and sent him spinning away in a shower of blood.
Jeen glanced behind her, saw the young man she’d earlier sent as a scout. “Come here. Stand next to me.”
The man obeyed.
“What is your name?” Jeen asked.
“Keln.”
“Bear witness, Keln,” Jeen ordered. “You’re looking at murder.”
    
Rodwik’s reinforcements had almost made it to the battle by the time Kitimar Denning arrived and passed the word the cavalry was to cover the infantry’s withdrawal to the bridge.
She only hoped the bridge would be cleared in time. Getting pinned between Rodwik’s army and the river was exactly what they were trying to avoid.
Kitimar withdrew the cavalry fifty yards and formed lines, spread out a little more than usual. This all had to happen fast. She was appalled at the casualties. She’d brought two companies of cavalry into the battle and lost … what? Thirty percent? Forty? The infantry surely had taken even worse.
There was no time to dwell on it. She signaled for the retreat, and the horn blew. The infantry immediately disengaged, turned and ran full speed back toward the cavalry. Rodwik’s infantry gave chase.
Kitimar resisted the urge to spur Northstar forward. Not yet. Hold your ground.
She waited until the infantry had passed then signaled for the cavalry to close ranks. Then she held her sword in the air, pointing forward.
“Charge!”
The cavalry leapt forward, hooves churning the blood-soaked turf. The pursuing infantry balked, momentarily wondering if they should turn and flee.
The hesitation cost them.
Kitimar’s line of cavalry slammed into the stalled infantry, steel slashing and stabbing as the riders rode among the stunned enemy. Kitimar’s sword rose and fell, sometimes cleaving a helm or bouncing off a shield or finding an exposed throat. In minutes, her blade was soaked with blood, red splatter to her elbow, the once gleaming armor slick and wet.
Beyond the initial mob of infantry, she saw pikemen moving up and into position.
Seems as if at least one person over there knows what he’s doing ... unfortunately.
Kitimar stood in the saddle, twirling her sword overhead for attention. “Pikes! Don’t let them form lines. On me! Don’t let them form lines!”
She urged Northstar through the mob, bodies flying to both sides, a score of riders following her. An instant later, they rode among the pikemen, slashing and hacking, preventing them from forming up just in time. She looked back across the battlefield. Smoke still obscured visibility, but as far as she could tell their infantry had the head start they needed.
She signaled for the cavalry to withdraw, and they raced for the river. Northstar easily outpaced the other horses, and Kitimar was first to reach the bridge. It was littered with dead bodies, so the expected battle had already happened. She wondered how bad the casualties might be. The bridge wasn’t held by the enemy, and that’s what mattered at the moment.
Kitimar dismounted, stood off to the side, watching the rest of the cavalry approach the river and cross the bridge. Did we really lose so many? She waited a moment, holding Northstar’s reins. The enemy infantry abandoned their pursuit, halting just out of bow range. She waited just a little longer for stragglers or wounded, but when it was clear she was the last, she turned and crossed the bridge.
The bridge stank of death, the bodies of peasant militia hacked to bits and trampled by horses. Kitimar picked her way, stepping over corpses and pieces of corpses until she reached the other side.
Jeen Derelith waited for her.
“I didn’t think it would be this bloody,” Kitimar said.
“Bettin’s saber battalion,” Jeen replied bitterly. “They were … enthusiastic.”
Kitimar let out a long sigh. Suddenly she felt like she might fall.
“See that one?” Jeen pointed at a teen girl with corn yellow hair matted with blood. “She went into battle with a broom handle. That one over there,” a heavyset man at least sixty, dead eyes wide with the final horror of his demise, “He had a blacksmith’s hammer.”
“They …” Kitimar had been about to say they were the enemy, but she didn’t have the energy. “What are you doing here, Jeen?”
“Come to fetch you,” she said. “Lee’s called a war council.”
    
Kitimar slumped into a chair inside a large tent. Lee hadn’t come in yet. Jeen sat in a similar chair, one leg over the arm, a wineskin in her hands. She’d apparently been at it a while, even before coming to the bridge to tell Kitimar about the council. Jeen had been surly and unpleasant on the walk from the bridge.
Mykle had already arrived along with minor lords and officers who’d been afforded the honor of attending his majesty’s war councils. A swarm of servants scurried to lay out food and drink on a long table, wine and even starshine aplenty to quench the battle thirst or some such, Kitimar supposed.
She grabbed a servant’s arm as he passed. “I’m sorry but is there water?”
“Of course, milady.”
“Thank you.”
She would have fetched it herself, but she simply couldn’t make herself rise from the chair. Kitimar would not allow herself to close her eyes, not even for a second. If she fell asleep and snored during the king’s war council, she’d be mortified.
The servant brought the water. She drank. Cool and clean, it soothed her parched throat.
Jeen took a long pull at her wineskin. She’d said nothing since returning from the bridge.
Lee entered the room, and Kitimar hurriedly tried to stand.
“Don’t,” Lee said. “No standing or bowing or any of it. We’re all tired.”
Kitimar sensed a strain in Lee’s voice but was grateful to stay in her chair.
Effingham entered a second later and paused next to Kitimar.
“It might interest you to know Kurran Harkun is doing well and is expected to make a full recovery,” the priest told her. “He sends his gratitude. He was told it was you who brought him safely from the battlefield.”
Kitimar simply nodded, not knowing what to say. She might not have liked Kurran Harkun, but it was at least good to know he had the capacity for gratitude.
Count Bettin walked in right behind Effingham, walked to the table, and poured himself a goblet of wine. “I apologize for being last to arrive, majesty. I was checking with Captain Wurletz to get a full account of her action at the bridge.”
A snort of derision came from where Jeen was sitting. Bettin turned to look, scowling, but before he could say anything, Lee jumped in.
“Ladies and gentlemen, today was not a day to be proud of,” Lee said. “I take full responsibility. We won a number of small battles, and I got cocky. I chased after the hunchback, hoping to catch him in the open before he walled himself up in High Harbor. That will no longer be possible. By the time we’re done licking our wounds, he’ll be braced for a siege and beyond our reach. All because I let myself be goaded into a battle on ground picked by the enemy.”
“It could have been much worse, majesty,” Bettin offered. “I’d like to commend Duchess Denning on getting as many of our troops as safely back across the river as possible.”
Kitimar didn’t want to be commended, but she nodded her gratitude at the mutterings of agreement with Bettin’s statement.
“And, of course, my saber brigade did well to clear the bridge in an expedient fashion,” Bettin said.
“Expedient.” Jeen didn’t quite slur the word, but Kitimar could tell her friend had likely had all the wine she needed.
“You have something to add, Mistress Derelith?” Bettin’s voice was tight.
“You seem very free with your praise, Count Bettin, even when the job to be done is a dirty one,” Jeen said. “Or is your idea of a great victory one where trained and mounted warriors butcher farmers armed with pitchforks?”
Bettin’s face reddened. “Better our own soldiers get caught between the river and the enemy army? Because if we hadn’t cleared the bridge that’s what would have happened.”
“And once the bridge was clear it was necessary to chase fleeing peasants and hack them down from behind?” Jeen shot back.
Bettin’s hands had slowly turned into fists. “Many things happen in the rage of battle that are easily criticized when emotions cool later. You are here as a courtesy to advise us in our dealings with the Union, and we appreciate your unique experience in this area. But this isn’t the Union we’re dealing with. It’s Rodwik and his –”
“The way things happened in the Union is exactly why you need to listen to me,” Jeen insisted. “The same thing that happened there will –”
Lee smashed the banquet table with his scepter, the sharp sudden crack of splintering wood making everyone in the tent flinch and gasp. The table broke in half, fell in on itself, earthenware and ceramic pitchers crashing to the ground.
Lee spun on the stunned council with the scepter held out to them with both hands. “Who wants it? Go on. Take it. Because you better damn well believe I don’t want it anymore. I can’t stomach another minute of it.”
Nobody dared say a word.
He’s furious, Kitimar thought. But there’s something more also. I wonder how long he’s been wandering lost, doubting himself, doubting all of this. If I were suddenly made queen out of the clear blue sky, I’d probably go a little mad too.
The anger leaked out of him, and Lee let his hand drop, the scepter dangling at his side. “Count Bettin, you’re right. The bridge had to be cleared. Commander Derelith, you’re right that it went too far. So, everybody’s right and everybody’s wrong. We haven’t been defeated, but it’s certainly not a victory either. Wouldn’t it be nice if all our choices were clear, and all the results were exactly what we’ve earned and deserve. Well, there are going to be very few days like that to come, I fear, and many more days like this where we try to do our best and it all comes out like shit anyway.”
The uneasy silence stretched, and even Lee must have sensed that was a bad way to leave it.
“So here’s what we’re going to do,” Lee said. “We’re going to learn. Every time we have a day like this, we’ll learn from it and we’ll vow to one another to do better next time. And then, once we’ve learned enough, hopefully sooner rather than later, we can start making a habit of getting it right the first time. I’m the king, so I get it might be difficult to tell the king he’s doing something wrong or has a bad idea. We need to get over that. At the end of the day, we’re all on the same side.”
More silence, but less awkward this time.
Jeen lurched to her feet, steadied herself. “May I speak, your majesty?”
“Go on.”
Jeen bowed. “First an apology for my outburst.” She spared a glance for Bettin, offering him a polite nod. “And an apology to you, count, but I think I need to say something now while the moment is upon us. Count Bettin is right that in the rage of battle, many unfortunate things happen, battle rage can come and go in a flash. The rage I’m worried about is the slow-building kind that can simmer a lifetime before erupting in something so intense that it makes your rage of sabers like a child’s tantrum. In my country, the nobles were overthrown – not just overthrown but murdered in droves – because of this rage, the anger of regular folk made to feel small and inconsequential and disposable. Sarasin Martz tapped into that rage as easily as a barman taps into a cask of brandy. How will we use our own peasant militia when the time comes? Will we throw them against the walls of High Harbor to measure Rodwik’s strength by how high the corpses are piled? Or perhaps plug a hole in the line with their dead bodies?”
Bettin cleared his throat awkwardly, clearly feeling the need to speak but just as clearly not wanting to inflame the quarrel again. “I appreciate your apology and offer my own. As his majesty says, we’re all on the same side. But peasant militias have been used in such ways for centuries. Occasionally sheer numbers are what’s needed to turn the tide of a battle.”
“I don’t accuse you of inventing this practice, Count Bettin,” Jeen assured him. “I simply point this out: if you defeat Rodwik, that still leaves Sarasin Martz waiting for you, and if he arrives in Greymond and preaches that the little people of the world have been misused by the big, then who will these little people fight for? For the new master who promises change, or for those who make sure the little people stay little?”
Lee nodded, thoughtful. “What would you have us do then? There is wisdom in your words, but Bettin is right. Sometimes sheer numbers are needed to win a battle. We can’t just send the militia home.”
“Give them to me,” Jeen said.
Lee blinked. “Give them?”
Kitimar sat up in her seat. She knew her friend Jeen had been at odds, fumbling for a place in the world since leaving her own country. But Kitimar hadn’t expected this.
“Let me train them,” Jeen said. “And give me all the captured weapons. If we’re going to send them into battle, then they should have a fighting chance. For the Union of Territories, I was a commander. Let me command again.”
Lee nodded, taking in her words. “The militia is yours. Dumo grant you strength.”
    
An hour later, Jeen found herself on horseback, heading back up the river to Long Lake and the little fishing village there. She hoped the man she was looking for would still be around, or it would have been a long ride for nothing. At least it had given her time to sober up.
The pub wasn’t too much more than a shack which overlooked the docks. The village’s small fishing fleet hadn’t come back in yet, so it was unlikely the pub would be crowded. No sign or image to tell patrons what the pub was called, but Jeen remembered from the last time she came through, it was called the Hook & Pike.
She walked in. The fire was out, and the place was empty as predicted, except for a lone patron holding down a stool at the end of the bar.
Fortunately, it was the exact man Jeen was looking for.
She crossed the room and slapped Rugger on the back. “Have you even budged from that stool since I left with the army three days ago?”
“I live here now.” Rugger pointed at the stool all the way at the other end of the bar. “I vacation down there twice a year.”
Lee himself had heaped praise upon Rugger for his part in rescuing Mira. A toast and a slap on the back and then …
What?
Mira had gone back to Lee, and Lee had gone back to the war. The world had gone back to being the world. And Rugger had still just been Rugger. He’d tagged along with the army as far as the Hook & Pike when something inside him had just said enough. At least, that’s how it seemed to Jeen.
“Sounds like you’ve got a full, rich life here,” Jeen said. “How about giving it up and coming to work for me instead?”
“What? And join your fucking army?”
“After a fashion.”
“Piss off.”
“I’ve been given command of the peasant militia,” Jeen told him.
“Command? They can get themselves killed all on their own, can’t they?”
“That’s the point,” she said. “If I train them and show them which sword is the pointy end, then maybe they have a chance. But I need a big, thick slab of ham to be my top sergeant. Because I can’t do it alone. Because you need a hobby.”
“So, you’re trying to help them?”
“Yes. I suppose I sort of feel I’m one of them,” she explained. “Or at least I was one of them once upon a time. Lee tried to dub me lady so-n-so with that scepter of his on the spot. A rank fitting of my position.”
“So, I have to bow and call you milady now?”
“Not at all,” Jeen said. “I turned it down. I’m not duchess anyone or lady anybody. And you’re no lord so-n-so. These are our people, and our people need us.”
“Our people.” Rugger grunted thoughtfully. “I never had people before.”
“It’s never too late.”
“I dunno.” Rugger pushed the empty tankard toward the man behind the bar, gesturing he should fill it again. “Why me?”
“Because you and I were at Whiteout Pass just as much as Merrik and Kit,” Jeen said. “But we’re not in that stupid tavern song, are we? You know what I think? I think you don’t give a damn if you’re in that song or not because I don’t either. Somebody’s got to do the work while others are getting the glory, and that’s us.”
“No glory and lots of work,” Rugger said. “That’s your sales pitch?”
The barman filled Rugger’s tankard again. “Sounds like my job.”
Rugger looked at the barman for a long second. “I guess that’s most folk.”
The barman shrugged and ambled away.
Jeen sighed. “Rugger, it’s the thankless jobs that need doing the most.”
Rugger sighed too.
“Right.” Rugger emptied his tankard, slapped an open palm on the bar, and motioned for the barman to bring more. “Let’s drink on it.”




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
M errik could smell the swamp and the salt of the sea beyond, an unusual mix, distinct and robust although not completely unpleasant. Unfamiliar gray birds with wide wingspans and long necks rose periodically from the surrounding cypress trees, flapping languidly into the air, long legs dragging behind. They let out a high-pitched cry that echoed across land and water.
So, this is Munsk. Merrik’s head continued to look one way then another, taking it all in. Grey moss dangled from the cypress limbs like the hair of some ancient hermit woman. Occasionally a sound like a croaking roar crossed with a growling belch could be heard in the distance, and Merrik was told the noise came from a creature known locally as a crocodile. Swimming snakes cut through the otherwise still water.
Spiderwebs filled the gaps between many of the cypress trees, garish yellow and black spiders the width of Merrik’s hand scurrying to pounce on their latest catch.
I can see why this place was long forgotten, Merrik thought. I think Munsk must be a word in some ancient language meaning various ways to get killed.
And yet there was an exotic beauty about the place. Enormous white flowers floated on the surface of the water to each side of the narrow paths. Even the moss-covered cypress trees which had struck Merrik as haunted at first had a dignified air about them.
Munsk. I’m finally returning to the home I’ve never been to.
He sighed and realized he wasn’t completely unhappy. The hectic and tiresome hobnobbing with east coast nobility was far behind him, and the war between Lee and the hunchback farther still. Increasingly, the problems of the world seemed to have nothing to do with Merrik, and that suited him just fine.
Behind him, Hinkle urged his horse to ride alongside Merrik’s. Their path through the marsh was just enough to accommodate two men riding side-by-side. The result was that their party stretched out for quite a ways back down the path – Jin on her horse, followed by the twins’ wagon driven by Padraig, then another six open wagons with Colton and his team along with all the barrels and copper tubing and vats and other raw ingredients for the manufacture of starshine.
“You’ve brought a lot of people a long way just to look at a swamp,” Merrik commented. “I realize this is supposed to be my ancestral home, so I appreciate the sentiment, but we both know there’s nothing here.”
Nothing was only a very slight exaggeration. About three miles back, they’d passed a stone marker maybe six feet high, covered in green moss, the Munsk coat of arms barely visible under centuries of grime. The border of the march. Since they were traveling in a swamp – closer to a shallow marsh in many places – they were often forced to traverse small areas of water, and in many instances, there was a fallen down bridge, the long-rotted wood creaking and bending alarmingly as the horses crossed. In a few places, only posts remained to show bridges had once been there, and Merrik and the others were forced to forge the shallow waters.
“We need to go in this direction anyway,” Hinkle said lightly. “It’s no bother.”
A few minutes later, Merrik called a halt and cocked an ear to listen. “Do you hear that?”
Mock innocence on Hinkle’s face. “Hear what?”
“You know something, don’t you?”
Hinkle shrugged.
An erratic thudding and smacking, like the pounding of multiple hammers.
They rounded a bend, and the claustrophobic swamp opened into a wider area. Ahead a crew worked on a bridge, obviously new construction. The bridge spanned a larger channel that appeared wide and deep enough to accommodate larger boats. Beyond the bridge on a wide island, stood the manor house.
“What … what is this?” Merrik asked.
Hinkle grinned. “The archbishop and I hatched this little scheme soon after he made his plan to win over the eastern nobility. I’ve been receiving progress reports for several weeks. It wouldn’t do to arrive before the manor house could be inhabited. Anyway, what else could we do? We’ve paraded the hero of Whiteout Pass all down the east coast, and that hero is the Marquis of Munsk.” He made a sweeping gesture to the bridge and manor house beyond. “So, we needed a Munsk.”
“But …” Merrik didn’t know which question to ask first. “Who’s paying for all this?”
“You are,” Hinkle said. “Archbishop Fenwigg is generous but not that extravagant. I established a line of credit for you in a bank in Grindylow Point, a town along the coast halfway to High Harbor. Also, your profit share of the starshine operation had provided you with more than ample cashflow. I thought it best to manage your finances on your behalf while you were busy talking up King Lee and the virtues of starshine.”
Looks like you’ve made it.
Merrik’s eyes widened. Ponder?
Isn’t this what you said you wanted? When you thought to sell the scepter you’d stolen, wasn’t it to fund a manor house in a far off land. A life of luxury and ease, yes?
That’s not …
But it was true. It’s exactly what Merrik had said he wanted.
It was a very odd feeling to actually get what he thought he wanted, and Merrik was suddenly not sure how to feel at all.
We’ll talk more later, Ponder said. I’m sure you want to enjoy the moment.
Merrik almost called the ghost back to chastise him but thought better of it. Not worth the time.
“Come, my dear marquis, and let’s tour your estate,” Hinkle suggested. “I must admit I’m curious what your starshine fortune has purchased for you.”
The bridge crew told them they were merely putting the finishing touches on the railings, and that it was perfectly safe to cross.
Halfway over, Merrik paused and looked. The channel went all the way south to the ocean, curving east at the end.”
“Your estate goes all the way to the sea,” Hinkle said.
“So much?” Merrik had never thought to actually visit Munsk, so it had never occurred to him to wonder if it were a large place or not.
“Not so much, but enough,” Hinkle said. “The march doesn’t extend much farther west.”
“I’m surprised you didn’t build the manor house down on the coast,” Merrik said. “Seems like the view would be quite good.”
“I did think of that,” Hinkle told him. “The problem is fresh water. The only deep well on the entire property is just the other side of the manor house. The water gets more brackish the closer you get to the sea. Come along now. Let’s begin the tour.”
There were a number of out buildings beyond the manor house, stables with an attached smithy, storage, servants’ quarters, mill, and a large building designated as Colton’s distillery. He wasted no time setting his crew to work, barking orders as they unloaded the wagons.
“Still a good bit of daylight left, milords,” Colton said. “Best make use of it.”
They left Colton to his work and approached the manor house.
Like the rest of the buildings, the main house was built from local cypress. The house was magnificent but distinctly rustic.
“Stone is hard to come by in this area,” Hinkle said. “What stone is available is reserved for fireplaces and chimneys.”
The main entry was a set of double doors hewn from cypress, eight feet tall and four wide, an iron ring in the center of each, huge iron hinges. The doors stood open, and they walked through to a large interior courtyard where four people stood in a line, one woman and three men.
Before being introduced, Merrik looked. The house rose two stories above them, a railing around the second floor. The courtyard itself boasted a large fire pit and seating adequate for a sizable reception should Merrik ever meet enough people to invite for one.
“Might I inquire which of you is Lettik?” Hinkle asked.
One of the men stepped forward and bowed. “At your service, sir?”
“The lord of the manor has returned … for the very first time.” Hinkle chuckled at his own joke and gestured to Merrik. “The Marquis of Munsk, Merrik Niles.”
Lettik bowed again. “Your Lordship.”
“Your report please, master builder,” Hinkle said.
“My men finished the roof this morning,” Lettik reported. “We’re expecting one more barge of furnishing on the morrow. There is also the matter of settling up, if you’ll pardon my mentioning it.”
“Of course,” Hinkle assured him. “See me after we’re finished here, and I’ll make sure you and your men are paid.”
“Thank you kindly, sir,” Lettik said and stepped aside.
That was apparently the signal for the next man to step forward. He was thin, slight, black hair slicked back, a mustache so neatly trimmed, it looked drawn on. He wore a cottony tunic so white it seemed impossible he’d ever taken it outside. Black breeches stopping short at the ankles and light canvas shoes.
“Your lordship,” he said crisply and bowed. “I’m Feldon, head of household. There are also three chamber maids and a kitchen staff of four. I can introduce you at your convenience.”
“Thank you, Feldon,” Merrik said.
Feldon stepped back as the third man stepped forward. Beefy, face florid, hair a fading yellow. He wore rough workman’s clothing.
Another deep bow. “Cabbet, milord. Grounds and stables.”
“Just you alone?” Merrik asked.
“I’ve the lad to help. My nephew,” Cabbet said. “Good with horses. We’ll need to discuss putting on more help come harvest, but that can wait.”
Merrik raised an eyebrow. “Harvest.”
“Yes, milord. There’s citrus groves maybe a mile off.” Cabbet made a vague gesture to the northwest.”
“Ah. Thank you, Cabbet.”
He stepped back in line, and Merrik appraised the woman.
He liked what he saw. Tall, broad shoulders, skin a deep brown, hair a mass like a barely tamed shrubbery. Her armor was a combination of leather and metal rings, breeches and high, hard boots. A short sword with a broad blade hung from her wide leather belt for a left-handed draw, a large, curved knife on the other side. She didn’t bow, but nodded, her eyes never leaving his.
“Nadia. Chief at arms.”
“Do I need a chief at arms?” Merrik spared Hinkle a sideways glance.
“It wouldn’t do for the hero of Whiteout Pass to succumb to some … uh … unfortunate surprise,” Hinkle said. “Anyway, it’s customary. You’ve a large estate. Poachers. Bandits. Who knows?”
“I like feeling safe,” Merrik said. “Is it just you? I tend to need a lot of guarding.”
“There are four others,” Nadia said. “Two of my cousins, my younger brother and my sister-in-law.”
“Nepotism?”
“Trust.”
Merrik smiled. “Fair enough. That’s an interesting accent.”
“I’m from the Verondaks.” Nadia pointed in the direction of the sea. “Islands just over the horizon.”
“Thank you, Nadia.”
Another nod, and she stepped back, still watching him, a cat eyeing a very poor specimen of mouse. She intrigued Merrik, but he knew a bad risk when he saw one. He’d seek companionship elsewhere when the time came.
A pregnant pause. Everyone was looking at him.
Hinkle cleared his throat pointedly.
Apparently, the lord of the manor was supposed to say something.
“Thank you all. I appreciate the welcome, and I’m sure we’ll all get on famously.” Merrik thought for a moment. What now, lord of the manor?
“Feldon.”
“Milord.”
“Stay a moment, will you?”
“Of course, milord.”
To the others, Merrik said. “My door is always open if there are any concerns or questions. In the meantime, please don’t let me keep you from your duties.”
Which was exactly what they’d been waiting to hear. Final bows before they hurried away.
“Feldon, we’ve been traveling, and there are ladies with us,” Merrik said.
“Very good, milord.” Feldon snapped his fingers, and the aforementioned maids appeared as if by magic.
Things happened so rapidly, that Feldon must surely have anticipated their needs well in advance. Basins of clean water and fresh towels were brought to the courtyard. Guests splashed water in their faces. Refreshing.
By the time Merrik looked up, a table had been set with various delicacies.
Jin and the twins were shown their rooms in case they wished to change clothes or tidy up in private.
Colton entered the courtyard. “I’ve got them boys setting up everything in the big building, milord. Should be ready to start cooking by – oh. Isn’t this nice.” His eyes tried to take in everything at once, the house, the servants, the banquet.
“Master Distiller!” Merrik waved him in. “Welcome to Munsk Manor. Eat and drink as you please.”
“Don’t mind if I do.” Colton wandered toward the food where Hinkle had already tucked in.
Padraig walked in, eyes shooting wide at the food. He ran to it without asking and began stuffing himself much to Merrik’s amusement.
The twins returned washed up but still in their travel clothes. Jin followed a moment later in one of the elegant dresses she’d worn to the various fancy receptions they’d attended coming down the coast.
“Oh no.” She looked down at herself. “I’ve overdone it, haven’t I?”
Merrik stopped himself from laughing. A pretty girl, after all, was nothing to sneeze at.
“Not at all,” he said. “You look lovely.”
She went slightly pink in the cheeks, recovered, and headed for the food. “I’m starving.”
Merrik drank wine, ate, drank wine, and drank wine.
They all laughed and talked. One of the kitchen staff produced a lute and played it badly, but not so badly they wanted him to stop.
The party went late. This wasn’t a reception to convince some stuffy count to believe in King Lee. It wasn’t a party to sell starshine. There was no agenda, nothing to accomplish. There was only the unfettered joy of people who’d been in each other’s pockets for weeks, the shared relief of finally arriving at a place they didn’t even know they were going.
Friends, Merrik told himself finally. Friends is the word you’re looking for.
Jin approached him, face fully flushed, eyes glazed, holding a cup in both hands. “This is really terrible stuff. How did” – a hiccough – “how did we … did we sell so much?” She swallowed another gulp. “The first drink … but then … then it grows on you.” She belched, looked appalled, and then laughed.
“You’re not really drinking starshine, are you?” Merrik asked.
“Figured … I should see what the fuss was about.”
“Do you know the closest your sister ever came to killing me?” Merrik asked.
Jin looked surprised. “Kit?”
“It was the morning after drinking too much starshine,” Merrik said. “She blamed me. I think the only thing that saved my life was that she was too weak to get her sword out of its sheath.”
Jin looked down at the cup and then handed it to Merrik. “I should … I should … bed.”
She walked away, barely maintaining her balance. Merrik turned to hide his smile.
Eventually the party waned, people drifting off to bed.
Feldon escorted Merrik to the master suite.
“I think you’ll be pleased, milord,” Feldon said. “Spacious rooms in the southwest corner of the manor. A very nice view. Large windows which allow for a very pleasant breeze, especially this time of year.”
Feldon opened the door.
And his mouth dropped open.
The room was completely empty. Not a stick of furniture.
Feldon gasped. “Milord … I’m … I’m appalled and … I apologize.”
“I’ll need to speak to Nadia,” Merrik said lightly. “Poachers have made off with the bed.”
“I abjectly and earnestly apologize, milord,” Feldon said again. “It completely slipped my mind that our bed furnishings are coming in the final shipment.”
“What’s that doorway over there?”
“Your adjacent sitting room, milord.”
Unlike Merrik’s bed chamber, the sitting room was fully furnished, desk, bookshelves, and an overstuffed leather chair with matching ottoman. Merrik pulled off his boots and flopped into the chair.
“This will do.”
“Please, milord, one of the other rooms –”
Merrik waved him away. “If you insist on making it up to me, Feldon, arrange an outing. I’d like to go to the sea.”
He didn’t hear Feldon’s reply but was instead pulled rapidly down the dark well of satisfied fatigue, the funny feeling in his face an odd curiosity. What was it? Oh, yes, he was smiling.
    
Waves lapped the shore.
As head of household, Merrik decided, Feldon was a bloody genius.
Merrik had only the vaguest recollection of requesting the beach outing the night before, but Feldon had taken it quite seriously. The barge which had brought the final load of manor furnishings had taken them back south late in the morning. They’d made the leisurely trip down the channel to the coast where a large dock stretched into the sea. Feldon explained to Merrik that the channel was too shallow for even a small cog, a common ship for carrying cargo along the southern coast. So, ships used the dock, and goods and supplies were carried to the manor via the barge.
For shade, Feldon had erected the open-air tent within a stone’s throw of the dock. Merrik sat in a wooden armchair with his bare feet in the sand. Hinkle sat next to him. Servants made sure food and drink were available in plenty. Thirty yards to either side of the pavilion, one of Nadia’s cousins, enormous dark-skinned men, bald heads glistening in the sun, leaned on spears and kept careful watch for enemies that didn’t exist.
Nadia herself had followed the twins who’d wandered away hand-in-hand to explore the coastline among the palm trees. The sea breeze had swept away the stink of the swamp. There was now only surf and sand and sun, and the weather was perfect, warm without quite being hot although Merrik was given to understand that the heat would grow oppressive in the coming months.
Padraig splashed through the surf, shrieking laughter as Jin chased him, splashing at his back. Both had the breeches rolled up over the knees, Padraig with his shirt off.
“I rather think Munsk could grow on me,” Hinkle said. “At least this particular stretch of beach.”
Feldon came running across the sand, a sheen of sweat on his face and a pitcher of something or other in each hand. He and the other servants had been carrying things to and from the barge nonstop.
“Don’t try so hard, Feldon,” Merrik said. “Just watching you is wearing me out.”
Feldon came to an abrupt halt. “Milord?”
“Take it easy,” Merrik said.
“Take it easy?” Feldon said the words as if they bewildered him.
“You’re working too hard.”
Somehow Feldon took Merrik’s word to mean the exact opposite. “Milord, if I haven’t … if there’s something you want me to …”
“Feldon, you’re doing a fine job,” Merrik said hurriedly. “Uh … make sure everyone gets plenty of water, will you? There’s a good fellow. Sand and saltwater make for a powerful thirst.”
“At once, milord!” Feldon set the pitchers on the table and headed back for the barge at a trot.
“You’ve not had servants before, have you?” Hinkle said.
“I’ve not had anything before,” Merrik admitted thoughtfully. “And now … I seem to have everything I’ve ever wanted.”
Except that wasn’t true, was it? Not quite. His mind wandered back west. He wondered what Mira was doing.
Merrik glanced over his shoulder. A few feet away, the monster who’d once been a man called Irwin, stood unmoving in the sun.
“I don’t suppose he needs a drink of water,” Merrik said.
“Irwin wants for nothing,” Hinkle said. “What he lacks in sparkling conversation, he makes up for by being incredibly low maintenance.”
Merrik sat back, sipping starshine which had been dosed with citrus. He watched Jin and Padraig splash in the surf.
Jin caught him looking and paused to wave, a wide smile brightening her face. It was so spontaneous and genuine that Merrik mused there was a sixteen-year-old boy somewhere who might be very lucky if he was smart enough to let her be in charge.
“Ah, to be young again,” Merrik said wistfully.
Hinkle snorted. “That’s what people my age say about people like you.”
Jin and Padraig slogged up the beach to the tent just as Feldon arrived with fresh water.
“Drink some water, Padraig,” Merrik told the boy. “We don’t want you drying out. And sit with me in the shade for a bit. The sun will rip that northern skin right off you if you get too much of it.”
“But it’s fun, milord.”
“Sit.”
Padraig sat and gulped water.
“Not swimming?” Jin asked.
“I’m relaxing,” Merrik said. “If I practice daily, I might get good at it.”
Jin laughed.
Something flapped through the tent, and they all startled, Merrik letting out a distinctly unmanly yelp. The eyeless falcon found a perch atop Irwin’s head and waited.
“Ah, the message I’ve been expecting.” Hinkle rose from his chair and fetched the rolled parchment from the falcon’s leg.
“News of the war?” Merrik asked.
Hinkle resumed his seat, unrolled the parchment, and began reading. “From Baron Mykle. Our shipments of silver have begun to arrive. Good. Wars run on funding after all. Ah, and here’s something for Lady Jin from … oh. It seems Duchess Denning is somewhat peeved that her sisters have run off to the wilderness with – and I’m quoting here – that gadabout Niles.”
Merrik rolled his eyes.
Jin laughed again but looked embarrassed. “I need to write her. Can I send a message back with your bird, Master Hinkle?”
“Of course, milady.”
“Nothing else?” Merrik asked. “No messages of … a personal nature.”
“Nothing for you,” Hinkle said. “The rest is just housekeeping.”
It was as Merrik thought. Whatever was happening back west was no longer his concern, nor was anyone there concerned with Merrik Niles.
Fine. I have a private beach.
“Master Hinkle, do you control the bird the same way you control Irwin?” Padraig asked.
“A Skull & Dagger colleague controls the Falcon,” Hinkle said. “But yes, it’s the same sort of magic. Here, let me show you.”
Hinkle pulled his leather satchel into his lap and took out a bundle wrapped tightly in wax paper. “This is how I control Irwin.”
Padraig scooted closer to look. “How’s it work?”
“A fair question,” Hinkle said. “The bundle was put together during the original casting of the spell and contains Irwin’s eyes and tongue and testicles and a few other bits.”
“That’s appalling,” Merrik said.
“Can I see?” Padraig asked.
“No, boy, we can’t open it,” Hinkle said. “That would spoil the spell.”
“And you just tell him what to do?” The boy was clearly fascinated.
“Yes, but he also senses what I want. I must admit, I don’t really know the intricacies of the magic.” Hinkle stashed the bundle back into his satchel. “I suppose it is all rather ghastly.”
In the late afternoon, the servants packed up the pavilion and they all headed back on the barge, arriving at the manor just as the sun’s last rays of the day sank into the sea.
They reprised the festivities of the previous evening if somewhat less boisterously – food, drink, laughter, merriment.
Colton walked in late, looking cross.
“Has something put you sideways, Master Distiller?” Merrik asked.
“I had to have stern words with that Cabbet of yours,” Colton said. “I caught him smoking his pipe behind that big barn on the other side of the stables. I might have been a bit harsh with him.”
“You oppose his flavor of tobacco?”
“Milord, that’s where we keep our stockpile of starshine. Barrels of it! One stray ember floating out of a pipe bowl on the breeze …”
“Ah.” Merrik understood. The stuff was more flammable than lamp oil. “Never fear. I’ll spread the word.”
Colton looked relieved. “Much obliged, milord.”
Merrik left the courtyard, through the big double doors of the entrance way. He wanted air and a moment’s quiet.
The twins were out there as well.
“Not enjoying the party?” Merrik asked.
“Your estate has a ghost,” Niralyn said.
“How is that possible?” Merrik asked. “They only just built the house. There’s been no time for anyone to die in it. Or is it a builder who fell off the roof?”
“Not in the house,” Dair said. “We met him down by the beach. An islander, I think. Rather skittish, but I think we made friends.”
Another bloody ghost. That was all Merrik needed. “Is this a problem? I mean, why are you telling me? Is this ghost going to cause trouble?”
“I think he’s friendly,” Dair said. “Your estate. Your ghost. Just thought you should know.”
“Fine. Thank you for telling me.”
The twins went back inside, still holding hands. Merrik watched them go, wondering if they’d always been so peculiar.
Maybe his curiosity about the odd girls showed on his face because Jin walked up and said, “You get used to them.”
“Really?”
“Well … no.”
They both laughed.
Merrik leaned on the porch railing, looking out over the swamp. There was just enough of a gap between the cypress trees for the moon to shine through and play on the still water.
Jin leaned on the railing next to him, close enough for her shoulder to touch his.
Too close.
“I like this place, Merrik.”
“It … was a surprise. A good surprise,” he said. “Probably more than I deserve.”
“Shouldn’t the hero of Whiteout Pass get some kind of reward?”
He frowned. “Don’t call me –”
“I’m teasing you,” she said. “But I’m serious too. Should people get what they want if they’ve earned it? Shouldn’t people be happy?”
She looked up at him, eyes bigger and a deeper blue then he’d realized.
Merrik stepped away from her. “It’s late. A long day … good, but long.”
“Okay.”
“Tell everyone goodnight for me.”
Merrik turned and left before she had a chance to say anything else.
Very smooth, sir. I’m sure she didn’t notice that sudden retreat at all.
Ponder. Of course.
Sixteen is very young, Merrik replied.
You’ve matured. Farm girls are frequently married off at sixteen. Surely there was a time when that wouldn’t have bothered you.
You’re right. When I was sixteen.
Ponder laughed.
But maybe the jester had a point. Maybe the current Merrik Niles was different than the one who stole a map and sparked this whole misadventure.
Merrik went upstairs without being seen. He was delighted to find his bed had arrived and had been assembled. He disrobed and climbed under the covers, wide awake despite his fatigue.
So, what happens now? Ponder asked.
What do you mean?
You can see what they’re doing, don’t you? Hinkle and the archbishop and the others? You’ve been put out to pasture, old boy, locked up in a gilded cage, a fancy estate with a view of the sea. They want you out of the way, but somewhere they can find you if they need you. Hinkle pays the bills. You have no control over the purse strings. And what about that tall woman with the sword? Nadia. Who pays her? If push came to shove, would they answer to you or to Hinkle? You are Lord of the manor only up until the very moment you put a foot wrong.
Yeah, well … these might all be good points actually.
The fact was, Merrik simply hadn’t thought about it.
So, he thought about it.
And the answer hit him like a bolt out of the blue.
I don’t care.
Confusion from Ponder. What?
I don’t care. I’m safe. I’m comfortable. Nobody’s asking me to fight a battle or duel a wizard or any of a dozen other things that could get me killed. So, if my lot in life is to drink and eat good food and bask on the beach all day then I suppose, I’ll just have to put up with it. In a week or a month or a year maybe, I’ll change my mind or grow restless, but at this very moment in time I. Don’t. Fucking. Care.
A pause, and then Ponder said, and here I thought you’d matured.
People are routinely surprised by how consistently I disappoint them.
Ponder must have felt he’d lost that point because he changed the subject. I heard you had a friendly chat with Arzumel.
Not as friendly as it could have been.
Just remember what I said. Beware of him. He’s not to be trusted.
And then Merrik felt the jester’s sudden absence.
Good.
Eventually Merrik drifted off.
No dreams. Silence. Rest.
Until …
Merrik sat bolt upright, gasping.
The sight of the creepy twins standing at the foot of the bed unnerved him.
“For fuck’s sake. Don’t you knock?”
“Get out of bed!” Dair said urgently. “They’re coming!”




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
“T he long boats are away.”
Raysal Dahl sat cross-legged on the forecastle of the cog, eyes closed, clearing her mind. The cog was anchored three miles offshore, rising and falling with the sea’s gentle swells. She’d only been waiting for the captain to tell her the assassins were on the way to begin the spell.
“Thank you, captain,” Raysal said. “Post a man at the bottom of the ladder. No one is to come up here and disturb me until it’s over.”
“Aye, ma’am.”
Raysal’s eyes were closed, but she sensed the captain was still there. “Is there something else?”
“Them assassins looked like hard types,” the captain said.
She couldn’t disagree. Black leather armor, black cloaks. Sinister looking in addition to being veteran killers. Yes, they were intimidating to look at. Raysal wouldn’t want them sneaking up on her while she slept. No thank you. Even now, twenty of them silently rowed two longboats up the channel toward the manor house. They would infiltrate like smoke, strike fast, leave corpses bleeding where they slept. The manor would become a house of death, and years from now, some intrepid explorer would stumble upon the ruins, find the rotted bodies, and wonder what curse had befallen the people of Munsk.
Raysal allowed herself a thin smile at the thought, the haunted march, the legend of Munsk.
“Hard types indeed, captain,” Raysal agreed. “Are you simply making an observation?”
“Just saying they looked more than capable of getting the job done. Might be no need for …” The captain’s gaze shifted to the dark water. “… disturbing things in the deep.”
“Merrik Niles has slipped through my fingers twice,” Raysal said. “There will not be a third time. The assassins are for his companions. When they are dead, they won’t be able to aid him, and if the assassins happen to catch Niles unaware, then I shall be the first to commend them. But the Marquis of Munsk will not – NOT – live through the night, and if my methods seem like overkill to you, then so be it.”
“As you say, ma’am.”
“Now leave me.”
The captain hurried down the ladder to the main deck.
Raysal was already chanting the words to the spell. Moments later her own voice faded, becoming something automatic in the background.
Her mind went searching. Earlier spells had already called out to the creature, luring it from the truly deep places in the ocean. An ancient thing and yet still a lesser cousin of the leviathans of legend. Its mind contained the vast long story of the ages, of icy depths and darkness.
The captain was right. It was the sort of thing best left undisturbed.
But disturbed it would be. Raysal entered its mind, sank her claws slowly into its consciousness, bending its will to hers.
And slowly the beast began to rise.
    
“They are coming?” Merrik slid out of bed, fumbled for his breeches and boots. “Who in the bloody blue blazes are they?”
“Killers,” Dair told him. “Twenty. In two boats.”
“Okay, how do you know this?”
“Clemmond told me.”
“Who in the fuck is Clemmond?” Merrik strapped on his sword belt.
“The ghost,” Dair said. “We’ve been speaking with him most of the night. He says men are coming up the channel.”
“Shit.” He pulled on his shirt.
“There’s something else,” Dair said. “Something else is coming.”
“Out with it, girl!”
“Something … else.”
“That’s not helpful!” His hand fell to the hilt of his sword. “Can we do something? Can we fight it?”
The twins looked at each other then back at Merrik. They shook their heads.
“Rouse the house! Get everybody up!”
The twins left at a run, and in moments, Merrik heard shouts, doors slamming and opening, running feet on wooden floorboards.
Merrik went to his open window, but his rooms were on the wrong side of the house to see the channel and the barge landing.
He turned back and shouted, “Nadia!”
In seconds, the door to his room flew open. Nadia stood there with a spear at the ready. It fleetingly occurred to Merrik he had no idea where she and her people slept at night. Did they need to remain close to protect the master of the house? Patrol the grounds at night?
Be curious later, idiot.
“Twenty men coming up the channel in longboats,” Merrik told the chief at arms.
Nadia didn’t waste time asking how he knew that. She rushed past him to the window, shouting something down in her own language. Someone shouted back in the same language.
“My cousin has gone to the landing to look,” Nadia said. “He will signal.”
“What do we do?”
“Go to the others and tell them to stay inside,” she told him. “I will find my people and get ready. Stay away from the windows!”
She left in a flash before Merrik even had the chance to reply.
He left after her, crossed the hall to the balcony that looked down into the inner courtyard.
Colton stood there, looking up at him. “What in bloody blue blazes is going on, milord?”
Merrik’s mind raced. Nadia had said stay inside but also stay away from the windows. He supposed that was a good idea. The windows were all enormous things meant to let in light and air, not to be fortifications.
There were no windows around the interior of the courtyard.
“Stay there!” Merrik told Colton.
Back in the hall, he ran into the twins again. “Tell everyone to go to the courtyard!”
Merrik ran to the end of the hall and found another set of stairs going down. The sudden realization hit him that in the short time he’d been in Munsk, he’d failed to explore his own manor house beyond the courtyard and his own suite of rooms. Where were the maids? The kitchen staff? Had they been warned?
The stairs came out into a large foyer off a formal dining room with a long wooden table and a dozen chairs. A chandelier hung low over the table, a circle of iron holding fat, unlit candles.
Merrik burst through the next set of double doors and found himself in the courtyard, Colton, Hinkle, the twins, Cabbet, and Nadia standing in a group, all trying to talk at once. The monster who’d one been a man called Irwin stood off to the side, the only one not trying to get a word in.
“Shut up!” Merrik bellowed.
Surprisingly, they did.
“Nadia, what’s happening?” Merrik demanded.
“My cousin has gone to look,” Nadia said. “I have placed the others in watchful positions. The grooms are saddling horses in the stables in case we must flee.”
Merrik did not know he had grooms.
“I have barred the front door,” Nadia said. “The best thing to do is wait until we hear –”
She stopped talking abruptly, head cocked to listen.
A distant scream, prolonged and blood curdling. Merrik thought it came from the direction of the barge landing.
Shouts.
Then the clang of steel on steel.
Merrik drew his sword. “Nadia –”
“Quiet.”
Merrik shut his mouth. They all waited in tense silence.
Padraig walked into the courtyard, barefoot, rubbing his eyes. “What’s all this, milord? Why is everyone awake?”
“Damn it, boy,” Merrik said. “Go hide yourself!”
Hinkle shifted his satchel so he could put his arm around the boy’s shoulders. “Come with me, lad. We’ll find a spot out of the way.”
A dark blur through the air, and a crossbow bolt planted itself in the middle of Hinkle’s forehead. His eyes shot wide, and he fell over landing flat on his back.
Padraig screamed.
A black-cloaked man on the roof made to reload his crossbow to shoot down into the courtyard.
Something slammed against the outer doors.
Nadia barked something in her language, and from nowhere one of her people was running across the roof toward the crossbowman. It must have been the sister-in-law, her thick legs and broad shoulders seemingly out of character with her fleet steps. The man had finished reloading the crossbow, lifted and fired.
She spun the spear into a blur, knocking the bolt out of mid-air, never breaking stride, and in the next instant, she was upon him, thrusting the spear through his belly. Then she disappeared, the sounds of fighting somewhere out of sight.
Something smashed the outer door again. Cypress cracked and splintered.
Nadia turned to face it, lifting her own spear. “Everyone behind me!”
Another smash. An iron hinge popped and clanged across the floor. Smash.
A final smash, and the wooden bar snapped, the doors flying inward. A half dozen cloaked men dropped the cypress trunk they’d been using as a battering ram and drew swords as they charged into the courtyard.
Nadia parried the first assailant’s thrust with the spear butt then smashed it into the man’s face. He staggered back, spitting teeth. She’d already shifted weight to the other foot, jabbing the head into the next man’s throat. She yanked it free again, and he fell back, blood spraying, hands flying up to staunch the flow.
The other four came at her with more caution, thrusting and swinging blades. Nadia’s spear was a blur as she blocked and dodged, backing them up with counter thrusts.
Merrik sensed movement behind him and turned.
Feldon stumbled form the doorway leading back to the kitchen, expression stricken, hands clutching his bloody guts. His mouth worked a moment, trying to say something, but he wilted on the spot and keeled over, two cloaked men coming up behind him, swords drawn.
The more eager of the two leapt over Feldon’s corpse and ran straight at Merrik.
Merrik thrust, but the man slapped the blade aside with brute strength.
Merrik’s blade went flying.
The cloaked intruder raised his sword high for a powerful strike and brought it down hard right at Merrik’s face.
A hand caught the attacker by the wrist, halting the intruder’s strike in mid-swing.
The monster who’d once been a man called Irwin twisted, snapping the wrist holding the sword. He screamed pain, letting go of the weapon which clattered on the ground.
Merrik looked to his side. Hinkle’s satchel lay open next to his body. Padraig stood there, clutching the waxed bundle of Irwin parts to his chest.
“Well done, Padraig!” Merrik shouted.
The second Black Cloak, thrust his sword blade ten inches into Irwin’s gut.
Irwin didn’t so much as flinch, but his hand shot out and took the Black Cloak by the throat. Irwin squeezed until the man thrashed and turned blue and then finally went limp.
“Marquis!” shouted Nadia.
Merrik looked and saw two more Black Cloaks lay dead at her feet.
“Through the kitchen!” Nadia yelled at him. “Bring the horses around back. We must flee!”
Merrik ran for the kitchen …
… just as the doorway filled with yet another Black Cloak, a huge man clutching a two-handed sword, and a snarl on his face like he was going to enjoy dicing Merrik to bits.
Merrik froze, realizing he hadn’t retrieved his weapon.
An arrow suddenly struck the man’s left eye with a meaty thok. He twitched once then fell.
Merrik looked back to see Jin standing on the second-floor balcony with her recurve bow.
Good shot, girl!
He ran into the kitchen, stepping over the slaughtered bodies of the cook and his assistant, then burst out the back door, pausing a moment to orient himself.
Which way to the stables? Wait, can the twins even ride? Surely there isn’t time to hook up the wagon.
Merrik’s head jerked around at the sudden sound of the world breaking.
The thick timbers of the bridge over the channel cracked like thunder. An enormous shadow had descended, covering the bridge with –
It wasn’t a shadow. It was a gigantic creature, its mass humping up onto the bridge. Merrik blinked, eyes adjusting. The beast had literally been too big to see at first, registering in Merrik’s mind as a vast expanse of darkness, blotting out part of the sky.
Inexplicably, he found himself running toward it, as if the beast had been too unreal to be a danger. But it was real enough, the cypress timbers creaking and cracking under its impossible weight. He stopped short to gawk at it.
The creature filled his vision. Its body was an enormous, blubbery mass with a whale’s fluke at the end, skin rubbery and black going to a dark green when the moonlight hit it just perfectly. Instead of legs, there were tentacles, four on each side of its thick body which must have been at least sixty feet long. The behemoth’s head was shaped like that of a humongous deep-water pike but with a wider mouth and teeth like swords.
But the eyes were what grabbed Merrik’s attention. They dripped black light.
Like the elder bear! This creature is possessed. Raysal!
Somewhere, she controlled this monstrosity which must surely have originated from the sea’s darkest depths. And it had come to murder Merrik Niles.
The beast wrapped its tentacles around the bridge and squeezed. The bridge groaned and creaked and a moment later there was the rapid fire snapping of multiple beams splintering and giving in all at once. The bridge collapsed into the channel with an ear-splitting racket, the monstrosity riding it into the water with a terrific splash, waves flooding the banks on both sides.
There was no point now saddling the horses. The single bridge was the only way out.
Except for the barge.
Which was destroyed next with a lash of the beast’s tentacles.
The creature turned toward his side of the channel, its dripping black eyes fixed on Merrik.
Shit.
The beast worked its tentacles like legs, heaving its mass from the water to the bank, shaking the ground so much, Merrik nearly lost his footing. It was clearly meant to swim in the vast open sea, but that didn’t stop it from dragging itself across the ground toward Merrik, throwing its tentacles forward to pull itself over the earth a dozen yards at a time.
Merrik still didn’t have a weapon. It didn’t matter. No sword or spear would do anything meaningful to the thing coming to kill him. Merrik could run, but for how long and how far. He was surrounded by swamp.
Arzumel, he thought suddenly. Arzumel, we need you!
If the wizard could bring down a mountain on an advancing army, then he was the only one who could possibly do anything to save Merrik now.
Arzumel! Merrik screamed in his mind, panic rising in him.
Merrik felt something. Distant. Arzumel out there on the edge – waiting, withholding, stubborn.
What did Merrik expect? He hadn’t exactly ingratiated himself during his first meeting with the wizard.
Arzumel, if this thing gets me, we all go under – you, Ponder, Me, Cullen – the works.
The beast pulled itself forward another dozen yards. It tilted its head back and emitted a screeching roar so loud, Merrik clapped his hands over his ears.
Damn it, Arzumel, what do you want?
But Merrik knew.
The beast roared and pulled itself forward.
Damn you, Arzumel, fine. Have your way. I’ll get Red William’s spell book back. You can use me to study it, read it with my eyes. Is that what you want? Where are you?
A tingle.
In Merrik’s hands, along his whole body. He surrendered to it, letting the wizard take control. Something in him suddenly wanted out. He opened his mouth to vomit.
But instead of his supper, he puked forward words, arcane syllables tumbling over one another so fast it was as if they fought each other to be the first out.
And then Merrik was rising rapidly into the air.
No. That wasn’t right.
He was growing.
Merrik looked at his hands. They’d become huge, but more alarming, they were transforming into rock, thick fingers, each segment a small boulder. His rocky legs stretched down to the ground. Merrik was forty feet tall. His steps shook the ground. There was power in his limbs. He was a thing as old as the world itself, bones from the deep earth.
Rock Giant.
These weren’t words Merrik knew, at least not put together like that. The information came from Arzumel.
The sea beast gathered its tentacles beneath its body, coiled. Then it sprang, the enormity of it propelled toward Merrik.
Merrik swung a massive fist as the beast flew at him. He connected with the creature’s long face, rock knuckles shattering a row of razor-sharp teeth. The thing’s head snapped around as it landed with an earth-trembling thud.
Tentacles wrapped around Merrik’s giant legs, and he was upended, hitting the ground like an avalanche. More tentacles tried to ensnare him. That screeching roar again. Merrik rolled on his back and kicked, connecting with something solid. The tentacles around him loosened.
Merrik rose and reached for the beast just as it reached for him, tentacles lashing at his body of stone. Merrik batted aside the appendages and caught the beast in the crook of his arm in a powerful headlock. The beast thrashed, but Merrik held tight.
Merrik was a rock giant, and he began thinking rock giant thoughts. What really was the true power of the earth but time and pressure, the eons long process of the slow grind. So, Merrik squeezed. The slow crush of rock and time. The ceaseless inevitable grind.
Tentacles lashed at him, a panicked flailing.
Merrik squeezed.
And squeezed.
The thrashing stopped, the beast changing tactics.
One tentacle went around his throat, not to choke, but to pull. Another tentacle wormed its way under his arm, yet another around the wrist of the arm being used for the headlock. Even as Merrik tried to squeeze, the tentacles resisted, trying to pull his arms apart. They froze like that a moment, strength against strength.
Slowly, the tentacles pulled his arm loose.
No!
The beast broke the chokehold, and in the next instant, Merrik was tangled in multiple tentacles. He felt himself being lifted.
And thrown.
He flew, his tonnage heading straight for the manor house. Merrik twisted, one hand reaching down. Huge stone fingers gouged deep rents in the earth twenty feet long. He managed to change his trajectory, flying over the stables, a low elbow ripping off the structure’s roof.
He landed hard, sat up and saw the horses scattering in every direction except toward the two battling horrors.
The Merrik part of his mind was relieved the animals had escaped.
The stone part was indifferent. What were these little things of flesh and blood to him? They lived and died in a spec of time even as rock endured from one age to the next.
Merrik stood.
And was immediately knocked down again.
The beast from the sea had yanked a large cypress tree from the earth and was using it as a cudgel to smack Merrik across the back.
He flew forward, landing up against the barn beyond the stables, crashing in one wall. Barrels tumbled out, some rolling past him.
He reached for one, rocky hand closing around it.
And then …
… something happened.
Merrik’s strength ebbed.
The spell was wearing off. Again, it was Arzumel who understood this.
Merrik threw the barrel with his remaining strength.
It struck the beast’s head, breaking open, the liquid inside spilling over its face and chest, the harsh tang of starshine permeating the air.
Merrik was suddenly falling backward. The world grew big around him, and he realized it was him that had shrunk small. He knelt in the dirt, flesh again. He was naked and realized his boots and clothing had been shredded when he’d exploded in size.
The beast came for him, blinking the stinging starshine out of its black eyes.
Penville’s words came to him unbidden. Cantrips are but very simple spells, a very low level of magic, but they can do wonders when cleverly applied.
Merrik didn’t know if it was his idea or the wizard’s. Not that it mattered.
He snapped his fingers and spat the single magic word for the cantrip.
The tiniest flash of flame, barely enough to light a candle.
Or to ignite the starshine on the beast’s skin.
Flames spread across the creature’s head and shoulders. It thrashed and screamed.
And lumbered toward Merrik.
He ran. He was fifty yards away when he stumbled and fell into the mud. Merrik pushed himself up and looked back.
The beast screeched and stumbled blindly, trying to shake off the flames. Then it rolled over, trying to put the flames out that way.
And rolled right into the barn full of starshine, timbers cracking and smashing, barrels cracking open.
The explosion was blinding, flames climbing a mile into the air. Merrik had to turn away. When he looked back, the beast thrashed and screamed among the flames, a horrifying display, until finally it lay still, the fire slowly consuming its bloated, blubbery carcass.
They’ll be smelling fried sea beast for miles.
Merrik watched for a few more moments, fearing it would rise again.
It didn’t.
He stood, legs weak.
He turned toward the manor house, walking slowly, slightly dazed.
Near the house, Merrik came across four bodies. One was Nadia’s cousin surrounded by three dead Black Cloaks. He paused and listened but didn’t hear any fighting. Who’d won?
It didn’t matter. There was no fight left in him.
He remembered he was naked. He took a cloak from one of the intruders but left the hood down so he didn’t get speared by mistake.
As he approached the front entrance, the twins came out to meet him, holding hands as usual.
“Did we win?” Merrik asked.
“Yes, but it cost us,” Niralyn said. “It cost us bad.”
Merrik walked into the courtyard.
Jin was crying. She knelt on the ground and Colton was next to her, a streak of blood down one arm. Both were looking at –
No.
It was somehow impossible to see it all at once. A pair of bare feet. Small hands.
“I have some small experience with wounds, milord.” Colton spoke slowly and with great fatigue. “But … well, too late to do anything. No healer could … well, there’s just nothing to be done. Too late.”
Colton’s voice echoed strangely in Merrik’s ears, echoing from some far-off land.
Merrik’s eyes were still trying to piece the puzzle together of what they were seeing.
Tousled hair. Eyes open. Clear smooth skin, the pink gone out of them.
Jin sobbed.
“Milord?” Colton squinted at Merrik. “Are you okay, milord?”
Merrik forced himself to look at the crossbow bolt. It stuck straight up, a circle of blood from where it had penetrated Padraig’s chest.
The boy’s eyes looked up at nothing, a curiously peaceful expression on his face.
Merrik’s mouth worked, words trying to form.
“Milord?”
Merrik swallowed. “Fix him.” The words slipped out, barely a whisper.
“Well, I’m sorry, milord. That’s what I was trying to say earlier,” Colton explained. “It’s just too late to –”
“Fix him!” Merrik screamed.
“But milord …”
Merrik grabbed the material of Colton’s tunic at the shoulder and shook the man. “I said fix him! Fix him!”
“Milord!”
“Fix him!”
“Merrik!” Jin shouted.
Merrik threw himself on Colton with a sudden strength. “Fix him! Fix him! Do you hear me? You fix him!”
Many hands grabbed him from behind.
Merrik thrashed like a burning sea beast.
“Fix him! Fix Him! Fix –”
    
Merrik awoke in his bed.
He sat up and rubbed the back of his head.
“Nadia hit you.”
The voice startled him.
The twins sat side-by-side on a bench across the room.
“What?”
“Nadia hit you,” Niralyn repeated. “In the back of the head. When you went crazy.”
Merrik sighed. “Not hard enough.”
“You’ve slept most of the day.”
“Where’s your sister?”
The twins told him where he could find Jin.
Merrik found her right where the twins said, in the shade of a large cypress near the water, the shaggy gray moss hanging long like a veil. Jin sat cross-legged next to a fresh mound of dirt. She looked up at Merrik’s approach. She looked ragged, squashed.
“The rest are buried on the other side of the island,” Jin said. “There was a flat, open spot for it, but I thought … I dunno. Something different for Padraig.”
Merrik looked at the mound of dirt but said nothing.
Jin made a vague gesture at the mound. “I want to get a stone or something. Chisel his name in it. Maybe …I dunno the word squire or ...” A shrug.
Merrik nodded.
He couldn’t remember why he’d come out here, couldn’t think of anything he could say to Jin that mattered.
He turned and walked back toward the house.
“Padraig loved you,” Jin called after him.
Merrik paused. He could have turned around. He should have.
He kept walking to the manor house.
Merrik found the kitchen. The dead bodies had been removed, but there were still blood stains on the floor. He thought about finding some food, but he wasn’t hungry.
He did find a full cask of starshine. Merrik opened it and crawled inside.
And he didn’t come out for the next five months.
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GET COLD AS HELL NOW AND EXPERIENCE WHAT PUBLISHER’S WEEKLY CALLED PERFECT FOR FANS OF JIM BUTCHER AND MIKE CAREY.
Also available on audio, voiced by Red Dead Redemption 2’s Roger Clark (Arthur Morgan)
    





          A world on the precipice of the apocalypse. A secret forged in the flames of war. A chance to start over.            For John Sutton, only one of those three things matters. Retired from a decade of brutal war, he wants nothing more than a quiet pastoral life while he does his best to stem the steady increase of his Doom Points before they hit 100, signaling the start of the end. He’s been given a small farm on the outskirts of the empire as a thanks for his service, but no matter how far he travels, it's impossible to escape the war's devastating effects on the world. Bandits, suspicious townsfolk, a mysterious pair of siblings, and a secret that lurks in the mountains all threaten John’s peace. It will take all of his considerable power to keep from burning everything to the ground.

Get Domestication Now!
    





          A rotten thief. A disgraced knight. Only together can they save the kingdom.          

GET BOOK ONE OF THE BURIED GODDESS SAGA NOW!
    





Fight, survive, adapt, and rely only on yourself.
That is Derek’s creed, and what's got him through the System Integration on Earth.
Everything changed when the System came. Cute bunnies and beautiful butterflies became savage killing machines. Then the Invaders arrived with a single goal: to obtain ownership of this new habitable planet.
War has raged ever since.
None of this mattered much to Derek, aside from making living a little more perilous. He mostly kept to himself. He was the weird guy who owned a cabin that occasionally came into town for a drink and light conversation. After System Integration, that didn’t change much—he only got stronger.
After years of fighting monsters and Invaders alone he’s become quite adept at surviving. Who needs others to get in the way or worry about?
Until one day, Derek goes against his better judgement. He decides to lend some help on a mission that doesn’t seem too hard… He should have stuck to being alone…
GET SYSTEM CHANGE NOW!



For all our Fantasy books, visit our website.
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