
        
            
                
            
        

    
   



   



   



  The Curse Giver


  By Dora Machado


   



   



  Twilight Times Books


  Kingsport Tennessee


  The Curse Giver


   



  This is a work of fiction. All concepts, characters and events portrayed in this book are used fictitiously and any resemblance to real people or events is purely coincidental.


   



  Copyright © 2013 Dora Machado


   



  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, except brief extracts for the purpose of review, without the permission of the publisher and copyright owner.


   



  Twilight Times Books


  P O Box 3340


  Kingsport TN 37664


  http://twilighttimesbooks.com/


   



  First Edition, July 2013


   



  Cover art by Brad Fraunfelter


   



  Illustrated map by Dora Machado


   



  Published in the United States of America.


   



   



   



  For my sisters, with love.


  
    Praise for Dora’s Stonewiser series:


     



    [The Call of the Stone] “Machado’s descriptions are rich in detail – you’ll feel the eels nipping at your toes – and her characterization is strong. Sariah is well developed and faces brutal conflicts in this story of adventure, politics and magic.” ~ Romantic Times


     



    [The Call of the Stone] “This thought-provoking look into oppression, love, and what leads the human spirit to fight back will appeal to lovers of the fantasy genre. And the cliffhanger ending will have readers in line to buy the next book.” ~ ForeWord Magazine


     



    [The Call of the Stone] “Machado has created a complex world, without reusing generic fantasy elements, even while using the standard hero quest motif. One of the few Hispanic women writing in this genre, she brings a welcome change to “boy finds sword/dragon/gem and sets off with dwarves/dragon/wiz ard/elves to slay evil king/dragon/wizard” storylines.” ~ San Francisco Book Review


     



    [The Call of the Stone] “This is intelligent, thought-provoking and entertaining fiction.” ~ SFFMedia.com


     



    [The Heart of the Stone] “Machado’s writing is as competent as her characterization… vivid and often poetic.” ~ Speculative Horizons.com


     



    [The Heart of the Stone] “Stonewiser is a finely crafted fantasy with unique concepts, and a vivid living world that will draw readers in and not let go.” ~ Midwest Book Review


     



    [The Lament of the Stone] “A must for fans of previous volumes and an excellent work of original fantasy that must be considered for everyone else, Stonewiser: The Lament of the Stone is not to be overlooked.” ~ Midwest Book Review


     



    [The Lament of the Stone] “...a fitting conclusion to the series, skillfully weaving the threads of the previous novels together into a complex, dramatic, vivid and beautifully finished tapestry. And in Sariah’s fate, Machado demonstrates once and for all her commitment to a gritty realism... Highly recommended original fantasy fiction.” ~ Science Fiction World

  


  Acknowledgments


  A book is always a team effort, requiring thoughts and work from a host of talented folks who share in my love for writing and reading. I want to thank Linda Parker and Peter Gelfan for tackling the story early on and helping me prepare the manuscript for submission. You guys are the best.


  A special shout of gratitude goes out to all my alpha readers who fearlessly trudged through the unpolished versions of The Curse Giver to give me valuable feedback. In particular, I want to thank the first wave, John Paul, Yvonne Stephens and Myriam Sambuceti for their thoughtful and soulful comments.


  In addition, I’d like to thank Lida Quillen at Twilight Times Books for taking me on and for all of her hard work putting together The Curse Giver. I really appreciate the opportunity. For a small press, TTB sure knows how to put together a great book. Special kudos to my editor at TTB, Barb Caffrey, whose insightful comments and suggestions proved to be invaluable to the final version of the story.


  In the technical assistance category, I’d like to thank Jane Ryder, Beth Justino and the folks at The Editorial Department for sharing their expertise and cheering me on; Mariana Marshall for her assistance with social media and public relations; and Chris Bowyer for providing outstanding technical support for the website and entertaining my questions even when they make absolutely no sense.


  As always, I have to profusely thank my friends and family, who are such an important part of my life, for all of their support and encouragement, including the ladies of the GNODC, my girlfriends—who keep me sane—my amazing sisters, nieces and nephews, and my parents, who taught me the joy of the story.


  A special thanks to my kids, who put up with my writer’s idiosyncrasies with such love and grace, and to my husband whose encouragement, patience and support allows me to indulge in this sweet craft.


  Finally I’d like to thank you, the reader, for sharing in my mind’s adventures. Without you, these stories would not be told.


  
    Table of Contents
  


  
    map
  


  
    Prologue
  


  
    Chapter One
  


  
    Chapter Two
  


  
    Chapter Three
  


  
    Chapter Four
  


  
    Chapter Five
  


  
    Chapter Six
  


  
    Chapter Seven
  


  
    Chapter Eight
  


  
    Chapter Nine
  


  
    Chapter Ten
  


  
    Chapter Eleven
  


  
    Chapter Twelve
  


  
    Chapter Thirteen
  


  
    Chapter Fourteen
  


  
    Chapter Fifteen
  


  
    Chapter Sixteen
  


  
    Chapter Seventeen
  


  
    Chapter Eighteen
  


  
    Chapter Nineteen
  


  
    Chapter Twenty
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-one
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-two
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-three
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-four
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-five
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-six
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-seven
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-eight
  


  
    Chapter Twenty-nine
  


  
    Chapter Thirty
  


  
    Chapter Thirty-one
  


  
    Chapter Thirty-two
  


  
    Chapter Thirty-three
  


  
    Chapter Thirty-four
  


  
    Chapter Thirty-five
  


  
    Chapter Thirty-six
  


  
    Chapter Thirty-seven
  


  
    Chapter Thirty-eight
  


  
    Chapter Thirty-nine
  


  
    Chapter Forty
  


  
    Chapter Forty-one
  


  
    Chapter Forty-two
  


  
    Chapter Forty-three
  


  
    Chapter Forty-four
  


  
    Chapter Forty-five
  


  
    Chapter Forty-six
  


  
    Chapter Forty-seven
  


  
    Chapter Forty-eight
  


  
    Chapter Forty-nine
  


  
    Chapter Fifty
  


  
    Chapter Fifty-one
  


  
    Chapter Fifty-two
  


  
    Chapter Fifty-three
  


  
    Chapter Fifty-four
  


  
    Chapter Fifty-five
  


  
    Chapter Fifty-six
  


  
    Chapter Fifty-seven
  


  
    Chapter Fifty-eight
  


  
    Chapter Fifty-nine
  


  
    Chapter Sixty
  


  
    Chapter Sixty-one
  


  
    Chapter Sixty-two
  


  
    Chapter Sixty-three
  


  
    Chapter Sixty-four
  


  
    Chapter Sixty-five
  


  
    Chapter Sixty-six
  


  
    Chapter Sixty-seven
  


  
    Chapter Sixty-eight
  


  
    Chapter Sixty-nine
  


  
    Chapter Seventy
  


  
    Chapter Seventy-one
  


  
    Chapter Seventy-two
  


  
    Chapter Seventy-three
  


  
    Chapter Seventy-four
  


  
    Chapter Seventy-five
  


  
    Chapter Seventy-six
  


  
    Chapter Seventy-seven
  


  
    Chapter Seventy-eight
  


  
    Chapter Seventy-nine
  


  
    Chapter Eighty
  


  
    Chapter Eighty-one
  


  
    Chapter Eighty-two
  


  
    Chapter Eighty-three
  


  
    Chapter Eighty-four
  


  
    Chapter Eighty-five
  


  
    Chapter Eighty-six
  


  
    Chapter Eighty-seven
  


  
    Chapter Eighty-eight
  


  
    Chapter Eighty-nine
  


  
    Chapter Ninety
  


  
    Chapter Ninety-one
  


  
    Chapter Ninety-two
  


  
    Chapter Ninety-three
  


  
    Chapter Ninety-four
  


  
    Chapter Ninety-five
  


  
    Chapter Ninety-six
  


  
    Chapter Ninety-seven
  


  
    Chapter Ninety-eight
  


  
    Chapter Ninety-nine
  


  
    Epilogue
  


  
    About the author
  


  
    Glossary
  


  


  [image: map_CurseGiver]


  Prologue


  THE CURSE GIVER SLITHERED OUT OF the basin and glided among the counter wares, surveying the tidy kitchen. Tonight, she favored the serpent’s sleek shape. When she was sure she was alone, she grew herself into a watery semblance of the human form that defined her current existence. Her face’s reflection, coalescing into something tangible on the windowpane, might have been considered beautiful if one cared about such things.


  She didn’t. Beauty implied good and good entailed virtue, all spoilers to the evil she practiced.


  The evening storm agreed with her mood. It had been a busy night. She was on the last leg of her three-part errand. First, she had paid a visit to the arrogant fool who had provoked her wrath nearly ten years ago. Why had he been surprised to see her? He should have known that she would be back to avenge his treachery. Nothing could protect him from her rage.


  True, he had provided her with a rare opportunity. Betrayal was rare when one was a recluse of gods and mortals. Revenge was an elusive treat. The man’s misdeeds were unforgivable and yet his offense had freed her to indulge in her greatest compulsion.


  A curse was serious work, precision’s highest aim. A curse was challenge and duel, battle and victory, the maker’s highest praise. And this night, after ten years of careful planning, she had returned to cast the perfect curse, a layered trap of death, suffering, ruin and catastrophe; a cruel, complex, and horrific work of art.


  Her best and most satisfying creation yet.


  Had the proud lord really thought he had avoided retribution? Had he expected any less than what he got? He must have, because he pleaded with his eyes and wailed like a pathetic fool while she wrote the curse with his blood.


  The pleasure she got from casting the curse was so obscene it should have been forbidden. The enjoyment she would get in the years to come thrilled in advance. She had been meticulous in her preparations, deliberate in her provisions, fierce like the Goddess herself.


  That’s why prior to traveling to the kitchen, she had visited a second victim that night, lulling the young woman to sleep with a peaceful lullaby, cursing her with a kiss on the shoulder, where a tiny mark would grow over time to play a small but entertaining part in the curse’s expanding evil.


  Practicality was a sign of genius. Diligence upfront saved time.


  And now, to the last part of the plan. The need for preemptive action had brought her to this orderly kitchen, where a thousand scents mingled to entice the nose, including the lingering perfume of sweat, toil and exhaustion.


  What would it be like to live in a place like this? How would it feel to welcome guests every day, catering to their needs and listening to their stories? How would her life have turned out if she had devoted her talents to cooking, tending to the gardens, laundering the linens, mixing this, testing that, catching a few hours of sleep only to begin the same backbreaking routine all over again the next day?


  She shook her head, knowing the answer—it would be boring, tedious and dull. A waste of time, a squandering of her creative genius. A dreary existence that no one could possibly relish, let alone want.


  Destroying a life condemned to such a fate could have been seen as merciful, if one believed in such a thing as mercy. But she didn’t. Good was to bad as seed was to sprout. Mercy was a waste of time.


  She went about the kitchen, lighting the lamp, stuffing it with drying rags, until a nice little fire burned on the tabletop. She felt quite diligent as she fed the fire more kindling, a bundle of dried flowers, a bunch of rushes from the floor, some logs and twigs from the stack by the fireplace, and a jug of oil, which she splattered liberally over the place, until the fire was large enough to lick the ceiling beams and ignite the walls.


  How simple it was to ensure the curse’s future with a little forethought and the roaring flames. Nobody in this place would survive the fire. She wasn’t about to leave anything to chance. Call it overkill, because the casting had been done and death was the only possible outcome.


  With the smoke growing thick and the curse’s loose ends firmly knotted, she splashed back into the basin and, making the quick trip home, returned to her lair. She was in a mood to celebrate.


  She sat at her desk and smiled. After rubbing her hands together, she dipped her precious quill in the ink pot and pressed it against the vellum. The realms needed to beware. Her best curse was now loose upon the world. A warning, that’s what she needed to compose, the opening for a new masterwork, a battle cry and a victory song.


  And so, she began.


  
    I am the curse giver.


    Spawn of the fickle gods’ whims,


    Scorned by virtue, spurned by faith,


    Shudder when you hear my name.

  


  Chapter One


  DREAD STARED AT LUSIELLE FROM THE depths of the rowdy crowd. Concealed under a heavy hood, only the stranger’s black eyes dared to meet her gaze among the growing throng. The man’s eyes refused to flinch or shift from her face. His stare was free of the hatred she had gotten from the others, but also devoid of mercy. He held on to her gaze like an anchor to her soul, testing her fortitude, knowing full well her fears’ vast range.


  She had always been meant for the fire. Even as she had escaped the blaze that killed her parents and burned the inn to the ground, Lusielle had known that the flame’s greedy god would return to claim her life. But she hadn’t expected it to happen after days of torture, surrounded by the raging mob, found guilty of a crime she didn’t commit, betrayed and condemned.


  The town’s cobbler, one of her husband’s best customers, tightened the noose around her neck until it cut off her breath. She had waited on him countless times at the shop, and had always padded his order with a free measure of coriander to help with his wife’s cough.


  But none of the town’s inhabitants seemed to remember any of her kindnesses as of late. On the contrary, the crowd was booing and jeering when they weren’t pelting her with rotten fruit. They treated her as if she were a common thief.


  The brute who had conducted her torture shoved the cobbler aside, tying her elbows and wrists around the wooden stake. Orell. She remembered his name. His bearded face might have been handsome if not for the permanent leer. Like the magistrate, he wore the king’s burgundy colors, but his role had been more vicious. Had he been granted more time, he might have succeeded at extracting the false confession he wanted, but the magistrate was in a hurry, afraid of any possible unrest.


  Orell yanked on the ropes, tightening her bonds. The wound on her back broke open all over again. She swallowed a strangled hiss. It was as if the thug wanted her to suffer, as if he had a private reason to profit from her pain.


  But she had never seen him until three days ago, when he and the magistrate had shown up unannounced, making random accusations.


  Lusielle couldn’t understand any of this.


  She knew that the king’s justice was notoriously arbitrary. It was one of the main reasons why she loathed living under King Riva’s rule. But she also knew better than to express her opinion. Ruin and tragedy trailed those who dared to criticize the king. That’s why she had never mentioned her misgivings to anyone.


  What had she done to deserve this fate? And why did they continue to be so cruel? After all, she wasn’t fighting them anymore.


  True, she had resisted at first. Out of fear and pride, she had tried to defend herself. But in the end, it hadn’t mattered. Her accusers had relied on the testimony of the devious liar who had turned her in—Aponte Rummins—her own husband.


  The mock hearing had been too painful to bear, too absurd to believe. Aponte swore before the magistrate that Lusielle was a secret practitioner of the forbidden odd arts. It was ridiculous. How could anyone believe that she, who had always relied on logic, measure and observation to mix her remedies, could possibly serve the Odd God’s dark purposes? And how could anyone believe Aponte’s lies?


  But they did, they believed him as he called on his paid witnesses and presented fabricated evidence, swearing that he himself had caught her at the shop, worshipping the Odd God. In the end, it had been her husband’s false testimony that provided the ultimate proof of the heinous charge for which Lusielle was about to die.


  Burning torch in hand, the magistrate stepped forward. Still in shock, Lusielle swallowed a gulp of bitter horror and steeled for the flames’ excruciating pain. She didn’t want to die like a shrieking coward. But nothing could have prepared her for what happened next.


  The magistrate offered the torch to Aponte.


  “The king upholds a husband’s authority over his wife in the kingdom,” the magistrate shouted for the crowd to hear. “There can be no protests, no doubt of the wisdom of royal justice if a husband does as he’s entitled to do by his marital rights.”


  Aponte could have forgone her execution. Considering the magistrate’s proclamation, he could have chosen a different punishment for her. Instead, he accepted the torch and, without hesitation, put the flame to the tinder and blew over the kindling to start the fire.


  “Go now,” he said, grinning like a hog about to gorge. “Go find your dark lord.”


  Lusielle glared at the poor excuse for a man who had ruined her life many times over. She had known from the beginning that he was fatally flawed, just as he had known on the day he claimed her that she couldn’t pledge him any affection.


  But Aponte had never wanted her affection. He had wanted her servitude, and in that sense she proved to be the reluctant but dutiful servant he craved.


  Over the years he had taught her hatred.


  His gratification came from beating and humiliating her. His crass and vulgar tastes turned his bed into a nightmare. She felt so ashamed of the things he made her do. Still, even if she loathed him—and not just him, but the slave she had become under his rule—she had tried to make the best of it.


  She had served him diligently, tending to his businesses, reorganizing his stores, rearranging his trading routes and increasing his profits. His table had always been ready. His meals had been hot and flavorsome. His sheets had been crisp and his bed had been coal-warmed every night. Perhaps due to all of this, he had seemed genuinely pleased with their marital arrangement.


  Why, then, had he surrendered her so easily to the magistrate’s brute?


  Aponte had to have some purpose for this betrayal. He was, above all, a practical man. He would not surrender all the advantages that Lusielle brought to him—money, standing, common sense, business acumen—without the benefit of an even greater windfall.


  Lusielle couldn’t understand how, but she was sure that the bastard was going to profit handsomely from her death.


  The scent of pine turned acrid and hot. Cones crackled and popped. The fire hissed a sinister murmur, a sure promise of pain. She didn’t watch the little sparks grow into flames at her feet. Instead, her eyes returned to the back of the crowd, seeking the stranger’s stare. She found him even as a puff of white smoke clouded her sight and the fire’s rising heat distorted his scarred face’s fixed expression.


  The nearing flames thawed the pervasive cold chilling her bones. Flying sparks pecked at her skin. Her toes curled. Her feet flinched. Pain teased her ankles in alarming, nipping jolts. Dear gods. They were really going to burn her alive!


  Lusielle shut her eyes. When she looked again, the stranger was gone from the crowd. She couldn’t blame him. She would have never chosen to watch the flame’s devouring dance.


  A commotion ensued somewhere beyond the pyre. People were screaming, but she couldn’t see through the flames and smoke. She flinched when a lick of fire ignited her shift’s hem. A vile stink filled her lungs. Her body shivered in shock. She coughed, then hacked. Fear’s fiery fingers began to torment her legs.


  “Come and find me,” she called to the God of fire.


  And he did.


  Chapter Two


  DRESSED IN A COMMON LABORERS’ GARB, Severo leaned against a market stall at the back of the rabble, keeping watch. It was a testament to his lord’s dire plight that they had stolen deep into Riva’s kingdom, into yet another Twin forsaken town, running with filthy gutters and crammed with these wretched people who were braying like mules trapped in a pen.


  What a miserable crowd it was, mostly baseborn churls with a taste for morbid spectacles trying to gain favor from the king’s minions. It made him sick, all of those pathetic people willing to lick the sons of whores’ filthy asses for a shot at royal favor or a handful of debased coins.


  But such was the yoke of Riva’s rule. It made Severo proud to hail from one of the last bastions standing against Riva, the Free Territory of Laonia.


  For a man who had spent the last few years of his life chasing ghosts and always on the run, blending with the crowd was hardly a challenge, even if the king’s guards were sniffing at his balls like a bunch of hungry mutts. Stealth was the scout’s crucial trait, the difference between tidy or messy, free or caught, breathing or stiff cold.


  Severo was damn good at sly and sneaky. The others always joked he blended so well ‘cause he was so common-looking. They only said that ‘cause they were jealous of his burly looks. The truth was he had the Twin’s gift—plus a lot of years of practice with his nose to the ground and his paws on the trail. He was as good as invisible in a crowd.


  The floppy cap and the ragged mantle he wore made him look like every other goon in the square. The tattered trousers and the crutch helped disguise his stiff gait, which was caused by the sword he had strapped to his leg. His knives were tucked in the back, under his belt, all seven of them. Three tubes of dazzling powders were strapped to his chest beneath his shirt.


  Severo’s full attention remained on his lord, standing but a few paces away among a wall of towering thugs. How a man as brave and strong as the Lord of Laonia had netted such a grim fate was beyond Severo. What vicious force had claimed his life? And why had he been punished with such a grim legacy?


  The Twins knew, the Lord of Laonia needed answers to those questions and much more, because his time was running dangerously short.


  Which explained why Severo and his lord were here, on this filthy square, sticking out their necks like geese for the cook, flirting with the noose of Riva’s hangman.


  His lord was also in disguise, wearing the only garment remotely capable of providing a small measure of anonymity and protection from the king’s men. Severo stifled a laugh when he remembered his adventures in the laundresses’ quarters. What a night that had been. Stealing the prized uniform hadn’t been easy, but Lord Bren looked good in the king’s colors.


  The night was dark, his lord cut a striking figure as a royal guardsman, and the crimson and gold mantle might defer passing inquiry. Still Severo worried that Lord Bren’s highborn bearing could betray his presence among the common folk.


  Even more dangerous was the scar on his face. It was now concealed in the depths of the hood’s shade, but should something change, it would be easily recognizable, especially to that whoremonger, Orell, the king’s man.


  Severo had begged the Lord of Laonia to stay out of sight, to wait at the rendezvous point. But, true to his character, he had refused. Despite the danger, he never shied away from an opportunity to trounce Riva or to outwit and outmaneuver Orell.


  Severo smirked in the darkness. His lord might be cursed and fated for tragedy, but he was fierce, tough and iron-willed. He would not surrender to his plight. He fought with both his sword and his wits, and beyond the oath, that’s what kept men like Severo by his side. Most importantly, the Lord of Laonia didn’t want his men to do his dirty deeds. He hunted his own prey.


  Severo’s job tonight was to keep Lord Bren alive, not an easy task to accomplish. Since Severo had been the one who had generated the lead, investigated the prospects, and scouted the town, it was his right to look after his lord. It was a job he cherished, not only because it required focus and skill, but also because it was considered the highest honor among the Twenty.


  It was also a job he abhorred. The price of failure would be catastrophic, for his lord, the Twenty and Laonia.


  They’d had little trouble infiltrating the square, mostly because they had sneaked in ahead of the guards and hidden in the market’s cellars the night before Orell cordoned off the square. The plan tonight hinged on preparation, stealth and speed.


  With hooded eyes, he glanced over to his right, where old Petrus splayed by the south gate, disguised as a drunkard. He might have overdone it a little. Every once in a while the breeze carried a whiff of his rank scent. He reeked of cheap ale.


  Somewhere to his left, Severo made quick eye contact with Cirillo, who mingled with the beggars by the well. He found Clio already in position, high atop a tree among some local lads, hovering over the north entrance. The rookie looked nervous. Severo hoped he’d keep from shitting his pants.


  That made a total of only five men in the square, too few; but his lord favored wits over numbers and smarts over brawn, and the balance of the Twenty would be ready.


  The Twenty were the best that Laonia had to offer, even if glory and the gods shunned them these days. They might look like a ragged pack of mangy wolves, but they were a fine-tuned unit, a prime collection of prized hunting dogs.


  Severo’s vigilant eyes scanned the square once again. He might not be able to fight fate’s cryptic ways, but flesh he could slash and blood he could spill. He wasn’t going to allow any common man to harm his lord.


  His stare fell on that ass licking weasel, Orell, who was amusing himself by torturing the woman, this time in public. He was a dangerous foe. Snaring Laonia’s clever lord was Orell’s greatest ambition. Severo smirked. Not tonight. The damn cur dog was gonna get his ass whipped.


  To be fair, Orell had taken fitting precautions at the market, archers on the wall, fighters in plainclothes, guards at the gates, around the pyre and along the square, plus reinforcements outside the south gate. The north gate merited little attention. It had been broken in days past, and despite the efforts of men and beasts, it couldn’t be opened. Severo estimated the Twenty faced a force roughly four times their size, and that number didn’t include the sentinels posted at the crossroads and at the guild’s tower, which was the town’s highest point.


  Those sentinels were going to be useless tonight. Severo had spotted them early on. By now, they were probably dead at the hands of Lord Hato and the handful of men he commanded.


  The agitated rabble began to chant. “Burn her, burn her!”


  Severo joined in the savage chorus. He didn’t envy the woman on the pyre. Whether or not she died today, she would die; and whether she burned or perished from an even worse injury, who cared? Her death was bound to be terrible either way.


  That was as much pity as Severo could muster for the wench, because as far as he was concerned, women were the Lord of Laonia’s bane and he shouldn’t be here, in this cramped square that felt a lot like a death trap, right beneath Orell’s filthy nose. Severo didn’t like that his lord was skirting catastrophe, risking his life for a baseborn wench with no fortune, merit or real promise to her person.


  He had tried to tell Lord Bren that the woman wasn’t worth the danger. He had even mentioned that she wasn’t particularly beautiful or distinguished. Severo was absolutely sure that she wasn’t what they needed. She was but a tradesman’s wife, for the Twin’s sake, the meek daughter of a modest innkeeper, a remedy worker, hardly any better than a common mountebank.


  Severo had also mentioned the charges. So what if they were true or false? Anybody with eyes could see that there was something to the claims. The wench had the bewitching stare of a sorceress.


  He winked at the plump girl giving him the eye. If only he had the time to take a dip under her skirts. The crowd cheered. A plume of white smoke rose from the pyre. The fire began to burn.


  Time for the Lord of Laonia to make his choices.


  Like every man of the Twenty, Severo lusted after a good fight, but this time, the woman wasn’t worth a single drop of the Twenty’s blood. He would follow his lord to Riva’s damn salt mines if he had to, but tonight he hoped that Lord Bren would recognize the woman as just another fake.


  It would be a lot easier to keep him alive for a little while longer if he did.


  The tension in Severo’s body ebbed when his lord walked away from the crowd towards the south gate. There would be no fight today. The Lord of Laonia would live another day. Severo exhaled a long, quiet breath.


  Then it happened.


  Abruptly, Lord Bren changed course, dropping a scarf on the ground, entering the leather shop at the edge of the market and disappearing behind the counter.


  Damn the Twins and all the stinking gods. Severo started the count in his head.


  The plump maid who had been looking his way screeched, pointing to the sky, towards the guild tower, from where a cloud of red smoke rose in a spectacular, shape-shifting puff.


  Severo scratched his beard’s dark stubble. “Pretty, eh? Wanna give me a kiss?”


  The woman stared at him as if he were mad before returning her attention to the sky. She wasn’t that pretty anyways. The silhouette of a sinister figure swelled against the night, a monster wearing a crown and clawing at the feeble stars. The next puff of smoke came in the shape of a crooked sword. It punched through the crowned monster, scattering the image, which wilted into nothingness.


  The images struck fear into people’s hearts. Women cried, men shouted, children wailed. Orell commanded some of his guards to the guild tower. Still keeping count in his head, Severo made a mental note to ask Lord Hato how he had managed to conjure such a hackle-raising, ball-shrinking distraction, even though it was highly unlikely that the old master would give away his secrets.


  As he reached the end of his count, Severo pulled up his scarf and covered his mouth. At the same time, old Petrus struck, disabling the guards and hacking the ropes that held up the south portico. The portico dropped, dividing Orell’s force and isolating the men inside the square. The contest was about to start.


  Severo sprinted along the north wall, deploying all three of his powder tubes as he ran. Bang, bang, bang. He kept track of Cirillo in his peripheral view, who, methodical as always, retrieved his bow from the well where it had been concealed the night before, loaded it, and fired, eliminating the archers on the wall—one, two, three, four.


  The air sparkled with iridescent crystals. The crowd began to cough, fleeing from the explosions, clearing the way, moving towards the south side in unison like a wild herd.


  Severo heard the hoofs of a horse clattering on cobblestones before he spotted his lord atop his steed. The beast cleared the leather shop’s counter with an extraordinary leap spanning not just the counter and the merchandise piled atop it, but also the startled shopkeeper and his frightened apprentice. Unsheathing his sword, Severo turned around to keep the path open, clashing almost immediately with two plainly-dressed guardsmen, whom he dispatched without hesitation.


  From the corner of his eye, he caught the familiar movement of a guard on the ground putting an arrow to the bow, aiming for the Lord of Laonia.


  Severo threw his knife.


  It plunked into the archer’s chest like an arrow itself. Anticipating Lord Bren’s trajectory, Severo threw three more knives, eliminating the threats in his lord’s path.


  By then, Clio had opened the north portico. It had been Severo himself who had stolen into the market square three nights ago and applied a coating of Lord Hato’s especially prepared jamming glue to the portico’s hinges.


  At that time, Severo had been doubtful that anything could make those hinges move again, but it seemed that Lord Hato’s thinning solution had worked and the second phase of the plan was about to begin.


  The rest happened very quickly.


  Clio’s swift bow sent Orell and his men diving for cover. For sure, the kid could shoot. Several members of the Twenty scaled the walls and joined Clio in providing cover for those on the ground.


  As the Lord of Laonia spurred his whinnying steed into the burning pyre, Severo teamed up with Cirillo and Petrus, forming a semicircle around the pyre, fighting with their backs to the fire, engaging the few defenders who dared the arrows and the powders with their swords. Severo stood his ground despite the heat singeing the hair in the back of his head, until he heard the rustle of ropes breaking under a blade and his lord’s triumphant shout as he goaded his horse towards the north gate.


  Covered by the friendly archers, Severo followed, bolting through the gate, along with Petrus and Cirillo, before the effect of the powders dwindled and the crowd and the guards recovered. As soon as they were out, the portico dropped, the archers scrambled down and Clio rushed to reseal the portico’s hinges with more of Lord Hato’s glue.


  “They won’t be coming after us now,” the kid said as he leapt down from the wall and ran with the others into the forest, where their horses were hidden.


  Severo mounted his horse and raced down the track he’d scouted the day before, chasing after his lord. He whooped. The plan had worked, just as his lord had said it would! Only three of the Twenty had sustained injuries and they were all minor.


  Sure, they were on the lam again, but the Lord of Laonia was alive and that pile of crap Orell was stuck in that stinking market for a while. With a little luck, the woman had made it as well.


  Poor wretch. If she was indeed alive, she had leapt from one kind of execution to another.


  Chapter Three


  THE SOUND OF THE SWORD’S BLADE rustling against the sharpening stone soothed Bren. The sinuous sequence of the long sword’s curves was a familiar rhythm to his hands. Up and down, the blade offered a wild ride as three curves of perfectly balanced metal ended at the well-honed point, accounting for the blade’s singular course.


  The weapon was perfectly built to fool the bone’s hard protection and infiltrate the densest parts of the human body, where the essence of life was meant to be kept intact. Wielding the sword was something Bren did well, with skill, conviction and honor. And so it was that whenever his mind was restless he resorted to sharpening the blade, for it was—and would always remain so—by far a fairer executioner than he would ever be.


  The sword belonged to his noble line, the house of Uras. It was beautiful, and not just to his warrior’s trained eye. By all accounts, the ivory-carved hilt was a work of art. On the hilt, the black stone of the house of Uras presided over all his killings.


  It was an heirloom of death, a weapon worthy of his cursed fate.


  “Well?” Bren said, unable to contain his impatience any longer.


  Hato replaced the bandage on the woman’s back and covered her with a blanket. His sharp features were grimmer than usual as he delivered the bad news with a sigh and a nod.


  The cave where Bren had set up camp seemed darker than before.


  It was just like Hato to ask, “Have you—?”


  “No,” Bren said, turning the blade on his lap. “She’s too sick.”


  “It’s been four days since you fetched her from the pyre,” Hato said. “The men are eager to steal out of the Kingdom before Orell finds us. She’s slowing us down.”


  “I know,” Bren said, dabbing his whetstone with a wet sponge.


  “My lord,” Hato said gravely. “You might as well get the trial over with.”


  “She doesn’t stand a chance, sick as she is.” She wouldn’t stand a chance if she was healthy either, but that was beside the point.


  “Theoretically,” Hato said, “that’s not true.”


  “But practically, we know it is.”


  “Either way,” Hato said stubbornly. “We need to know.”


  “She’s getting better,” Bren said. “She’s stronger every day.”


  “So what?”


  “Why put her through all of that if we know what’s going to happen?”


  “‘Cause it’s your damn duty.”


  Leave it to the old man to say the things no one else would say aloud. Leave it to Hato to state so casually the wretched legacy he had been birthed to uphold.


  “You’re a beaming beacon of hope,” Bren muttered, holding the sword up, closing one eye, and inspecting the blade’s edges against the light of the fire.


  “Hope, you say?” Hato flashed his long teeth in a bitter smile. “I’ve been at this since your father’s time. For you, I’ve toiled the length of your adult life, so that Laonia can survive. Forgive me if I give you truth instead of falsehood.”


  Damn Hato. He wasn’t giving up. And why should he?


  Bren returned the sword to his lap and, applying the whetstone to the blade, reassumed the long, even strokes necessary to sharpen the edges. The sound of the whetstone grinding against the metal filled the cave. The repetitive motion calmed his anger and focused his thoughts.


  “What if the mark is just a coincidence?” Bren said.


  Hato shook his head. “I’d be remiss to think that Orell and his men went to all this trouble for nothing. You saw what those fools tried to do. They tried to burn the mark off her, and when that didn’t work, they tried to hack it off. Had it been a fake, it wouldn’t have resurfaced.”


  “Yet your tests have proven inconclusive.”


  “That’s because the mark has been so savagely attacked.”


  “Hato,” Bren said, steeling his tone. “I won’t kill her unless you’re sure.”


  “Would you like me to test her a third time?”


  “As if she hasn’t endured enough torture already,” Bren said. “If you were sure, you wouldn’t be itching to test her again. But you’re not sure, Hato, and I’ll have more than just hesitation to sanction murder.”


  “She has the mark,” Hato said. “On that we agree.”


  “But she doesn’t fit Robert’s riddle.”


  “I thought you didn’t trust the riddle.”


  “They’re the words of a dying man, a madman there at the end. We don’t even know when and how he found it.”


  “I, for once, won’t dismiss the riddle as a madman’s raving,” Hato said. “Your brothers were determined to save the line of Uras. They died for you, so that you could continue their work.”


  Bren winced, remembering his brothers. He wanted to do well by the house of Uras, but his was a deadly inheritance, and he refused to take it lightly.


  “Think about the riddle,” Bren said. “There’s no might or wealth to this wench. She’s baseborn, the wife of a mere merchant. Inasmuch as we could use a break in our venture, she’s not it.”


  “We can’t afford to ignore any leads,” Hato said, logical as always. “Don’t forget, she bears the mark. Get to the trial, so we can move on. Just do it, my lord.”


  The whetstone ground to a halt with a jarring screech. Bren’s fingers tightened around the sword’s hilt. He had an urge to slip the blade between the old man’s ribs, to thrust it up and break through the solid encasement of a heart that failed to feel anymore.


  But Hato had given up his life to serve the house of Uras. No matter how hopeless or terrible, he had always told Bren the truth. And when defeat had overtaken Bren’s soul, Hato had been the only one able to wrench him away from despair’s crushing hold.


  Bren eased his grasp on the hilt and set aside his sword on the folded pad on the ground. Then he took a deep breath, trying to temper the raw fury coursing through him.


  The old man didn’t deserve to die for speaking the truth. He couldn’t slay his friend and mentor just because Hato reminded Bren of the beast he was.


  On the other hand, it was he, and not Hato, who had to do the terrible deed, and he couldn’t just slay an innocent because time was running out and they were desperate.


  “Don’t overthink the matter,” Hato said. “Riva is bound to catch up with us soon. We have little coin and low supplies. The tribute is almost due. Teos will call soon—”


  “A few more days,” Bren said. “Perhaps some of the other leads will bear fruit.”


  “I commend you for your decency, my lord, I really do, but practicality takes precedence in our case and time is not on our side. Orell is on our tail. You’ve got nothing to gain from a delay and everything to lose. Will you at least consider my advice?”


  “I always do.”


  Hato squeezed Bren’s shoulder as he shuffled out of the cave to join the others camping outside. Bren heaved a frustrated sigh. The old man was right again.


  But what about the woman?


  Bren didn’t know her. Her life might not be meant for rule or greatness, but was it any less valuable than his?


  Damn the Twins. The house of Uras was fated to become extinct if he continued to think like this. He knew he couldn’t afford to be weak. He had to be strong—for his people, for his house. He had to finish it.


  He knelt next to the woman’s pallet. Lusielle. He had learned her name when he scouted the lead. After four days on the run, an attractive face was beginning to emerge from beneath her yellowing bruises. The small, straight nose was sprinkled with freckles and underscored by a set of generous lips that enhanced her features’ harmony. The tiny line between her brows betrayed a hint of character. A trace of red streaked her brown curls, a touch of the fire that had almost killed her.


  Her body might have been pleasant to look at if she hadn’t been so brutally battered. Not only had Orell tried to hack the mark off her back, but he had beaten and even flogged her in the hopes of extracting a confession. King Riva liked confessions—even if they weren’t true—as long as they served to justify his lies.


  Bren knew that Lusielle’s wounds would mend if festering could be avoided. The blisters on her legs and feet had begun to heal, especially as Bren had cooled them with packed snow and oiled them with Hato’s balms. In a week or two, she should be able to walk again.


  He pushed a curl away from her face. It was silky between his fingers, strong and resilient. Her face was flushed with fever. Even so, she smelled good, like fragrant bread—a rich loaf, fresh from the oven.


  Why did he have to kill her?


  Bren guessed the woman must be in her middle twenties. He thanked the Twins for the small favor. At least she wasn’t a child or an old woman past her prime. This woman was young enough to have a full life ahead and old enough to look forward to enjoying it.


  She was brave too. He had admired the courage he had discovered in her eyes, even as she had been about to die. In the depths of her mossy green gaze, he had tangled with her will as if fighting a duel.


  But considering what he’d do to her—what he had to do—he should have surrendered her to the fire. Her death would have been kinder.


  Enough of this. He wasn’t born to heal. He had been spawned to destroy. No mercy. It was the house of Uras’s motto. No self-pity, either, as he couldn’t afford the luxury.


  He reached for the sword, craving its strength, but an odd sense of longing tugged at him. Damn it, why not? It was his curse, his right. On impulse, he pressed his mouth against the woman’s lips.


  A wave crashed over him. His breath felt drawn from his lungs. A force he’d never felt before rumbled inside of him, like a beast awakening. It was astonishing, improbable, incredible. He had to fight like a drowning man to return to reality.


  Then he realized that a pair of steely green eyes stared up at him. “Who are you?”


  Chapter Four


  IT WASN’T THE MAN’S SCARRED FACE that had alarmed Lusielle. It wasn’t his proximity either, or the feel of his lips on her mouth, or the tingle swelling her lips. It was the shock that she spotted in his eyes, along with the loathing and the misery she saw there, followed by the instant hardening of the dark stare she had caught undefended.


  Who was he?


  A memory of fire and pain flared in her mind. The high heat running through her veins muffled her thinking. Dread. She had survived the torture and the flames. Despair. Was it about to start all over again?


  She scrambled out of the pallet like a rat dashing out of a trap.


  “Don’t!” the man said, grabbing for her leg but letting go as soon as his fingers came in contact with her bandages.


  She scooted backwards on her hands and elbows. A solid wall of rock slammed against her back. Pain shot through her body like a rain of arrows. Out. She had to get away from this man. Fast. She looked around in desperation. Was that a sword lying on the ground?


  Mustering whatever little strength she could, she dove for it. Her fingers wrapped around the sword’s hilt as she forced her voice past her bruised throat.


  “Stay back!”


  “Easy now,” the man said, standing up slowly, displaying his empty palms, motioning for her to calm down. “You’re going to reopen your wounds.”


  No more pain. No more torture. She was done with King Riva and his random courts of so-called justice. She was done with the magistrate, Orell, and Aponte. She wasn’t going to let it happen again.


  She scoured the place for an exit, swallowing great gulps of smoke-scented air. Her feet throbbed. Her legs ached. Her arms quivered under the heavy sword’s strain. It was an odd weapon, curved instead of straight, unwieldy to her untrained hands, foreign and wild. She clung to it with all the grit she could muster.


  He took a step towards her.


  “If you come any closer,” she said, “I’ll have to kill you.”


  “That’s a mighty big boast,” he said. “Do you really think you can hurt me with my sword?”


  Shaking as hard as she was, she could barely keep the heavy sword aimed at him, let alone manage a thrust. If she hadn’t been so weak, maybe she could have edged her way out of the cave. As it was, he looked very strong and daunting standing between her and the way out.


  “Listen, Lusielle,” he said. “That’s your name, right? Lusielle?”


  She nodded reluctantly.


  “Lusielle,” he repeated, almost kindly. “You’ve been through a lot. I understand that you’re scared, but you’re safe at the moment, and you’re not doing your wounds any favors. For your own good, do you think you could lower the sword and try to settle down?”


  Her mind was spinning in too many directions. The pain wasn’t helping either. But Lusielle forced herself to think.


  Where was she? In a cave of some sort, not in a place she recognized. How had she gotten here? She’d have to come back to that. Was this man friend or foe?


  Lusielle willed her frantic heartbeat to slow down. Her arms quaked with the effort of holding the sword. She recognized that she was ill and not just physically. She was also sick with fear. She had been hurt and could have died, but someone had been taking care of her.


  Him?


  She could barely get the words through her parched throat. “Did you—did you tend to my wounds?”


  He gave a curt nod.


  “A-Are you one of Orell’s guardsmen?”


  “I’m not with Orell or the magistrate,” he said. “We’re no longer near your town.”


  “Then why are you wearing the king’s colors?”


  “Oh, this.” He tugged at his sleeve with a measure of embarrassment. “It’ll be off as soon as we’re out of the kingdom. It was a ploy. To get to you. Without getting killed?”


  “Oh.” She wasn’t sure she could believe him—or anyone else—ever again, but she decided to give him the benefit of the doubt because she wasn’t feeling well or thinking straight and he had kept her alive, at least until now.


  She fought a bout of dizziness. “W-Where are we?”


  “We are in hiding, in a cave, away from those men. I got you from the fire. Remember?”


  She had a memory of his black eyes, holding her stare; of his curiously scarred face lit by the fire’s hot flames. She recalled the crowd’s snarling faces, flames flaring all around her, a commotion beyond the pyre, and something else, right at about the time she lost her senses… a horse, galloping through the flames?


  The world blurred. He got there just in time to catch the sword as it slipped out of her grasp. Resting the back of her head on the wall, she laughed. There was no amusement to her chuckles, only bitter surrender.


  “Don’t you go mad on me,” he said, enfolding her in a warm blanket. “Hang on to your wits, girl.”


  Easy for him to say. His life hadn’t been destroyed in three terrible days.


  He picked her up from the ground and lay her down gently on the pallet. His words came through muted and distant, but the masculine murmur was pleasant to the ear and calming to her nerves. His lean face occupied the full space of her vision. His mouth was firm, like the expression on his face. His nose was also stern, matching the grimness in his black eyes.


  Shame about the scar, which was so deep that it had burned through skin and muscle. It was a dark blotch on the cusp of his chiseled cheekbone, an oddly round patch, intricately roped around the edges where the mangled skin rose above the rest. The seared flesh pulled on the man’s lower eyelid, warping his right eye into a fearsome expression. Her sight was still blurred, but when she squinted, she thought she spotted a tear-shaped outline within the blackened edges.


  She shook with fever. Flashes of cold and heat traveled through her bones like caravans of rattling wagons. Her lips were as dry as cracked leather. She knew what she needed; liquids, lots of it, preferably infused with some of her healing herbs. But her arid mouth couldn’t quite make out the words.


  The man must have sensed that she was thirsty, or else he had tended to the wounded before, because he braced her carefully against his chest and leaned the rim of a pewter cup against her lips. Lusielle swallowed the lukewarm tea eagerly. It restored moisture to her throat and revived her senses.


  The man’s essential scent enveloped her, a fusion of heated metal, worn leather and fresh rain. It also wafted from the blanket and scented the air she breathed. It was strange, but despite the darkness she spied in his eyes, she wasn’t afraid of the scar or the man anymore. She reached out to touch him.


  He flinched, but that didn’t stop her.


  She ran her fingertips through the dark bristle of his closely cropped hair, allowing her hand to slide down to his clean-shaven cheek, caressing his chin and crossing over to the other side of his face, until her fingers tripped over the scar’s leathery edges.


  Had it been a dream? “Did you … kiss me?”


  “No,” he said harshly, but then the light changed in his eyes. “Aye, I did.”


  By the gods, he had kissed her, with tenderness, she remembered, with passion. “Why?”


  He frowned. “I—I don’t know.”


  What a strange man he was. Perhaps she was hallucinating and he wasn’t real. Perhaps he was her mind’s odd creation. At least he had admitted to kissing her, which was her most recent memory. Or maybe she was making that up too.


  She traced the scar on his face. “Were you kissed by the God of fire?”


  Surprise flashed in his eyes. “I guess you could say that.”


  “But you survived?”


  He offered a reluctant nod.


  “And yet you dared the fire again? After you knew how bad it burned? To get me out?”


  He gave her a curious look, but said nothing.


  The world spun violently within those black eyes, but she managed to keep her senses. “What’s your name?”


  “I’m Brennus.”


  “Brennus.” She mulled over the word. “He who comes with the darkness. In the old tongue. Why did you fetch me from the fire?”


  “We’ll talk about that later.”


  “Was it an act of kindness?”


  A sneer twisted his face. “Hardly.”


  “A feat of courage?”


  “I was pissing in my saddle.”


  “A charitable deed?”


  He scoffed. “I gave up on charity a long time ago.”


  It was odd. It must be the fever. She was having trouble distinguishing between humor and sarcasm, bitterness and rage. There was nothing soft about his face, no trace of joy or friendliness. Still, she wasn’t afraid of him. She thought perhaps she should be.


  “Why did you act as you did, Brennus?”


  “Would my reasons make any difference to you?”


  The question hung in the air like a promise about to break. She tried to read his eyes and found nothing but blackness in his stare. Her mind was flickering like a sputtering candle. Her thoughts were fading. But she could have sworn he was about to say something when a tall, gaunt man rushed into the cave.


  “They’re onto us,” he said. “We’ve got to move.”


  Chapter Five


  THE NEXT FEW DAYS WERE LOST to Lusielle. Her life was a jumbled sequence of snippets, blurry images breaking up long periods of dense darkness, triggered by a sudden jostle or a twinge of pain, cold, heat or thirst. She spotted glimpses of a gray sky, spitting out rain, and campfires burning deep in the woods. There was more rain, and a face—his face—hovering just beyond reach.


  Occasionally, sound trickled into her muffled world from a distant place. The wind rustled through the trees. The horses’ hooves pounded on dirt, gravel, and mud. Men spoke, snorted, muttered and snored. A low, measured voice—his voice—echoed very near, urging her to drink, eat or sleep, accompanied by the pervasive masculine scent that was her constant companion.


  There were times when she came to just enough to realize that she existed in the world in-between, where gods and mortals met in dreams, where dreams and reality were one and the same. In those moments, she realized that she survived only because of someone else’s will, that if she wanted a future, she had to wake up and seize it. She kept trying, even though it required great effort, like swimming against a colossal tide.


  “This way,” the voice said.


  She felt listless as a corpse, but she grabbed on to that voice and followed it to a semblance of consciousness. Fighting her heavy eyelids, she managed to glimpse the man’s stern face, outlined against a background of pewter clouds.


  Brennus.


  She rode with him on his horse, wrapped in an oiled mantle, mostly protected from the rain. His strong arms kept her from slipping off the massive beast. His armored chest offered a hard but steady pillow. The beat of his heart echoed through the copper plates, strong, vibrant, and enthralling.


  He must have realized that she was awake, because his stare swooped down on her like a hawk on the prowl, even though his voice was gentle. “Hush,” he said. “We won’t be too much longer on the road today.”


  His eyes were lined with worry and exhaustion. So were the faces of the other men who rode with him. All of them were wet, tired and miserable, picking their way up a steep mountain track as the relentless rain continued to pelt them. That same rain was dripping from Brennus’s face, drenching his hair and trickling down his neck.


  “The rain,” she whispered. “It’s making you wet.” She reached out to dry the water from his face, but the wound on her back protested with a pang of pain.


  He caught her hand and tucked it back into the blanket. “It’s no use,” he said. “You can’t keep me dry.”


  “One can try,” she said.


  And he actually smiled.


  “Where are we?” she asked.


  “South of nowhere and north of wherever,” he said. “Far from the usual routes. We’re seven days out.”


  Seven days was an awful long time to be senseless among strangers.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. “Riva’s not going to find us.”


  She winced when the horse missed a step.


  “Hato!” Brennus called.


  Why was he barking like that?


  There was splashing, the sound of hooves clattering and then, “My lord?”


  “We’ve got to stop. The fever’s back and she’s hurting again.”


  “No place to stop around here, my lord,” the other man said.


  “Send Severo and Cirillo ahead,” he said. “Tell them to find a decent camp and get a fire going. She’s got to rest.”


  “My lord,” he said, “we have pressing business. We can’t slow down to accommodate her comfort—”


  “Do you want her alive or not?”


  The other man sighed. “As you wish, my lord.” He rode away.


  She tried to tell him that she was fine, but ended up whimpering instead.


  “Shush,” he whispered in her ear. “You need to sleep.”


  And by the Thousand Gods, off she went, at his command, into the darkness again, following his heart’s steady rhythm as it sang a lullaby to her heart.


  Chapter Six


  LUSIELLE’S EYES OPENED TO REVEAL YET another unfamiliar setting. She lay on a wide and comfortable bed in a lavishly appointed chamber. She was fairly sure there was a feather mattress beneath the fine linens. Her head was propped on a pile of pillows. The fire’s chatter announced a crackling hearth in the room. Had she died and been reborn to one of the god’s halls?


  She tried to summon some kind of order out of her jumbled memories. Rain. She recalled the endless drizzle. Gray. It had been the sky’s color for many days. And something else. Him.


  She sensed more than saw a presence leaning over her. Her eyes focused on the intricate patterns of finely spun blue silk. Golden ribbons edged the ends of a dangling sleeve. Someone was trying to look at the wounds on her back. The expensive gown rustled when Lusielle stirred, announcing a quick retreat.


  A woman with a goddess’s face and a temptress’s body stood above her. Her elegance matched the chamber. The pristine planes of her face served as the perfect background for her exotic blue eyes. Shrewdness sparkled in her stare, but the smile blooming on her face dispelled all traces of fear or caution.


  “You’re awake,” the woman said.


  Lusielle cleared the cobwebs from her throat. “And you are?”


  “I’m Eleanor. You might know me as the Lady of Tolone. You’re in my house.”


  Dear Gods. She was in the presence of a ruling highborn. She was in Tolone, one of the Free Territories bordering King Riva’s kingdom on the east side of the river Nerpes. Lusielle had never been out of the kingdom before, but she had heard many rumors about the Free Territories, including stories about Tolone and the fair lady who had come to rule it.


  Lusielle took another look at the plush chamber, making out a third person in the room. A tall, dark-haired woman stood behind the lady with a hand poised on her dagger’s hilt. She was either a nicely appointed servant, or, more likely, the lady’s bodyguard. Well, the bodyguard could be well at ease. Lusielle had a hard time pushing herself up on her elbows to sit on the bed. She wasn’t any threat to anybody at the moment.


  The Lady of Tolone’s shrewd eyes settled on her face. “You’re not exactly what I was expecting. You look like you’re healing well enough, but you are… well, a little mousy. I suppose that’s to be forgiven, given your circumstances. But on the whole, you’re not bad for a baseborn wench.”


  The woman’s condescension was hard to take, but Lusielle was wise enough to let it pass. She was in the lady’s house, in a precarious, maybe even dangerous situation. Better to let the lady think she was slow-witted while she found her footing and figured out her surroundings.


  She focused on the facts. “You said you were ‘expecting’ me?”


  The woman exchanged a guarded look with her bodyguard. “I suppose we’ve all been expecting you in one way or another—not you, not exactly, but someone like you.”


  The woman wasn’t making any sense to Lusielle, but then again, highborn hardly ever did. “Where is he?” she asked.


  “Who?”


  “The man who brought me here.”


  “Oh.” She clasped her hands together. “You mean the Lord Brennus?”


  “Is he a highborn also?”


  “He might not always look the part, but he certainly is.” She tilted her head to one side and smiled sweetly. “He rode out for a few days. He said something about having some business to attend to. But he’s on his way. My scouts report that he crossed the border and should be back anytime now.”


  Lusielle’s impossible situation was looking stranger by the moment. The Lady of Tolone seemed beautiful and nice, and yet warnings were ringing in Lusielle’s mind like fire bells. She didn’t trust the lady. First, she was a highborn. Everyone knew about them. They were rarely truthful and always engaged in intrigue. Second, the lady’s eyes shifted like a flowing river with too many undercurrents, and her gestures were a little too precise and schooled for Lusielle’s taste. Lusielle wagered that the lady could make anybody believe anything.


  But if trusting the lady was out of the question, collecting as much information from her was absolutely necessary.


  “Why did Lord Brennus bring me here?” Lusielle asked.


  “He told me he wanted to give you time to heal.” The lady gestured to the tray of remedies on the night stand. “Believe me, child, in the last few days, I’ve put my best healers on you. A man like the Lord Brennus is always unpredictable. He has only a few friends, but if I had to guess, I’d say he needed a safe haven when he brought you here.”


  “A safe haven from what?”


  “Aren’t you a curious one?” The lady clasped her hands behind her back and paced to the foot of the bed. “Well, if you must know, the Lord Brennus is a wanted man in the kingdom and has been outlawed in most of the territories.”


  “Outlawed?” Lusielle’s voice quavered. “Why?”


  “Because—well, you know—this.”


  Lusielle looked around. “This?”


  “You.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes, you,” the lady said, betraying a hint of exasperation. “Aren’t you going to ask?”


  “Ask what?”


  “Why he fetched you in the first place?”


  “I’ve been wondering—”


  “Oh, that’s easy,” Eleanor said. “It’s because of your birthmark.”


  “My birthmark?”


  “Well, you must have a mark,” the lady explained. “You see, the noblemen of Uras are trained to chase the Goddess’s mark. They hunt. Baseborn. Females. With the mark.”


  How Lusielle managed to repress the sudden need to wretch was a mystery to her, but she did, because now more than ever she was going to need her wits.


  “So?” The lady stared at Lusielle expectantly. “Did you understand what I just said?”


  “Yes.” Lusielle stomach was heaving to and fro.


  “You must be so scared.” Lady Eleanor’s eyes widened with compassion. “But now you know. That’s why the Lord of Laonia is a wanted man in the kingdom. Ask anybody. Ask the servants. Ask Tatyene here.”


  The lady’s bodyguard nodded.


  Lusielle felt numb all over. “But … why?”


  “Who knows the minds of wicked men?” the lady said. “It doesn’t matter. A woman mustn’t allow the world of men to destroy her. We’re allies, you and us. We must mind each other.”


  The lady motioned to her bodyguard, who fetched and deposited a small pile of clothing at the foot of the bed. Tatyene’s smile might have been soothing if her canines had not been so sharply filed. She spoke in a gently accented voice that managed to suggest and command at the same time.


  “You’ll find a proper shift and a decent skirt with a shirt among these,” she said. “You’ll also find wool stockings and a pair of sturdy boots. A traveling wench needs reliable footwear.”


  A traveling wench?


  Lusielle considered the women carefully. She had just learned a terrible lesson. It was more than fresh in her mind. It was seared into her scalded flesh. These two were deep and twisted, definitively plotting something. She had to proceed with caution.


  “Does the lady think I should travel?”


  The Lady of Tolone smiled and stepped aside to look out of the lead and colored-glass window, where the rain tapped a torrential beat against the panes. Her bodyguard sat down on the bed and clasped Lusielle’s hands as if they had known each other for years.


  “You should listen to your instincts,” Tatyene said. “Freedom is a woman’s only assurance. Should you decide to part ways with the house of Uras, you’ll find the back gate behind the kitchens. Don’t follow the main road. It’ll be an easy hunt if you do. Take the shepherds’ shortcut through the wood. You can pick it up at the road’s bend, after the fenced plots.”


  The icy touch of three gold coins tripped Lusielle’s fingertips. A single finger crossed Tatyene’s ferocious smile when Lusielle started to ask. She looked to the Lady of Tolone. Her gaze was lost out the window.


  Lusielle didn’t know who or what to believe, but she knew that she had to make sense of her plight in order to make good decisions for herself. Her gut also told her that she had to get away from these scheming highborn and fast.


  “One last question, if you don’t mind,” Lusielle said.


  “Yes?” the lady said, emerging from her contemplation by the window.


  “If the Lord Brennus wanted to hunt me, why did he spare my life after he found me?”


  “Oh, no, dear,” she said quickly. “He didn’t fetch you to spare your life.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You poor innocent.” The compassionate stare made another appearance. “Everybody knows but you.”


  “Know what?”


  “That he fetched you from the fire and brought you here so that he can take pleasure in killing you himself.”


  * * *


  Lusielle waited until the lady and her bodyguard left the room before she stole out of the bed. She stood up slowly, testing both her feet and her balance. The soles of her feet protested slightly as she pressed them to the floor, but then went numb. She tried taking a step.


  The jars and bottles crowding the nightstand wobbled when she steadied herself on the table. She spotted an open jar. A quick whiff revealed the presence of cat’s claw, mixed with high quality fats and scented with lavender’s extract and a touch of calendula to ward off the festering. Upon further inspection, she recognized several kinds of aromatic oils to promote quick healing and the laudanum tincture that was most likely responsible for her drowsiness.


  The lady’s healers had used nothing but the best ingredients. No wonder her burns were almost healed.


  Dragging the linen sheet around her body, she shuffled towards the ornately framed mirror leaning against the far wall. It was a shock to see her reflection in that long, gilded mirror, disheveled, gaunt and half-naked, like a frail, helpless fool.


  Lusielle found the sight alarming, because with the exception of the small hand-held mirror her husband used to supervise her when she shaved him, Aponte Rummins refused to allow mirrors in his house. He thought mirrors spoiled women, aiding in the corruption of the feminine virtues he appreciated best—modesty, obedience and humility. Vanity, he’d often said, was a woman’s blight, and he intended to protect Lusielle from the sins it engendered, including pride, arrogance and wantonness.


  Ten years she had lived under Aponte’s rule. Ten lost years she would never get back.


  Until today, Lusielle had never had the time or the means to examine her body in front of a full-length mirror. Releasing the crumpled sheet, she found her legs too long, her frame too thin and her feet bound in clean bandages. She also spotted a dressing covering her back.


  After undoing the knots, the bandages dropped to the floor. Then for the first time she looked—really looked—at her back.


  A few crooked welts snaked between her shoulder blades, marking the trail of the lash. Her skin was still red, but it was healing in the spots where the braided whip had broken through. A messy bruise surrounded the mending wound midway down her back. Craning her neck, she spotted the darker pigmentation beneath the bruise, the faint but even outline of what looked like a small pair of butterfly wings imprinted at either side of her spine.


  The gods protect her. Her body indeed wielded a mark, just like the lady said!


  She suppressed a rush of fear and forced herself to think. Just because she bore a mark didn’t mean that everything the lady and her bodyguard had said was true. Lusielle might come from a modest family, but she was no ignorant wench. She understood that every cauldron cooked a different mix, more so if it entailed the mighty highborn. For reasons she couldn’t yet comprehend, the Lady of Tolone wanted Lusielle gone. Thus the boots and the gold coins.


  On the other hand, why stay and run the risk that the lady was right on any count? The most compelling fact supporting the women’s warning was obvious. Her rescuer was a highborn lord. He had no reason to offer Lusielle his protection and no motive to save her life. She could be of no value to him, as she wasn’t highborn and she didn’t command a ransom.


  Her husband had repudiated her. Her town had turned her out. Orell had tortured her. The magistrate had condemned her to death. Under the circumstances, it didn’t seem so far-fetched that when it came to her, the grim-gazed lord had no other purpose but sport.


  Nothing good could come from staying with these people.


  She sensed the danger all around her. Sure, she couldn’t exactly go back home, but staying put offered more risks than advantages. She didn’t understand the Lord Brennus’s actions and she couldn’t even begin to fathom the lady’s motives, but she knew one thing—she had to trust her instincts. She had to leave.


  But where could she go?


  Lusielle knew she had to have a sound plan if she was going to survive. The last few weeks—no, the last ten years of her life—had taught her a brutal lesson. At sixteen, she had become an orphan and a bride. At twenty-seven, she was equally helpless and sentenced to die.


  Despite her best efforts and sacrifices, she was still alone—as helpless, weak and vulnerable as she had been the day her parents died.


  She wiped a stray tear from her eye. No more of that. She was done grieving, and she was tired of submitting and conforming.


  She was determined to turn disaster into opportunity. To do so, she was going to have to carve out a spot in a world that had thus far refused to make space for the likes of her. She must go to the only place where she might have a chance to survive and maybe even thrive. It entailed a long and dangerous journey with no assurances, and yet it was her best—nay, her only—chance. She just had to figure out how to get there.


  Her eyes fell on the money Tatyene had given her, the three gold coins glinting atop the pile of clothing on the bed. They offered a good beginning.


  She donned the soft linen shift and put on the ruffled blouse and the brown skirt. She rolled the woolen hose over her bandaged feet and up her legs, then put on her boots, lacing them loosely. Because of her rescuer’s care, she’d had precious time to heal, and thanks to the healers’ efforts, her feet were mostly mended.


  No excuses. This had to be done.


  A quick look out the window confirmed that the rain continued to fall. She had no choice but to steal one of the oiled leather mantles she found conveniently hanging on a peg. Her eyes fell on the tray of food standing in the corner. Her stomach grumbled. After downing a bowl of broth in one long gulp, she crammed a buttered roll in her mouth and stuffed her pockets with a bunch of grapes and a few slices of ham. She would have to eat the rest on the run.


  She went to the door, but hesitated at the threshold. She had a plan and she intended to follow it. But what if this Lord Brennus was simply a nice man, the last one remaining in this cruel, crazy world?


  She recalled how well he had cared for her throughout their journey. Had it not been for him, she would surely be dead. Even her lips remembered his kiss’s generosity. After enduring Aponte’s harsh mouth, she fancied she could easily distinguish cruelty from kindness and voracity from honest passion. No, despite the lady’s warning, she couldn’t think of the lord who had rescued her as mean, vicious or brutal.


  What if he had seen through the injustice that had befallen her? What if he had been the only person—highborn or not—willing to help her in the face of that injustice?


  The risks were too many to ignore and the danger was too real to forget, but the Lord of Laonia had saved her life and even as she fled him, she didn’t have to join the ranks of the ungrateful.


  Lusielle retraced her steps and rummaged through the desk. Although there was no parchment in the drawer, she found a quill and a little pot of ink. She jotted down a few words on her unlikely page and then made for the door.


  She slipped out of the chamber into the corridor. She had no idea which way to go, but she had to find a way out of the seed house. Voices and lively music echoed from below. A carved stone banister overlooked the main hall. She peeked between the railings.


  The Lord Brennus sat on a high-backed chair next to the Lady of Tolone across from a fire roaring in the massive hearth. He sipped from a gilded horn, listening to the lady’s chatter but staring at the fire with a sullen expression.


  Lusielle could tell that he had recently arrived from whatever foray he had undertaken as his boots were wet and muddy. He was still wearing his greaves and his muscled breastplates, impressive leather-and-bronze chest armor strapped at the shoulders and embossed with swirling vines.


  The music began. The tall, gaunt man who had accompanied the lord during their trip came into the chamber and joined some of the warriors who had ridden with them on the way to Tolone. She recognized their faces from her journey’s hazy memories.


  Other people loitered in the great hall, the lady’s servants and retainers, talking, gaming and eating from the trays on the tables. The lady’s fierce-looking bodyguard stood behind her chair. Even the guards wearing Tolone’s colors seemed to linger in the hall, until a couple of them got up and headed for the stairs, reminding each other loudly that it was time to make their rounds.


  Lusielle froze as the guards mounted the first few steps. She wasn’t sure, but she thought that the lady had spotted her, hiding behind the railings.


  Without delay, the lady rose to her feet and announced that she was going to dance in ringing tones. Every eye in the room fell on the stunning woman, including those of the guards, who paused on the stairs to watch their mistress.


  Lusielle crept down the hallway. She didn’t really trust the Lady of Tolone or anyone else for that matter, but she was determined not to waste her best chance to escape.


  Chapter Seven


  HATO SIPPED HIS WINE WITH THE same lack of enthusiasm his young lord showed for his drink. Bren was a better man than his brothers, more disciplined, less impetuous, surprisingly honorable at times and equally skilled with his sword and his judgment. The house of Uras had been ruled well by Bren.


  It was a shame his chances were so poor. Hato would have liked to see at least one of his lords beat the odds.


  Hato didn’t like what he saw in his lord’s dark gaze tonight. Anger was a fickle emotion and the slightest trace of reluctance could destroy even the best of men. But Bren had a reason to be angry, as their trip to meet with the moneylenders hadn’t gone well. Laonia’s credit was strained and no more aid would be forthcoming to pay the tribute this year. It all bode badly for his lord, especially when mixed with the stubborn streak that had doomed so many of his kin.


  It bode badly for Hato as well. By birth and occupation, Hato’s fate was linked to the house he served. What was good for his lord was good for him. What troubled his lord equally worried Hato. That included Tolone.


  It was time to act.


  He got up from his stool and bowed before Eleanor. “May I see it, my lady?”


  “Again?” Eleanor’s brow rose sharply. “You’ve asked to see it every single time you’ve visited here.”


  “Indulge an old collector, my lady. Your library is a marvel, one of the last great collections in the Free Territories. And your illustrated version of The Tale … it’s magnificent.”


  “You’d do well to say yes, and quickly.” Bren nudged Eleanor. “The scent of old parchment and leather is like a drug to Hato. He might start drooling on your floors if you don’t consent.”


  “What a horrid prospect.” Eleanor laughed. “By all means, my lord. Tatyene here will take you to the library. But you shall not linger there for too long. The entertainment is about to begin.”


  “Obliged.” Hato bowed again and followed Tatyene out of the hall, down the long corridor, past the guard and to the gilded double doors that opened to reveal Tolone’s true treasure—Tolone’s library.


  Tolone’s library doubled as the lady’s office. It wasn’t a huge room like the massive libraries of yesteryear, but it was adequate. A somber collection of oil portraits hung on one of the walls. The orderly arrangement of dark and severely bearded elders stood in contrast to the lady’s own bright and lively portrait. Three tall, colored glass windows brightened the far wall, astonishing works of art forming a colorful rosette displaying the peacock’s feather, Tolone’s seal. The elaborate stained glass windows were not only gorgeous—they were expensive. Hato knew this, because in better times, the Lord of Laonia had paid for them.


  The windows framed the Lady of Tolone’s massive desk. Top to bottom shelves held the ancient book collections on one side of the room. The scrolls and manuscripts were stacked along the opposite wall around an arched niche illuminated by a Laonian shimmering stone, another gift from Bren. The exquisite volume lay on the niche’s ornate stand, an ancient, priceless and masterfully illustrated version of The Tale, which told the highborn version of the Goddess’s creation and the Triad’s rising.


  As he approached the niche, Hato set his trained face into the appropriate expression of awe and appreciation. He watched as Tatyene busied herself, straightening the piles on her mistress’s desk. It was a shame that the bodyguard had decided to stick around. Hato could have accomplished so much more without her present.


  But even though he might not be able to achieve everything he needed to do in one visit, he could still manage his most important goal of the night.


  He leaned over the volume and admired the pages’ illuminated decorations. He ogled the splendid loops and knots framing the text’s flowing calligraphy, admiring the way in which the light ignited the miniature illustrations of Suriek’s ascension, a luminous window to the world’s creation captured on fine parchment. He spotted mighty Onisious winning the race in one corner, and clever Ronerus as he quickened the Nerpes in the opposite corner. For Tatyene’s sake, Hato clucked and sighed to his heart’s content. All the while, his eyes scoured the shelves to his right, seeking out the old manuscript he needed.


  He exhaled quietly when he caught sight of the ragged leather tag dangling from the manuscript’s loose stitching. He leaned a hand on the shelf and ran his fingertips over the battered edges. It wasn’t a very thick manuscript. It wasn’t flashy or beautiful and it wasn’t decorated at all. For most people, its only importance was that it was very old.


  Not to Hato. He and his lord needed it for so much more.


  Word was that the Lady of Tolone had been selling some of the lesser known valuables from her library in order to raise cash to pay for her whims. Upon learning this, Hato had gone into a quiet panic. She could have sold the somber paintings or the extravagant windows. Instead, she chose to dismantle the library. The library!


  It wasn’t as if he hadn’t studied the manuscript before. In the last few years, he had managed the feat three times and made the most out of his opportunities. But the homely manuscript was the last of its kind and the only version known to exist outside of Teos. Even if Hato knew the essence of what it contained, he—and more to the point, his lord—had to secure it.


  Music drifted from the hall.


  “The entertainment has begun,” Tatyene said. “The lady will want us there.”


  Having confirmed that the manuscript was still in the lady’s possession, a resigned Hato had to call in his gains for the night. He followed Tatyene to the hall and watched the bodyguard take her place by her mistress. Eleanor was well served by her bodyguard, who was not only skilled, cunning and attentive, but also loyal, a rare quality these days.


  Hato knew this because he had once sent one of his best operatives to entice Tatyene with a fat, juicy bribe in exchange for information about her mistress. When his agent returned, he did so in a sack, crushed like the fine ground wheat produced by the Tolonian mill that Eleanor had gifted to Tatyene on the occasion of her elevation as the lady’s protector.


  By the time Hato reclaimed his seat and his wine goblet, Tolone’s stunning mistress had taken to the floor and was dancing, teasing Bren with reckless disregard. Was the woman being cruel by being kind? Was she trying to amuse or to provoke? And who could believe that anything but kindness dwelt in that seductive smile?


  The Lady of Tolone was too shrewd of a ruler to reveal her hand, but Hato had an opinion. Far from offering hope and consolation, the Lady of Tolone was yet another burden to a hobbled mule. Resources urgently needed elsewhere ended up financing Eleanor’s quirks. True, her patience was noteworthy, but also true, Tolone would be a lesser territory without its alliance with Laonia.


  The treaty had pitched Eleanor and his lord into a flimsy boat on rocky seas. But Eleanor knew better. Hato wondered: Why did she feel a need to sway her hips and joggle her breasts before his lord like a common harlot?


  The years had worn down Hato’s soul. He was getting old. He found no pleasures in youthful joys anymore, no comforts for his aching bones. Trapped in Tolone’s landlocked seed house and away from the great river, he felt cut off and isolated, too far removed from his ancestral shores on the Lake of Tears, Laonia’s vast sea.


  And yet, he had made an oath. Only after the last man of the house of Uras was dead would Hato stop trying to defeat the curse. On a soggy night like this one, it didn’t look like it would be too long now.


  Somber thoughts. He should seek out the company of parchment and ink. They were really his better friends.


  He could have left quietly, but instead he took pity on Bren. Someone had to save his lord from Eleanor’s misguided attentions. He shuffled to his lord and bent over his ear. “Might we pretend we’re off to plot something important, my lord?”


  Bren’s smile lacked in joy what it offered in gratitude. He rose to his feet, eager to escape Eleanor. “Let’s go, old man, then you can go find your bed and I’ll go meet my fate.”


  Hato’s discreet sigh betrayed his relief. He saw no reason to put off the inevitable. Delaying would only cause further grief to a man who didn’t need more sorrow in his life.


  “Don’t go.” Eleanor entwined her arms around Bren’s stiff neck, brushing her generous breasts against his arm. “It’s early yet.”


  “What’s with you?” Bren said, disentangling from her arms. “Stop flirting with calamity.”


  “My apologies, my lord,” Eleanor said, suddenly contrite. “I was just happy to host you.”


  Alarm bells pealed in the back of Hato’s mind. What was she up to?


  As he followed his lord out of the chamber, Hato could sense the Twenty’s foul mood. They didn’t like the Lady Eleanor. They didn’t trust that she would be faithful to Bren or to Laonia. Every man in the room resented the woman almost as much as they regretted their lord’s grim fate. They were as suspect of Eleanor as Hato was.


  His lord wavered at the landing, then took on the stairs like a man stepping up to the gallows. Hato watched him go with a heavy heart. Bren carried his people’s fate on those broad shoulders. He was the last of the good men of the house of Uras, and yet he was destined to lose the little he had and die a horrible death.


  Chapter Eight


  PROPELLED BY SHEER WILL, BREN GRABBED his saddlebags and made it to the top of the stairs. His blood pounded in his temples. The scar on his face burned like a glowing chunk of coal.


  Eleanor had a way of stirring his angry blood into a rapid boil. He was tired of listening to her complaints. No matter how much he allotted to Tolone, it was never enough.


  Even so, he was used to enduring her gripes. It was her daring that perturbed him most. She should be smart enough to refrain from tempting him, but she had always been even bolder than all of her audacious ancestors put together. If it would have been in his power, he would have released her from her obligations years ago.


  He shouldn’t have come, but a man was entitled to a dry bed and a warm meal, especially if he was paying generously for it. The rainy season had made a mess of his camps and his men deserved a proper roof and a dry pallet every once in a while.


  There was also the matter of the woman. She shouldn’t have to spend her last days on a wet horse and her last nights on the soggy ground. She didn’t deserve to be murdered coldly in a back alley among paupers and whores or in the forgotten wilderness of a wind-swept ridge.


  There he went again, trying to justify the absurd delay. But he was done delaying. Eleanor’s lewd dance had stirred up his wrath. Wrath was good, the ultimate motivator. A stoked up man was the most efficient killer, a hunter worthy of Laonia and the house of Uras.


  He had to do it, now, before he changed his mind.


  He entered the room he kept at the seed house of Tolone and dropped his saddlebags by the door. The chamber was still warm, but the fire had died down into a pile of glowing embers. The chamber’s gloom matched his bleakness.


  Not for the first time, Bren wondered what type of weakness had earned his father the curse that plagued his house. He might never know, because his father was dead and so was the rest of his line.


  He wasn’t feeling very merciful tonight, a change that was bound to help. He came upon the bed in two strides. There was no point in explaining, no benefit to warning, coaxing or compelling. He was angry—at himself, at his fate. He clutched the hilt of his sword and ripped off the blankets from the bed.


  The woman was gone.


  He stared at the empty mattress in disbelief. A most improbable line was neatly written on the sheet, a flowing trail of ink on white linen.


  Whether it was kindness, courage or charity, I thank you, my lord. Farewell. L.


  Chapter Nine


  LUSIELLE STOLE THROUGH THE GARDENS UNDER the cover of darkness. The rain had sent most people indoors. The guards posted at the walls seemed few and far between. The Lady of Tolone might be fair, but she didn’t seem particularly concerned about minding her house’s safety tonight.


  Lusielle followed the wall’s perimeter. She avoided the main gates, including the back entry by the kitchen that Tatyene, the lady’s bodyguard, had mentioned. Instead, she looked for the small gate that led directly to the orchards. She knew those were common to wealthy homes because before Aponte had servants and slaves, it was she who had delivered remedies and ingredients to his highborn customers.


  She found the little gate soon enough, behind the vegetable garden. Better yet, there were no guards in sight. This was strange, but then again, Tolone had a reputation as peaceful. Perhaps the lady didn’t have any enemies to worry about. Or perhaps the huge, heavy bar on the gate was enough protection. After wrestling with it for a few long moments, she managed to lift it. She squeezed through the gate and stepped out into the night.


  The countryside was dark and drenched. Thunder rumbled in the distance. The whole world felt as if it was on edge. Quietly, she traversed the orchards and followed a small lane down the hill, stepping past the fenced pastures. A cow mooed in the distance. A herd of goats startled when she came upon them unexpectedly. Or was it the other way around? The sound of the rain falling muffled the animals’ noises, but did nothing to appease her booming heart.


  She sought the trees’ protection as soon as she could. The shepherds’ shortcut was exactly where Tatyene said it would be, but Lusielle didn’t take it. Instead, she walked on until she found a stream swelled with new rain. She trailed the creek deeper into the forest, avoiding the suggested route, tripping over the wet rocks and splashing in the mud.


  Her senses were on alert. She was prepared for deceit. Sure enough, she spotted the back of the first man hidden behind a dense growth of bushes at the top of the hill. He was facing away from her, stalking the trail. A second man, draped in a dark cowl, crouched next to him. Both men wore common garments, but their swords left no doubt as to their occupation.


  Lusielle suppressed a surge of panic. The men could be thieves waiting to ambush an unsuspecting victim, but the likelihood of thieves stalking a shepherd’s track was low, especially when the nearby road offered much wealthier prey.


  Nay. These men had not been randomly posted here. They were waiting for someone, most likely her.


  But why?


  She had suspected the lady’s motives in helping her from the outset. But what could a highborn lady who had it all, including riches and a reputation for fairness, gain from setting up someone as lowly and irrelevant as Lusielle?


  Lusielle cursed her ignorance, her inability to come up with a plausible explanation for the violent turn her life had taken. How was she supposed to make sense of the improbable, the impossible and the absurd?


  As she moved deeper into the wood, her eyes adjusted to the dark. By the time she crept up the hill along the creek, she spotted more men at the top of the hill. The rain’s relentless pelting helped conceal the sounds of her steps, but she feared they would hear her hammering heart as she skirted past them.


  She thought she was clear of the stalkers until a few moments later, when she saw three more men hunkering deep in the forest. Reinforcements, she decided. It seemed like such a waste to send all those warriors after someone like her. She wasn’t armed, and even if she were, she wouldn’t know how to fight them very well.


  Concealed behind a cluster of poplars, her eyes narrowed on the three men. One leaned against a tree with his eyes closed. Another one was chewing on something, perhaps a hunk of bannock. The third one traced lines on the wet ground with the point of his massive knife.


  By the gods, she recognized the last man!


  The broad face, the thick beard, she’d seen this man before, in the kingdom, wearing the king’s colors, although he was not wearing them now. Orell. He was the brute who had come with the king’s magistrate, the one who had taken such great interest in all aspects of her torture, the one who had seemingly enjoyed witnessing her destruction.


  What was he doing here? Were Aponte and the magistrate hiding in the forest as well?


  Lusielle shivered in fear and yet she couldn’t imagine her portly husband or the delicate magistrate crouching in the dark wood, enduring the elements. More likely, they had sent Orell and his men to finish her off.


  Had the lady known? Had her bodyguard Tatyene encouraged Lusielle’s escape only to deliver Lusielle to her pursuers?


  They had to know.


  Lusielle crouched among the poplars and tried to catch her breath. She felt as witless as she was breathless. Her feet hurt, her back ached and her legs cramped with exhaustion. She had left her sickbed too early. She was weak, hungry and thirsty, and any of those conditions could cause her to blunder. She had almost walked into the snare and yet she hadn’t.


  But if she wanted to be free tomorrow, she had to keep going tonight.


  She crept away from the men and headed deeper into the forest, looking for a place to cross the brook. She was a good ways upstream when she heard a racket. There was a shout, then she heard the sound of bodies crashing through the woods and the clash of swords. The sounds of struggle stalked her as she stole through the forest. Something—or someone—was running up the trail and engaging the stalkers.


  But who would want to come after her?


  Only one man.


  And why?


  So that he can take pleasure in killing you himself.


  Lusielle knew without a doubt that the Lady of Tolone couldn’t be trusted and yet her instincts told her to run. She had to get away from this place. Now.


  She heard the cry of a dying man closely behind her. For an instant, she wasn’t sure what to do. She ducked behind a fallen tree. Someone leapt over her, running swiftly. A second man attempted the jump, but landed, face first, on the ground. With a feral grunt, he scampered to get up. His little eyes fell on the shadows where Lusielle hid.


  Realization dawned on Orell’s dreaded face. A sneer bloomed on his lips.


  Lusielle ran, crashing through the woods like a doe in full flight.


  The man took up the chase, bellowing for his warriors to join him. “I got her,” he shouted.


  But he didn’t have her yet.


  Perhaps if she were stronger, she would have been able to outrun the men. Perhaps if she knew the terrain, she might have been able to make a swifter escape. As it was, her strength was waning and her breathing had grown ragged and short. To make matters worse, the soggy ground suddenly quit beneath her feet. She balanced at the edge of a cliff. She turned to see the stalkers, inching toward her.


  Orell emerged from the tree line. “For a wench, you can run. I’ll give you credit for that. But now it’s time for you to be nice and helpful.”


  Before she knew it, Lusielle was on the ground, kicking and trying to scream despite the gag the man stuffed in her mouth. Her wrists were roped together and strapped against her belly, and her arms were immobilized by the same rope, coiled around her waist and knotted at her back.


  “Up.” The man clutched her braid, dragged her to her feet and, bracing her against his body, manhandled her into facing the wooded slope. “You might as well step out where I can see you,” he shouted. “Quickly, before I slit her throat.”


  The serrated edge of a hunting knife tickled Lusielle’s neck. She didn’t gulp, not even when a tall, powerfully built figure stepped out from the forest with his sword unsheathed. She recognized the bloodstained sword first, the curled blade with the black stone at the hilt. She had trouble making out the sword wielder’s face, as half his face was covered in blood, presumably his opponent’s blood because he didn’t seem to be wounded. The other half of his face—where the flushed scar flared like a flaming beacon—was alight with murderous rage.


  Lusielle had trouble both breathing and thinking. What was Lord Brennus doing here?


  The man at her back barked a command. “Drop the sword.”


  Lord Brennus flashed his mirthless smile. “Orell, my old friend, have you forgotten the code? You’re in the Free Territory of Tolone. You’re forbidden here.”


  “Forbidden, you say?” Orell chortled. “There’re always ways to hunt the king’s outlaws. I won’t ask again. Drop your sword or I’ll kill the woman. She’s nothing to me.”


  The glare the lord directed in Lusielle’s direction was more than a scolding; it was an accusation. She knew without knowing that she had gotten him caught. Whoever was after her was hunting more than just her. They were hunting him as well. What foul games were these highborn playing?


  Suddenly, Orell scored her back, grinding the hilt of his knife into her healing wound. She flinched but managed to swallow a startled cry.


  The lord barked. “Leave her be!”


  “I bet you I can make her wail.” Orell traced his knife across her belly. “I bet you I can make her suffer even more than you can. Surrender your weapon or watch me start.”


  The lord dropped the sword.


  “I guess he wants you more than you know.” Orell signaled to his men, who seized on the lord like crows on scraps. Within a few moments, they had him disarmed with his hands trussed behind his back.


  “As soon as the locals spot you, you’ll be detained if not killed outright,” the lord Brennus said. “The people of the Free Territories abhor the king’s so-called justice.”


  “Do you think I’m a fool?” Orell said. “I’ve got a plan, one you won’t like much.”


  Whatever response the lord gave was smothered under a gag. He managed to kick two of Orell’s men to oblivion, but despite his efforts, he fought against too many, especially considering that his hands were tied behind his back and he no longer had a weapon.


  “Allow me.” Orell shoved Lusielle into the arms of another brute and hit the lord several times. When he was done, the lord Brennus was bleeding from the nose and barely conscious. Orell and his lackeys dragged him and Lusielle down a slippery track toward the main road.


  A hitched wagon waited, hidden among the shadows. The night was dark and the rain continued to fall, but she made out a draft horse and a cart. A long box was strapped to the back of the cart.


  Lusielle blinked away the raindrops. One of the thugs was lifting the lid off a wooden coffin. As she was hustled toward it, she wished she hadn’t figured out what it was, because if Orell had an option between bringing in his prisoners dead or alive, he had already made his choice.


  Chapter Ten


  ORELL THREW BREN INTO THE COFFIN. His shoulder hit the bottom of the box with a smarting thud. Orell was no gentler with the woman. When she balked, Orell put her out of her senses with a brutal backhand, then crammed her slender body into the tiny space behind Bren. They both lay on their sides, back to back, with their faces shoved against the coffin’s sides.


  For all his brutality, Orell wasn’t stupid. He had come up with a sound plan. No one in Tolone would take notice of a humble funeral procession, and travelers were likely to stay away from a coffin.


  “Enjoy the ride,” Orell said, before he slammed the heavy lid on Bren’s face.


  Then he heard pounding, a hammer beating on nails and nails crunching into the wood. Ropes rustled against wood as Orell and his men secured the coffin to the wagon.


  Damn the Twins. Bren was livid. He knew better than this. He should have taken an escort, or at the very least, alerted some of his men as to his whereabouts. But he had been careless in his fury, not just because the woman had escaped, but because when he had finally gotten up the nerve to do his duty, she was missing.


  Damn Orell.


  Damn the woman. What could have possessed her to attempt an addlebrained escape on a night like this?


  The cart lurched, and then wobbled into a staggering roll as it zigzagged down a steep trail. Both he and Lusielle sloshed like soggy sacks in the cramped box. Lusielle’s limp body was tucked tightly against his back. She was unconscious but still breathed.


  He started working on the gag right away. It was an old trick that Hato had taught him years ago. It entailed clenching and unclenching the jaw and pushing with the tongue. The tongue, Hato used to say, was a most powerful, if underestimated, muscle.


  Time to test his theory.


  Bren pushed until his face’s muscles were sore, all the while scraping the leather strap against the newly hewn boards at the bottom of the coffin. The pervasive stink of pine resin irritated his lungs. His own scent—damp leather and acrid sweat—permeated the air. A few hours passed by the time he finally managed to dislodge the strap and spit out the gag.


  By then, the woman had woken up and gone into quiet panic. She gagged and wheezed, breathing too fast for her own good. Her body shook in a convulsive rigor. He sensed her madness cramming the limited confines of the coffin as her anxiety reached a point from where her mind might not be able to return.


  “Panic kills,” he told her. “Get a hold of yourself.”


  In what could have been bitter sobbing or mocking laughter, the woman’s shoulders shook against his back. He wasn’t getting through to her.


  “Listen to me,” he said intently. “We’re getting out of here. It’s a promise. Do you hear me? I always keep my promises. You and I. We’re going to escape. Do you understand?”


  He heard a muted rustling. He had her attention.


  “These wretches want us alive,” he said, “at least for now. They bored small holes into the sides of the coffin. Press your nose against the holes and breathe.”


  He felt her head shift.


  “That’s right, take deep, even breaths. Good.” He paused, and thought about what to say that might calm her further. “We’re going to have to work together. First of all, I’m going to tackle your knots.” He scooted down and grappled with the ropes behind her back. “Be patient. They’re tight knots, but I think I can undo them.”


  Time passed without much progress, but to her credit, the woman held on to her wits. Every so often, he succeeded in loosening one of Orell’s knots. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead, but he kept going. He judged that a good hour had passed before he managed to undo the ropes binding her tied wrists to her waist. Although her wrists were still bound together, she could at least move her hands up and down.


  She tackled the gag right away. “It’s off,” she reported hoarsely.


  “Excellent,” Bren said. “Now, I’m going to try to turn around. Bear with me ….”


  What followed was a feat of will and bodily contortions. His rigid chest plates and his leather greaves didn’t help. He turned his neck first, then his torso, twisting a shoulder, straining his waist, rotating the other shoulder ….


  “Ouch.”


  “Pardon me.”


  “That’s my—”


  “Sorry.”


  Facing up, he knew his body would take up all the space in the box, so he wedged one of his wide shoulders under her head before rotating his legs. His knees scraped against the coffin’s lid. They were sore, entangled and sweating, but at least they were both facing up now.


  “Can you reach the ties of my breeches?” he asked.


  A pause. “Um, this might not be the best time for that sort of thing.”


  “What?”


  The nervous giggle smothered against his cloak startled him. Had she just tried to jest with him? At a time like this? He let out an uneasy laugh.


  “What do you want me to do?” she asked.


  “There’s a leather trim at the waist. The leather cords come out of it. Can you find it?”


  “You want me to undo the cords?”


  “Aye, release the cords and bend down the leather trim. Can you feel the hardening in it?”


  “And if I say yes, what else will you make me do?”


  He was on to her now. “It’s a pair of little knives, you dirty-minded wench, the only ones Orell and his idiots didn’t find. Can you slide them out of the trim?”


  Her fingers worked diligently. Her knuckles brushed against his underbelly. It was strange. He found himself thinking about things that men in extreme danger of dying seldom ponder.


  “Here comes the first one,” she said, tugging on his breeches until the little blade slid onto his belly.


  “Now if you can just stand me moving around one more time ….”


  She clutched the little blade while he managed to turn on his side again. If she only knew his intentions, she would have plunged the knife in his back. Instead, without need for further explanation, she put the small hilt between his hands and rubbed the ropes around her wrists against the blade.


  It wasn’t easy. Groping blindly in the darkness, holding the blade stiffly between his swollen fingers, he was fairly sure he managed to cut her at least a couple of times.


  But she didn’t complain. Instead, she kept at it with single-minded determination. A quiet little shriek announced the moment in which the rope gave way. Without prompting, she took the knife from his hands and began slicing through his ropes.


  His hands were free shortly thereafter.


  “One last time,” he said, shifting to his back. She shrunk back as much as the limited space allowed. He braced his hands and feet on the lid and pushed, but the lid didn’t budge.


  “What now?” she whispered.


  “We wait.” He slid the second knife out of his waistband.


  “I hate waiting.”


  “So do I, but it can’t be too much longer now. Riva wants us alive; otherwise, Orell would have killed us earlier. That means they’ll have to stop to feed and water us before morn.”


  She flinched when the wagon jerked over a particularly deep rut.


  “Cramps?” he said.


  “My leg.”


  He reached down to knead her calf with one hand. Her skin was warm and damp beneath his fingers. Her muscles were knotted. His own body was also feeling the effects of the long hours in the cramped box. His rigid chest plates were digging into his ribs. He calculated they had been on the road for at least six or seven hours.


  “Better?”


  He felt her nod in the darkness.


  It was strange, but he took a measure of comfort from having her near. She was so different from what he had expected. She was earnest, resourceful and witty; fragile, but yet somehow reliable. He found himself making space for her, adjusting his body to mold to her softer lines, inhaling the damp version of her feminine scents with something akin to appreciation.


  He could feel her heartbeat pummeling against his side, the fear trapped under her mind’s strong will. He didn’t like small spaces either, not since Hato had smuggled him in a trunk out of his father’s house and kept him hidden through some of the purge. But he wasn’t going to think about that now.


  He forced his muscles to relax. He had learned long ago not to squander a drop of the vital energy he would need to survive.


  “Are you hungry?” she said, groping in the dark.


  “Are you thinking Orell will treat us to a nice dinner in a tidy tavern along the way?”


  “I might be baseborn, but I’m not daft.” She stuffed a few squashed grapes into his mouth, followed by a chunk of stiff ham. “Eat. I might need to rely on your strength.”


  “Sorry,” he mumbled through a mouthful. “I get cranky in tight spaces.”


  “Word is all highborn are wiseasses.”


  “Are all baseborn chits as feisty as you are?”


  “Only the ones stuffed in tight coffins with arrogant thugs like you.”


  “Peace, girl.” He gulped down the rumpled fare. “You’re brave. If I had to be stuck with someone in a rattling coffin, you’d be my first choice.”


  “I would’ve gotten away fine if you hadn’t shown up.”


  “I doubt you could’ve taken on Orell and his goons.”


  “I wasn’t going to fight them, you fool.”


  “None of this would’ve happened if you would’ve stayed where I left you.”


  “And what good would’ve that done me?”


  No good at all.


  “Are they after me or after you?” she asked.


  “They’re after me and therefore, they’re after you.”


  “You’re not making any sense.”


  “I don’t expect you to understand.”


  “My expectations are slightly higher than yours,” she said. “Why are they after you?”


  “It’s a long story.”


  “It appears you may have the time to tell it.”


  Damn his bad luck. The woman was going to be troublesome. Bren had learned long ago that trust was an expensive grant. He was not about to betray Laonia or compromise his hunt in any way.


  “Well?” she said.


  “Be quiet.”


  Outside, voices were shouting instructions. The wagon lurched and stopped, until the wheels found purchase and clattered on wood.


  “What’s happening?” the woman asked.


  “I think we’re coming to a boat,” Bren said. “We’re crossing the river.”


  “The Nerpes?”


  “It’s the only one around here that merits a ferry boat.”


  “Where do you think we are?”


  “Somewhere in southern Tolone. It’s the fastest way down the mountains and it’s not heavily trafficked. If I had to guess, I’d say we’re crossing the Nerpes a few leagues short of the Dismal Swamp. Orell is in a hurry to get back to the kingdom.”


  “Why does he hate you so?”


  “Orell?” Bren said. “It’s a highborn thing.”


  “Would you like to explain?”


  “You wouldn’t understand.”


  “I might not be as dumb as you expect,” she said. “Have you two known each other for long?”


  “We grew up together in Laonia.”


  “So you really are the Lord of Laonia?”


  “I try to be.” When he wasn’t on the hunt.


  “Was it something you did to Orell?” she said. “Or was it something he did to you?”


  “Do you always ask this many questions?”


  “Only when my life depends on the answers.”


  He had to give it to her. She was a persistent little witch. But Bren was not about to tell her about how nearly nine years ago, after Ethan’s sudden death, Orell’s father had led the rebellion against the rule of the house of Uras. Or how the people of Laonia had risen in defense of the ruling house against the traitors and put down the revolt, or how the mob had hacked Orell’s father into bloody chunks and Orell had fled from Laonia and sworn fealty to Riva.


  “I don’t think Orell cares much for my rule,” he said instead, hoping to put an end to her inquiries.


  “So you think he doesn’t like you because of your politics?”


  “Why else?”


  “You must be blind like a calf born without eyes.”


  “Pardon me?”


  “Can’t you see? The way he looks at you, the loathing in his eyes? Hatred like that is personal.”


  She had a mind as sharp as a needle and she didn’t miss a stitch. “I’ll worry about Orell,” he said. “He’s my problem.”


  “He’s my problem too,” she said. “What will happen if we can’t escape him?”


  “It’ll be a long stay in Riva’s dungeon for me.” Not to mention, he thought, a fast descent into chaos for Laonia. “But we’ll get out of here. You’ll see.”


  “I know you’re supposed to hunt me,” she said. “Because of my birthmark.”


  He felt the lack of air in his lungs for the first time. “Who told you that?”


  “Back at the seed house.”


  “Eleanor told you to run?”


  “It was Tatyene, the lady’s bodyguard, who brought it up.”


  That explained Lusielle’s escape. Eleanor had never been praised for her discretion and Tatyene wouldn’t do anything without her lady’s sanction. He owed Eleanor some gratitude for her patience over the years, but he didn’t appreciate her meddling with his affairs.


  “I don’t believe you want me dead,” Lusielle said with a conviction that left him reeling.


  “You can’t be sure of that.”


  “Hunting for a mark like mine might be your family’s sport, but if you wanted me truly dead, why did you come after me when I was about to die anyway?”


  Is that what Eleanor had told her? That he was hunting her for sport? Bren didn’t know if he was grateful for Eleanor’s fabrications or furious for her plotting. Had she woven the trap all by herself? Or was she playing someone else’s game?


  Women. The one crammed in the coffin with him was no dimwit.


  “Well?” she insisted.


  “Coming after you doesn’t make me any less dangerous to you.”


  “So you don’t deny the hunt?”


  How could he deny the truth? He shrugged.


  “Yet you don’t feel dangerous to me.”


  Her instincts were sorely lacking if she couldn’t feel the danger in him, and yet her honesty was refreshing. He had a dangerous impulse. For a moment, he considered telling her everything: the why, the how, the previous murders, the future’s gloom. But reason prevailed.


  He couldn’t betray Laonia.


  The wagon rattled violently. He pressed his body against hers to cushion the banging. They jostled against each other like tiles thrown together in a pewter cup. It was a fitting analogy. He was hoping that the death demon wouldn’t turn up at the end of this throw.


  Chapter Eleven


  THE MAN CRAMMED IN THE COFFIN with Lusielle wasn’t much for words. Talking to a toad would have bettered her chances to learn something pertinent, let alone helpful. A toad would have been more forthcoming and less irritating as well.


  She didn’t give a hoot about highborn and their bloody quarrels. After all, the highborn had been plotting against each other for centuries. But if she was going to escape with her life, if she was going to survive her plight, she needed to understand what the Lord of Laonia wanted and why. Her life depended on her wits.


  “Word in the kingdom is that Laonians are warmongers,” she said.


  A snort. “That’s what Riva would like for you to believe.”


  “He’s sent away a lot of able men and women to repel Laonian raids.”


  “Have you considered it could be the other way around?”


  “Why would we want to attack you?”


  “I’m not having this discussion with you.”


  How wrong he was. “We’ve heard rumors of a few little skirmishes at the river borders over the years,” Lusielle said.


  The man’s body tensed in the darkness. “Skirmishes?”


  “King Riva always wins.”


  “Ha!”


  “Ha?”


  “Do you always believe everything that Riva says?”


  “Nobody challenges King Riva and lives.”


  “Riva rules over a bunch of fools.”


  “The kingdom’s cemeteries are seeded with his opponents’ tombstones.”


  “He’s a man, not a god,” the lord said.


  “And yet he can’t be defeated.”


  “Of course he can be defeated. My father defeated him in battle twice, thirty years ago and then again twenty years ago. And less than two years ago, I repelled a full scale invasion at the Narrows.”


  “You did?”


  “The tyrant can be defeated. Laonia has seen to that.”


  Lusielle was hard pressed to believe what the lord was saying, and yet she had to admit that some of what he said made sense. There had been rumors. Thousands of troops had never returned from the river borders. Sons and daughters forsook their mothers for good. Husbands and wives went missing en masse. Food had grown scarce. Even horses had been difficult to find.


  Had the king managed to conceal a major defeat from his subjects? Was the Lord of Laonia telling the truth?


  She had never heard anyone else speak ill of King Riva, let alone challenge him openly. Everyone she knew was afraid of Riva. Not even the kingdom’s highborn dared to call the king a tyrant aloud.


  The Lord of Laonia might be short of words and quick to anger, but these days, a man had to be very brave to speak as he did.


  “Is that why the king is after you?” she asked. “Because you speak against him and claim you’ve defeated him in battle?”


  “I did defeat him.”


  “So the king wants to bring you back to the kingdom and silence you in the same way in which he has silenced every dissenter who speaks against him?”


  “I suppose.”


  “Will he order you quartered like young Torkel?”


  “Torkel?”


  “One of my neighbors, an aspiring painter who lived down the street. He got quartered for painting a portrait of the king without permission.”


  “Sounds like Riva.”


  “I heard the portrait was a good likeness. Maybe Riva will spare you the quartering. Maybe your sentence will be more like Marlina’s, the town demented drifter, who likened Riva to a swine during a fit of madness. She, he ordered drowned in a barrel of horse piss.”


  “Leave it to Riva to make quartering appealing by comparison.”


  But there had to be more to Riva’s quarrel with the Lord of Laonia, Lusielle thought, trying to ignore her body’s urgent need to stretch, to be free of confinement. The king had gone to great lengths to trap the lord, sending his goons across the river, taking pains to bring him back in secret.


  “What do you have that Riva wants?” she asked.


  He was silent for a few moments then said, “You don’t give up easily, do you?”


  “Is Laonia a rich territory?”


  “Some would think so. In good times, precious metals and gems can be mined from the Crooked Mountains. The sturdiest of steeds are raised on the High Steppes. The finest wines are produced from the Hill Country crops. The best white woods can be harvested from Laonia’s Quercus Forests and the sweetest grains grow in the Lake Basin.”


  King Riva would like all of that, but Lusielle wasn’t daft. The lord had failed to mention Laonia’s greatest treasure, the Lake of Tears, the source of the Nerpes, the site of the sacred spawning and the beginning and the end of the all-important tides. Without the yearlings’ migration, there would be no quickening of the Nerpes. Without the quickening, there could be only hardship and famine.


  Since the Goddess’s time, Laonia was the lake’s first and final custodian. Even Teos deferred to Laonia when it came to the lake. Oh, yes. King Riva would love to take on Laonia’s duties, because if he ruled the lake, he could hold the land hostage to his whims and prevail over Teos.


  In addition, the king liked to grow his kingdom by annexing his neighbors. There were no Free Territories left on the west shore of the Nerpes. Had it not been for the river, Riva might have overtaken the Free Territories on the east shore a long time ago. Everyone knew the Narrows offered the only viable crossing for an army. Laonia was the plug preventing Riva’s poison from spilling into the rest of the world.


  “A foothold,” she said. “If Riva can get into Laonia, he’ll have a foothold for conquest.”


  “Impressive,” he said. “All that heat coming from your head ….”


  She would have hit him if those leather-and-copper plates covering his chest hadn’t posed such a challenge to her knuckles.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. “Laonians are fierce fighters. We won’t let Riva cross the river.”


  That was the real reason why King Riva was after Laonia’s lord, because if the king couldn’t defeat the lord in battle, the only other choice he had was to try to end the lordship line and take over Laonia’s charter as the king had done many times before with the territories he had annexed.


  But if that was the case, why was Orell keeping the Lord of Laonia alive? Why wasn’t he dead yet?


  The highborn code. It was shifty territory, but Lusielle knew that it had been set up to prevent savagery among the bloodthirsty highborn. The code prohibited a highborn suspected of murdering another highborn from appropriating a territory, unleashing Teos’s infamous inquests and imposing stiff penalties on the aggressor, including death and the loss of charter.


  King Riva would want to avoid all of that. It was probably the only reason why Laonia’s lord was still alive.


  But people disappeared in the kingdom all the time without a trace. Murder, by definition, couldn’t be proven if a body never turned up. And if the Lord of Laonia made it to the kingdom, there was a good chance he would never be seen again.


  One other thing. “Don’t you have to be present to renew Laonia’s charter when Teos summons you?” she asked.


  “Aye.”


  “Don’t you have to offer tribute then?”


  “Everyone has to pay the tribute to Teos, and that includes your mighty King Riva.”


  “What happens if Laonia can’t pay the tribute?”


  If he would have been a bear, he would have growled. “You don’t think I can meet my obligations?”


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “We’ve managed every year of my rule so far.”


  But with him trapped and unable to raise the bounty, it couldn’t be a surety this year. His rule would end. Laonia would lose its charter. Riva would prey upon a world where no one believed the tyrant king could be challenged.


  What a frightening prospect for her, who had lived under the king’s rule her entire life and was now a fugitive of the king’s capricious justice; what a grim and hopeless prospect for the Lord of Laonia, for Laonia and for the Free Territories.


  “Perhaps it’s fate,” he said. “Perhaps the gods are set on ending the rule of the house of Uras.”


  “You don’t mean that.”


  “You’re right,” he said. “I’ll get to Teos on time. It’s my duty.”


  And it was obvious to her that he took his duty very seriously.


  The cart stopped suddenly. The fake funeral procession came to a halt. Lusielle and the lord fished for the discarded gags in the coffin, stuffed the foul things back into their mouths and tucked their hands behind their backs. Surprise was the only advantage they had. The Lord of Laonia clutched a blade in each fist.


  “Here we go,” he whispered through the gag. “Are you ready?”


  Lusielle braced herself. The lid lifted. Orell hauled her out of the coffin and dropped her against the cart’s railing. Two of Orell’s men were readying to lift the Lord of Laonia when he exploded from the box. Death came quickly for the careless men. The lord’s knives sliced through sinew and flesh with chilling efficiency. Orell unsheathed his sword and launched his bulk against Lord Brennus, calling for his scattered men to join him.


  Lusielle spat out the gag and spotted the lord’s weapons piled on one side of the wagon. She lunged for the sword and, unsheathing it from the scabbard, called out, tossing the heavy blade in the air, praying it wouldn’t slice off a finger or a hand.


  He caught the sword in midair and deflected Orell’s blow with a block and a thrust. Lusielle bolted over the wagon’s bench, unhooked the brake and grabbed the reins, urging the draft horse into an uneasy trot. The wagon made for an unwieldy load, with the two men fighting in the back, an escort of saddled horses tied to the cart, and three or four warriors in pursuit. Lusielle didn’t allow any of that to stop her.


  One of Orell’s mounted guards caught up with the wagon. His sword crashed next to her with a deafening whack. When she dodged his sword again, he leapt from his horse and climbed onto the side of the driving bench. She struck him with the whip, once, twice, three times, then braced a foot on his belly and kicked him off the wagon. She looked back just in time to see Orell, diving headfirst into the mud with a bloody gash on his shoulder.


  “Ha!” she egged on the horse. “Go!”


  The beast strained to pull the wagon on the muddy road. The wheels sank in the deepening mire. Several arrows struck the wagon. One hummed too close to her ear and hit the bench, pinning her skirt. The angry shouts of Orell and his men kept up with the wagon’s pace. By the gods, they would be on them very soon.


  The Lord Brennus pulled up next to her, clutching the belt that held his weapons, riding one of the horses that had been tied to the back of the wagon. “Jump!”


  Lusielle swallowed a rush of fear and, ripping her skirt free from the arrow, jumped into the front of the saddle. A harsh grip secured her atop the horse. The beast’s powerful muscles gathered beneath her precarious seat. The horse took off, leaving the lumbering wagon behind and taking them out of Orell’s arrows’ reach.


  The sun was struggling to rise. A gray fog lodged in the landscape’s hollows as the low-lying road led them through a deepening swamp where the dark waters of the Dismal Bog seeped like black molasses into the mighty Nerpes. The horse had trouble with the sludge. The rain had muddled the trail even more. The thick mire muted the horse’s hooves, imposing an ominous silence in the surreal dawn.


  They had made almost two leagues when the horse began to falter. Lusielle turned in the saddle and spotted an arrow in the horse’s haunches an instant before the beast stumbled. She tumbled head over heels into the mud, crashing into a stand of cattails.


  She shook off the impact and found her bearings. It took her a moment to clamber back onto the road. The poor beast was sprawled on its side, bleeding out from the arrow wound.


  She could hear the lord cursing with the land’s foulest mouth. As she came around the dying horse, he thrashed on the ground, half-buried in the mud. His leg was pinned beneath the animal. Every time he moved, he sank deeper into the mire. Lusielle glanced in the direction they had come. Orell and his men couldn’t be far behind.


  “You better get running.” Lord Brennus strained to free himself, but he wasn’t making much progress. “They’ll be on us as soon as Orell regains his mount.”


  He was right. Lusielle started to leave. She had a good destination in mind and a plan to journey there. This could be the only opportunity she might have to escape Orell and Laonia’s lord. She had been listening very carefully during the time they had been trapped together in that awful coffin. She had learned a lot about Laonia, but despite having plenty of opportunities to dispel misunderstandings, not once had the fickle lord attempted to dispute the notion of her death at his hands.


  And yet she couldn’t get herself to walk away. She didn’t understand many things about the Laonian lord, but she couldn’t forget that he had freed her once from the fire and a second time from Orell’s clutches. In fact, while it pained her to admit it, she could very well be the reason he was trapped and sinking into a mud pit, in a land where he was considered an outlaw.


  And he wouldn’t be able to meet Laonia’s obligations while imprisoned in one of Riva’s dungeons.


  Lusielle had lived all her life under the king’s harsh rule. She had experienced the king’s injustices on her own flesh. She understood the dangers firsthand. If she failed to act, she could be condemning all of those brave Laonians, indeed all the people of the Free Territories, to the tyranny of Riva’s reign.


  She made up her mind. A debt paid was freedom gained. She would help him now, then she would find a way to part company and continue her journey.


  “What are you doing?” he said, when she took a cautious step toward him. “Don’t come any closer!”


  “Oops.” Lusielle’s leg sank into the mud all the way down to her thigh. She tried to back out, but the mud clung to her leg with astonishing grit. It was thick as mortar and sticky as glue.


  Gathering her skirts around her waist, she pulled and tugged until at last, with a sudden slurp, her leg came free. The mud returned her soiled foot, but almost managed to keep her boot. She fished it out with the tip of her toes and rushed to put it on.


  Her eyes narrowed on a cluster of exuberant growth visible in the bog beyond the gnarled trees edging the road.


  “You need to go,” the lord said. “Orell’s going to be in a foul mood when he catches up with us. He’ll have to keep me alive for Riva, which means he’ll take his anger out on you.”


  “Throw me your knife,” Lusielle said. “Quickly, please.”


  He unsheathed the hunting knife from his belt and tossed it to her. “Now go.”


  Lusielle started down the trail, veering off into the swamp, stepping over the slow, flowing moats of dark water meandering through the bog. She ducked under the moss-draped branches of the golden cypresses, avoiding the root’s knotted stumps, and stepped from one quaking pile of moss-covered peat to the next.


  The scent of decay filled the air, coating her skin and lodging in her lungs. In her haste, she stepped on a bullfrog. The critter grunted with an offended croak and splashed into the black water.


  She found the leather leaf bushes growing low to the ground among a cluster of yellow marsh ferns and mustard sedges. The giant leather leaves were not unlike the ones she used to harvest for their sap in the Little Gray Swamp near the inn where she grew up. Each giant, deeply veined leaf was a good four measures long. True to their name, the leaves were almost succulent in texture and waxy to the touch. The stems, on the other hand, were sharp with thorns, good to make pins but terrible for the hands. Wrapping her fingers in her skirt, she cut out some of the giant leaves and, leaving the milky resin to waste, rushed back to the road.


  The man’s stare held both shock and disbelief. “What are you doing back here?”


  She could tell by the churned-up mud that he had been thrashing hard, trying to get out. He was now buried down to his waist. Lusielle approached carefully, spreading the first leather leaf over the mud ahead of her. “I think these might help.”


  “Have you taken leave of your reason?”


  “I suppose I have.” Lusielle knelt on the first leaf, spreading her weight evenly on her hands and knees. The leaf didn’t sink into the mud, but rather floated over it as she had hoped. “Try not to move.”


  “You’re going to get yourself trapped!”


  “For a mighty lord, you’re an optimistic soul.” She put down another leaf and scooted closer, repeating the process several times, until she had laid a path between the solid ground and the sinking man. Scooping handfuls of mud, she dug his legs out from under the horse. “This is where it gets tricky. Can you toss me those ropes without sinking all the way down to your chin?”


  He reached down and, grabbing the rope hooked to the saddle, threw it over to Lusielle. “Are you always this stubborn?”


  “Can you unclasp your chest plates? Yes? That’s good.” She pulled the plated vest over his head and set it aside. Well, at least he could follow directions. “Now, lift your arms, please.” She ran the rope beneath his armpits and after tucking in a last leaf between his back and the mud, retreated, balancing her weight carefully on the shifting leaves.


  Back on sound ground, she began pulling. The mud pit didn’t yield at all.


  “See?” he said. “It’s no use. I’m stuck.”


  “Patience is to achievement what rush is to defeat.” Lusielle heaved. “Are all highborn impatient or are you just short on faith?”


  “You won’t be able to handle my weight.”


  “Don’t be mistaking me for one of your primped-up ladies,” she said. “I can lift more than a powder brush to my nose.”


  “You don’t look very strong to me.”


  “I once handled a full barrel of seed flour, all three bushels of it, by myself.” She heaved again. “True, I had to roll it across the room. It’d be nice if I could roll you too.”


  “I am ordering you to go now!”


  “You can command all you want, my lord, but don’t thrash.” She wrapped the ropes around a tree to enhance her leverage. “And stop fighting the mud. Can you just play slack?”


  This time when Lusielle pulled, the mud budged, if only slightly. Slowly, she managed to dislodge the man and heave him onto the leather leaf path. He clung to the ropes with one hand holding on to his sword with the other one. She heaved, straining under his weight, but determined to bring him in. She settled on a rhythm, a long pull and a short breath, making just a little progress each time.


  “It’s working!”


  “Of course it’s working.” She tugged with all her strength. “You could use a little bit more faith in your fellow humans, my lord. But then again, you can’t trust others very well, can you? After all, you were born higher than the rest of us.”


  “And what fault do you find with that?”


  “That’d be a long list.”


  “Humor me.”


  “If you insist.” She took a deep breath and, ignoring her aching back, fired the words in between pulls. “Greed. Arrogance. Belligerence. Violence and—”


  “And?”


  “You are so heavy.” She was ready to collapse from the effort. “Too much muscle on your hefty bones.”


  “Hey!”


  “Hush, my lord, this is hard work. I think one more pull might do it ….”


  As soon he hit solid ground, he turned on his belly and, rising to his feet, disentangled himself from the ropes. Mud caked his body from waist to feet, but not even the exhaustion of thrashing in the mud could slow him down.


  “I think I hear them coming.” He grabbed her hand and led her away from the road. “We don’t have a chance of outrunning men on horseback. Can you swim?”


  “Swim? You don’t mean to dare the Nerpes’s currents, do you?”


  “The Nerpes? No, not the Nerpes.” He stopped at the edge of the bog. “I mean to cross this.”


  Lusielle stared at the impassable swamp before her, then at the mud-splattered Lord of Laonia. “Are you crazy? This is the Dismal Bog? Do you have any idea of what’s in there? Perhaps your privileged life has sheltered you from frequenting places like the Dismal Bog—”


  “My privileged life?”


  “It’s league after league of swamp and mire like you’ve never seen—”


  “I’m not an idiot.”


  “Do you know the stuff that lives in there? If it doesn’t sting you, it’ll poison you, and if it doesn’t eat you, it’ll kill you.”


  He had the gall to smile. “Have you a better plan?”


  “Why on earth would you want to trek through that?”


  “To lose Orell, that’s why. He won’t follow us in there, I guarantee it. And because there’s a place on the other side of the bog where I know someone who can help us.”


  “And will you be able to find your way out of the bog?”


  “I can find my bearings anytime, anywhere.”


  “Mad and cocky.”


  “It’s either the bog or Orell.” He waded until he was knee-deep in the black water and offered a muddy hand. “Are you coming?”


  Only the nearing clatter of a mounted party persuaded her to follow him. “These friends of yours better be very helpful.”


  “A man can only hope.”


  Chapter Twelve


  THE DISMAL BOG WAS A PLACE of contrasts, designed to distract the eye from a host of dangers. A gray haze lurked above the dark water, an ominous mantle cloaking the perils of the meandering slush gnawing at Bren’s boots. As they trekked deeper into the swamp, the water was black and thick, a cauldron of decomposing matter clinging to their legs. In contrast, the gnarled trees shimmered with golden foliage and the tiny leaves traveled on the wind currents like a rain of gold coins mirrored on the water’s obsidian face. The scent of humid rot and molding decay sunk into his lungs and flavored his spit. Even the song of the great tufted warbler doubled as a warning.


  Bren glanced back to make sure Lusielle was keeping up. She was trudging through the sludge with admirable determination. She had been very quiet most of the day, pensive really, whispering curt answers to his questions, stopping only occasionally to examine a plant or a flowering bush, looking over her shoulder, no doubt expecting to see Orell and his minions. Her jaw was set with resolve, but her lips were turning blue.


  Bren spotted a dry patch, little more than a pile of mud and decaying leaves caught between the buttress roots of an enormous cypress. “I think it’s time to rest.” He inspected the place. “We’ll stop here for the night.”


  She trudged on straight by him.


  “Are you deaf?”


  “I heard you well enough,” she said, without stopping. “But I rather we just get to wherever it is you’re going and deliver you to your friend.”


  Deliver him to his friend?


  He didn’t have to be a genius to understand her reasoning. She feared he would kill her as soon as they stopped for the night. Why hadn’t she run when she had the chance? What strange thoughts had persuaded her to help him? He hadn’t expected the kindness, and yet he was free from Orell because of her.


  On the other hand, he could sense her bristling like a wary cat. With the frightening prospect of a night in the Dismal Bog approaching, she must be regretting her impulse to help him.


  He could offer very little in the way of comfort, but if he didn’t ease her fears, she would do something foolish, like bolting and getting lost in the swamp. “Be at ease,” he said. “You’ll be safe with me while we’re in the bog.”


  “While we’re in the bog?” She flashed him a skeptical look. “Can’t you make a better oath than that?”


  “You’re cold,” he said. “You need to do as I say.”


  She stopped. She turned. She stood there for a moment, with her skirts hiked up to her waist and the water lapping at her calves, soiled but defiant, glaring at him.


  “Do I work for you? No. Am I supposed to obey you because you’re highborn? Because I worship the Thousand Gods? Because you have a sword? Am I supposed to be grateful because you feel entitled to allow me the courtesy of extending my life? I’m not afraid of you. Do you want to kill me?” She spread her arms and offered her chest. “Do it and let’s be done with it.”


  By the Twins, she didn’t know what she was asking for. The reckless wench had a troublesome streak and a death wish.


  Bren summoned whatever little patience he had. He couldn’t very well carry out his duty while trudging the Dismal Bog with Orell at his heels. He felt like throttling the woman.


  “No appetite for sport at the moment?” she asked. “Well, let me tell you something: I’m a banished woman. I was sentenced to death. Obedience got me here and as you can see, it didn’t work very well. I’m done taking orders from others, and that includes you.”


  Part of him understood her frustration. He knew what it was like to live as an outcast. But this? What seed of madness made a perfectly sane woman challenge someone like him?


  One moment she was there, facing him, standing in the black water with her hands on her hips and her feet planted apart like the fierce Goddess herself. The next moment she was gone, leaving him staring at the sluggish layer of golden algae converging on the very spot where she had stood an instant before. A trickle of black bubbles was the only evidence of her previous existence.


  Bren dove into the spot, groping through murky water. In the deepening darkness, something rough and slimy skimmed through his hands and got away. Heart hammering against his breast, he came up for breath. The bog had suddenly gone silent. The moon rose above a cluster of trees. A white beam swept over the swamp. There was no sign of the woman.


  He trained his eyes on the tenuous landscape. Nothing on the surface, no traces of a large predator or even a small one, no waves or ripples. By the turd of the gods. How could he have lost her when she had just been standing there? She had to be in the water.


  But where?


  A strange noise caught his attention, a humming, a barely detectable buzz strumming his eardrums. It was coming from a nearby cluster of golden trees. He waded over.


  The hum was coming from an extensive vine twisted over a massive oak. Long stems as thick as his arms coiled around the tree’s corrugated trunk. Huge thorns dug into the bark with a relentless grasp. The vine was unlike any climbing bush he had ever seen. The stem was pulsing, rippling like a single constricting muscle, throbbing with a subtle phosphorescent glow which ignited the tiny lobular leaves into a purple sheen.


  Bren groped for the vine’s main stem and followed it to the bottom of the tree. He fumbled onto a tangle of submerged roots glowing faintly beneath the water. The coarse roots throbbed, writhing in his grasp like a handful of serpents. He followed the contorting roots until he was waist-deep in water.


  His boots tripped on something. He reached down to find a bundle at his feet.


  The whole mass rippled and stiffened when he grasped it. Something crawled about his foot and coiled around his ankle. Bren tried to shake off the grip, but it only tightened. A sudden yank dragged him underwater.


  He fought back, unsheathing his sword, hacking at the liquid darkness. He struggled for breath, knowing he would die in the Dismal Bog unless he was able to get free.


  The tangled roots’ eerie glow was a poor illumination for such a frantic battle. The glow spanned from the bog’s depths to the surface and up the tree.


  The glimmering trail wasn’t lost to Bren’s sputtering mind. Using the last of his breath, he broke through the surface and lunged towards the tree. In one single, powerful thrust, he hacked off the vine’s main root.


  The vine shrieked like a wounded animal. The hum ceased, and the glow died. The roots in his hands tautened and stilled.


  The water boiled with a swarm of bubbles as a knot of dead roots surfaced from the bottom. The sounds of gagging and hacking confirmed Bren’s fears. Struggling within the roots was Lusielle.


  The wet roots constricted when he tried to rip them off, spurting a clear slime. Unable to untangle the woman, he scooped her out of the water and carried her, roots and all, over to the dry spot he had claimed earlier. Depositing her on the ground, he propped her against his chest.


  “Lusielle?” She didn’t respond. “Lusielle!”


  Her eyes opened. Her chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. Her long hair was plastered against skin that had paled beyond white. She was faint and shivering, but at least she was conscious.


  “You’re all right,” Bren said. “You’ll be fine.”


  “The sucking ivy,” she rasped. “The wicked roots. Take them out.”


  “Take what out?”


  He followed her eyes to her side, to a spot below her ribs where one of the roots clung to her body. A black thorn punched through her clothing and dug into her side, a macabre claw. Bren had seen all kinds of gruesome wounds in his time. He had been unflappable under the strain of battle, carnage, pestilence and disease, and yet for some inexplicable reason, the sight of the jagged thorn sheathed in Lusielle’s flesh chilled him to the core.


  He tried to pull it out, but she twisted in pain.


  “Don’t pull on it,” she said. “Make a fire, burn the roots at the joints.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Hurry.”


  He moved fast. He took off his drenched mantle, rolled it and placed it under Lusielle’s head. Snapping off some branches and twigs from the trees around him, he built a rudimentary fire pit. He pulled out his flints from his pocket and tried to ignite the firewood with the sparks. As most everything in the humid swamp, the kindling was far from dry. The sparks produced no flame.


  “Cattails,” she rasped. “Cut off the heads. Break them open.”


  He rushed to gather an armful of reeds. He broke open the cattails’ head and collected the grainy fluff in a little pile atop the firewood. This time, when he struck his flints, the sparks burst into flames.


  Bren lifted a burning reed. “You said to burn the roots?”


  “A touch of fire at the joints.”


  Something strange happened as soon as the flame licked the joint. The root flinched and broke off. The long thorn withdrew from Lusielle’s flesh as if squeezed out by an invisible hand.


  “The others,” she said. “Take them out.”


  It was only then that Bren realized there were other thorns embedded in her body. He steeled himself for a systematic assault, starting at the top, where a gnarled root coiled around her neck. The thorn that withdrew from her neck was less than a thumb away from her jugular. He located three other spots and, after putting the fire to the roots, watched the fearsome thorns falling out of her back, hip and thigh.


  “I think that’s the last of them,” he said.


  Her respiration deepened. Her body relaxed.


  Bren examined the punctures. Other than a single drop of blood marking the place where the thorn had pierced the skin, he could see no further damage.


  “There’ll be a little bruising tomorrow,” she said with mind-boggling composure. “But it should be fine.”


  “You’ve seen this before?”


  “I’ve read about it. The thorns inject a poison that numbs and immobilizes the body. Once drowned, the vine feeds on the victim until it’s consumed. I’m afraid I’m going to have to go to sleep.”


  “Now?”


  “The vine’s slime has soothing properties. It’s making me very sleepy. But you took out all the thorns, which means I should only need to sleep for a few hours.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Fairly sure.” She closed her eyes. “Remember your promise.”


  “What promise?”


  “You said you wouldn’t kill me while we’re in the bog,” she mumbled, falling asleep.


  “I won’t,” Bren said, mostly to himself. “Not tonight.”


  * * *


  The brown lizard gave him a good chase through the bog, but Bren was really hungry. In the rush after escaping Orell, he’d had no time to think about supplies, let alone steal some. As it was, he felt lucky that he had managed to retrieve his sword and his hunting knife from Orell during the escape, as well as his wine skin and his flints, all indispensable to him.


  He wasn’t overly worried about himself. He had gone days without food before. But he was worried about Lusielle.


  He kept up the chase through shallow peat holes, dark pools and root nests, going after the crested lizard with his sword. He must have looked quite deranged stalking the lizard through the Dismal Bog.


  A sword was not built for hunting, but in the end it did the job, hacking off the creature’s head. Out of necessity, Bren had eaten strange fare before, though never a bog lizard. As he carried it by the tail, he hoped there was enough meat on it to account for the effort.


  He stopped short of the spot where he had made camp to take yet another look at the sucking ivy. It was dead now, withered and blanched, but it had been a stealthy and fearsome predator last night, a most efficient hunter. It had almost killed Lusielle and him both, and it had given him a new respect for the Dismal Bog’s deadly creatures.


  His little fire was still burning brightly when he got back to his camp. A tilted plume of golden smoke floated like mist over the dark waters. Lusielle was awake now. Her body was newly washed, her face was clean and her hair was pulled back in a neat braid. Her clothing lay drying on one of the buttress roots. Her shift was hiked up to her thighs and folded down below her waist, revealing her shapely legs and the lines of her elegant back.


  It was an enjoyable sight … until he saw the mark blooming among the healing scars, the clear, unmistakable shape of small butterfly wings unfurled at either side of her spine.


  “What are you doing?” he barked. “Get dressed!”


  Startled, she clung to her shift, staring at him as if trying to confirm what she had suspected all along, that he was indeed a madman. “I was tending to the thorn punctures, my lord, making sure nothing festers.”


  “You’ve got nothing to put on those.”


  “I made a salve.” She showed him a bit of the paste she cupped in her palm. “Cattail roots mixed with golden-willow bark makes for an excellent cleansing potion.”


  Bren felt like a fool, but he wasn’t ready to let go of his anger yet. “You can’t possibly reach that puncture on your back.” He swiped some salve from her palm and rubbed it carefully over the yellow bruise around the puncture.


  An involuntary shudder shook her body when he touched her. Goosebumps traveled her skin in every direction, proof that despite her bravery, she feared him as much as the others.


  As soon as he was done, she dove for her clothes and got dressed.


  “I’m afraid this is breakfast.” Bren held up the lizard as if it were a peace offering and, breaking off a stick, began to sharpen the point.


  She flashed him a sideways glance. “Skullcap, I think.”


  “What?”


  “A tincture of fresh skullcap,” she repeated. “It can help, you know, to appease your mood swings.”


  “Oh.”


  “It also helps with anxiety, constipation and headaches. Do you suffer those often?”


  “Which one?”


  “I’m thinking all of them.”


  He felt like a wayward four-year-old.


  “I can’t promise a satisfying fare, but I think I can add to your catch.” She spread a handkerchief on the ground and, pulling out fistfuls of golden berries from her pockets, piled them on the linen, along with a couple of huge mushrooms with caps as large as his fists.


  “I don’t mean to be ungrateful.” Bren impaled the lizard on the stick and held it over the fire. “But I happen to know that some of those mushrooms could kill you.”


  “I didn’t know fancy highborn liked to play in the bog,” she said.


  “Not all highborn are the same.”


  She gave him another appraising glance. “You’re right to fear the mushrooms. They’re tricky to the eye and potentially deadly, but I have a sense for these things.”


  As she rinsed the berries and washed the mushrooms, Bren noticed her hands’ assured competency and the faint yellow stains discoloring her fingertips, no doubt the product of many years practicing her trade.


  “May I borrow your knife?” she asked.


  Bren looked up, startled. As long as she wasn’t planning on using it on him ….


  “Thank you,” she said, accepting the knife from him and applying it to the mushrooms instead. “You see, a taste of the stem as young growth kills quickly. A bite of the stem after it’s fully grown will also kill you, albeit slowly.”


  “How do you know how far along these are?”


  “I don’t.” With a sudden chop, she sliced off the mushrooms’ stems. “Now you have some edible fare. These are particularly delicious. They warm the belly and grant strength to the body. King Riva has been known to pay outrageous prices for these.”


  “Why?”


  She smirked, a half grin capable of unleashing all kinds of trouble. “Why do you think, my lord?”


  A thought occurred to Bren. “Nah.”


  “Aye.”


  “Riva thinks these might help him with his … vigor?”


  “Rumor is that, properly prepared, these critters make quite the difference.”


  Bren found himself laughing. “Let’s eat them, if only to spurn the old goat.”


  Her laughter reminded him of chimes and peals, adding to the morning’s harmony. His laughter was equally novel to his ears. Maybe it was the chance to laugh that cued him in to the woman. Perhaps he had been spending too much time with only Hato and the Twenty. Mayhap the hunt’s forced isolation had taken its toll.


  Whatever the reason, he caught himself observing her with a sense akin to wonder. The color of her eyes reminded him of the tall summer grasses of his homeland’s vast steppes. The green tones shifted with her moods, chameleons to her emotions. Mossy green was quick to give way to lustrous olive when she was mad, worried or frightened.


  It was strange. He was eager to learn the subtle nuances of her expressions and curious about her life.


  “How did you come to know so much about mushrooms and things?” he asked.


  “My mother kept an extensive garden.” She skewered the mushrooms on the same stick he was using to cook the lizard. “She was trained in the use of ingredients. She taught me the mixing ways.”


  “That’s why you knew about the sucking vine last night, and about the leather leaves, the cattails, the cleansing potion, the mushrooms and … what was the name of that herb?”


  “Skullcap,” she said. “You might want to remember that one.”


  “You wouldn’t happen to be a secret practitioners of the odd arts, would you?”


  “Please.” Her eyes darkened. “Oddities were wiped out of the kingdom long ago. Between King Riva’s persecutions and Teos’s proscription, there’s none left. It’s why that inquiry was such a sham. Did you hear about—you know—the accusations against me?”


  He nodded, noncommittal.


  “I’m innocent, and yet they found me guilty all the same.”


  “That’s Riva’s justice for you.”


  “I can’t even imagine how they came up with the charges.” The little line between her brows deepened. “Spells and incantations are tricks, artifices and illusions created for the consumption of fools.”


  “So you don’t believe in sorcerers, charmers and conjurers? Not even a little?”


  “Hard work, lots of practice and good ingredients. That’s the only way to help people.”


  Ten years ago Bren would have agreed with her completely. These days, he wasn’t so sure. “Are you Izar sworn?”


  “Aponte would’ve never allowed me to take the oath, but I studied Izar and follow her ways.” She removed a container full of bark, leaves and boiling water from the fire. “Tea?”


  “How did you manage to make tea without a pot or a kettle?”


  “Pot lilies.” She handed him the curiously shaped purple vessel. “They are close cousins of the water lotus. They’re plentiful and they don’t burn. One just has to remove the petals around the floating edges to improvise a sturdy pitcher.”


  He beheld the flower-turned-pot. “Amazing.”


  “Izar’s first rule. There’s no waste in nature, only opportunity. Go ahead, drink.” Mischief sparkled in her gaze. “I promise I won’t poison you… yet.”


  He considered the drink in his hand. The gods knew, he had faced worse odds than a naughty wench with the skills to kill him. True, she was knowledgeable above the rest and not without cause to harm him, but he didn’t think she would want to trek the Dismal Bog alone after last night.


  He sampled the tea. He was surprised. It was quite flavorful. To think she had brewed it out of the Dismal Bog’s perils.


  “I’ve never seen a flower such as this.”


  “I can’t imagine my lord likes to spend a lot of time pondering flowers.”


  “You don’t think I like flowers?”


  “What would a mighty highborn know about flowers?”


  “You don’t like highborn, do you?”


  “My lord?”


  “There it is again.”


  “What?”


  “The way you say those words is so … insulting.”


  “You don’t like the way I say ‘my lord’?” She struck the same tone that irked him. “But, my lord,” she did it again, “I mean you no offense.”


  He had to chuckle. The wench had the balls of a bull and mischief to spare. “Why don’t you just call me Bren?”


  “As you wish, my lord—I mean, Bren.”


  “Now you’ve managed to do it to my name too.”


  “Could it be that your ears are faulty?”


  “Asters,” he said. “I like asters. They’re simple flowers, that’s true, but when they burst onto the Laonian steppes, they light up the grasslands like stars.”


  “Is my lord also a poet?”


  “Are you mocking me again?”


  “Sounds like you miss those Laonian steppes of yours.” She motioned for him to eat some of the berries while she retrieved the food from the fire, unloaded the fare on a flat stone and sliced it like an accomplished cook in a fancy kitchen. “How long have you been gone?”


  “A while.”


  The berries were tart in his mouth, but his body welcomed the flavor. The mushrooms were moist, savory and easy to swallow, unlike the toughened chunks of charred lizard, which he ate anyways because he needed the nourishment to keep up his strength.


  “Look!” Lusielle said. “A sign of the Goddess’s favor. They’re golden monarchs!”


  A host of golden butterflies swarmed about them, riding the gentle breeze. A drizzle of delicate wings sparkled in the air, shimmering like little flames.


  Lusielle offered her hand with the trust of a creature intimately connected with the land. A single butterfly answered her summons and perched on the cusp of her wrist. Lusielle reveled in the moment with the delight of a child who had just been granted a gift. In her smile, he glimpsed a different world, a foreign realm, absent of strife and rich with miracles.


  “Why don’t you try it?” she said.


  Bren stretched out his hand and was surprised when a couple of butterflies landed on his knuckles. The feat lasted but an instant. As he leaned closer to examine the creatures, the butterflies disappeared with a sudden puff.


  “What happened?” he said. “Did I harm them?”


  “Don’t you know? Golden monarchs are plain creatures, but they have this curious habit of dressing in the sparkling pollen of the flowers they frequent. When they’re startled, they shed the pollen and fly away. They’re around. You just can’t see them anymore.”


  “So those two just went naked and I missed it?”


  She laughed, as if she were a silly girl and he was funny.


  It occurred to him that those little butterflies were not unlike her, nature’s artful sketches, beautiful and clever, insubstantial yet commanding, present but also quickly gone.


  Something about the analogy disturbed him. “Let’s go,” he said. “We’ve got a bog to cross.”


  Her eyes went from light green to olive in a blink. “Do you think Orell will follow us here?”


  “Orell would never dare the Dismal Bog, but he’ll try to beat us to the other side. By now, he’s probably guessed where we are going. Don’t worry. I plan to get there first.”


  Bren recognized the fear in her eyes, survivor’s terror, arousing from knowing pain firsthand. For a moment, he had a mind to avenge her grief on Orell’s damned flesh. But as they smothered the fire, cleaned up the remains of their meal and resumed the difficult trek through the bog, he confronted his inescapable reality: How could he ever become her avenger when he was fated to kill her?


  Chapter Thirteen


  HATO SCOURED THE ROAD WITH ATTENTION akin to desperation. His lord’s tracks had been difficult if not impossible to follow. The rain had erased most traces of his passing, but for the past few days, Hato had been painstakingly reconstructing the events that had led to Bren’s disappearance from Tolone’s seed house. He recalled the strange sequence.


  A few days ago, as Hato had mounted those dreaded steps, he had been afraid of what he was about to find. Bren had not been seen for a full day by the time Hato dared to knock on the door to his lord’s quarters. The house was ablaze in murmurs, that Bren had killed the woman, that he had killed himself, that he had been a coward and that she still lived. All of the rumors were bad, but some were worse than others. Hato didn’t know if he had the strength in him to nurse his lord back from yet another failure.


  Hato was puzzled when he entered the empty chamber. Bren wasn’t there. Neither was the woman. Where had they gone?


  The room was cold. The fire had died many hours ago. It was strange. The bed was unmade and he could see remnants of the burned bed sheet among the ashes in the fireplace. Bren couldn’t have gone very far without his wares. His saddlebags lay unpacked by the window. On the other hand, his wine skin and his flints were nowhere to be found. His sword was also missing. That in itself wasn’t strange. Bren carried his sword wherever he went, to his bed, to his leisure, to the privy sometimes.


  Hato started to track his lord right away. An old cook napping in the kitchens said that Bren had passed his way the night before. He said he thought the lord looked mad and affronted, but then again, Bren wore his frustration like a grim mask all over his face. Hato inspected the grounds. He spoke to a guard who swore he had found the bar on the back gate removed the morning after the night in question. Hato sent Severo, Bren’s best and most determined tracker, a native of Bren’s own steppes, to scour the surroundings.


  “Was my lord in a good state of mind the last time you saw him?” Severo asked.


  “He was no less troubled than usual.” Hato measured his words carefully. “He gave me no pause to think that he was intent on anything other than his duty.”


  Severo galloped away with a worried frown on his face. Hato knew what Severo was thinking. Perhaps Bren had finally given up. Perhaps he had fallen prey to the darkness again. Perhaps the end had begun and he had gone away to die in peace as most men would want to do.


  His lord had reason to be concerned. Bren’s oldest brother, Ethan, had lasted exactly a year after his father’s death. His second brother, Robert, had died two years after Ethan. The third brother, Harald, had died precisely three years to the date of Robert’s death.


  So far, Bren had lasted longer than all his brothers, going on almost four years. However, the curse’s calculated precision didn’t bode well for his lord. The fourth anniversary of Harald’s death was quickly approaching. It coincided to the day with the tenth anniversary of Edmund’s death, which marked the beginning of the curse in Hato’s mind.


  Neither Bren nor Hato liked to talk about the grim deadline and yet Hato had reasons to wonder: How much longer could his lord last?


  The Lady of Tolone met Hato at the gates. “Anything?”


  Hato shook his head. There was nothing but concern in the woman’s blue eyes, nothing but dignified and reserved grief on the discreet frown gracing her unlined forehead.


  “We can help,” she said.


  Hato would have been hard pressed to accept anything from Eleanor, least of all help, and yet today marked an exception. “Perhaps you and your men could scour the north fields?”


  “Right away.” Eleanor called for her horse and commanded her men into action.


  Hato dallied in the courtyard, until the lady and her retinue left.


  “We don’t need her to find our lord,” a sullen Cirillo said.


  Grunts of agreement echoed from the other men, the balance of Bren’s force. The Twenty were the best of Laonia’s well-practiced highborn fighters, the fiercest of an already fierce people, chosen not just by the purity of their lines, but also by their personal strength, loyalty, wits and character.


  Casualties had been high among the Twenty since its inception. Only one man was a veteran from Robert’s time. Three were survivors of Harald’s frantic quest. The rest had been trained and honed by Bren himself. All of them had sweated with their lord, shivered with their lord, journeyed, battled, and toiled with their lord. They were part of a cursed legacy, and as such, they were part of Bren.


  Still, they were far from appeased at the moment, uneasy and troubled, because even during the toughest of times, Bren had never left them behind without orders, never betrayed them, Laonia, or his duty.


  “We’ll find our lord,” Hato said with a lot more assurance than he felt. “Go to it, lads. Join Severo and scour the wood thoroughly. Bring back news of any findings right away.”


  “You’re not coming, my lord?” Clio, the youngest of the lot, asked.


  “My knee,” Hato said and he wasn’t lying. His swollen joint throbbed like a pulsing heart. That’s all he needed, an attack of the gout to add to his troubles. He watched the men go, looking a lot more dejected than he felt. His knee might be giving him trouble, but it wasn’t going to stop him from doing what he had to do.


  With the search parties gone, the courtyard looked deceptively empty. Hato knew better. Eleanor might be self-serving, but she wasn’t incompetent. He spotted the lady’s bodyguard watching him from behind the angled louvers of one of the kitchen windows. It looked like he was her entertainment for the day.


  He limped to his room and, slumping on the bed, summoned the servants, demanding a tub, hot water and rubbing oils. When the water was slow to come, he raved and complained, until Tatyene herself had to be summoned to appease the enraged lord.


  “Be patient, my lord.” Tatyene gestured for the servants to hurry. “Relief is almost ready. Should I call the healers for you?”


  “Those quacks? Save yourself the trouble. They’re but a bunch of fools. They’ve been at me with no result whatsoever. The tub is my only relief. I should soak for the better part of an hour.” Hato began to undress, dropping his pants right before the woman.


  “I shall send up hot water to reheat your bath in about half an hour,” she said, diving for the door and followed by the servants.


  Half an hour. That’s the time he had earned for himself. A least he knew he wouldn’t be disturbed until then. As soon as the door clicked shut, he pulled up his pants and searched his bag for the contingency tool kit he had requisitioned prior to coming to Tolone. He tucked the small roll into the back of his pants.


  The hallway was empty when he cracked the door open, but the lady’s bodyguard wasn’t too far off. She sat at the bottom of the stairs, sharpening her dirk, muttering a string of complaints to the cat on her lap. “Why should I have to play nursemaid to a cranky old man?”


  Silently, Hato limped down the back stairs and around to the library. The guard was standing at the doors. Hato scurried out the back door and crawled behind the manicured bushes edging the elegant manor, out of sight of the sentinels, until he found the library’s long windows.


  The windows were locked, but Hato had come prepared for the eventuality. He unrolled his kit on the ground, revealing the glazier’s tools he had carefully selected. He fitted his sharp glass cutter against the window’s lower pane, cutting the green glass along the copper came.


  Carefully, he removed the glass pane and set it aside, before snaking his way in between the iron rods’ narrow space. Once inside, he propped up the cut panel in place before he rose to his feet. As he expected, with the lady gone, the library was empty. He didn’t waste any time. He grabbed the manuscript from the shelf and tucked it into his belt.


  He was tightening his belt to secure his prize when voices sounded outside. He barely had time to cram himself beneath the desk before the door swung open.


  Someone’s steps clattered across the stone floors. The person dropped something on the desk with a slight thump. As the steps retreated, Hato pressed his face to the cold floor and spotted the back of the lady’s bodyguard.


  He waited until the door closed again.


  After making sure no one remained in the room, he emerged from his hiding place. He had only a few moments before the servants came to his room to warm his bath, but he had one last thing he had to do.


  He worked his way through the papers on the lady’s desk, scouring the signatures on the open letters, tracing the names on the accounting ledgers, inspecting the lady’s newest batch of unopened correspondence.


  That’s where he found it, at the top of the pile, no doubt placed there on purpose.


  His stomach twisted into a knot. King Riva’s black seal stained the creamy envelope like a plague boil.


  More voices outside. He couldn’t afford to be caught rummaging through the lady’s things or away from his room. He hesitated, holding the envelope in his hand. Tatyene had seen the letter. If it went missing or turned up open, she would know that something was amiss and so would the Lady of Tolone.


  He would be their first and only suspect.


  Hato couldn’t afford to be detained, especially with his lord missing. For Laonia’s sake, the alliance with Tolone had to be preserved at all cost. He had the manuscript and his suspicions had been confirmed. He would have to be satisfied with that for the moment.


  He put the letter back on the desk and slithered out of the library. He still needed a few moments to apply some mastic and refit the glass in place. With a little bit of luck, nobody would notice for a while.


  In stealth, he climbed the stairs back to his room and secured the manuscript in his saddlebags among his valuables. He was still undressing when the knock came.


  “Hot water, my lord.” Tatyene entered the room ahead of the servants carrying the steaming buckets. “And your men. They insist they must see you right away.”


  An agitated Severo stood by the door, holding his cap between his hands, together with young Clio and a dour-faced Cirillo. The servant’s slow pouring tested Hato’s patience.


  “That’s enough!” he barked when he couldn’t stand it anymore.


  The servant scurried away. The bodyguard left, but Hato knew she would linger by the door. He gestured for Severo to speak quietly.


  “I found his tracks,” Severo reported as soon as the door closed. “He was following some other set of tracks. Smaller. Lighter. He wasn’t running from us.”


  The woman, then.


  “Three dead,” Severo said, “marked with my lord’s distinctive blade. I discovered signs of a fight in the forest and the sunken ruts of a heavy wagon on a road beyond the wood.”


  “Do you think he’s been taken?”


  Severo nodded somberly. “Did she lure him out there? Was she a trap?”


  “She looked like a nice girl,” young Clio said, “pretty and sweet, the kind that could one day warm the lord’s bed nicely on a long winter’s night.”


  “What do you know of women or kindness?” Cirillo snapped. “That woman wouldn’t hesitate to deliver our lord’s head on a gilded basket to the gods’ hungry demons.”


  Clio’s expression crumpled like an old man’s face. Disappointment was always hardest on the young.


  “Get ready,” Hato said, rising from the tub. “We’re leaving.”


  Clio, Cirillo and Severo stared at him, or more likely, at the sodden pants he was still wearing.


  “Don’t mind that.” Hato shed his pants and dressed quickly. “Fetch my horse.”


  “But your knee,” Clio said.


  “Never mind my knee.”


  Hato didn’t waste any time. He informed the lady’s bodyguard that his lord had departed, avoiding her inquiries with impenetrable coolness. Only over his dead body would he give the woman’s mistress the satisfaction of announcing his lord’s demise. He didn’t have any proof that the Lady of Tolone had broken any of her oaths, but his instinct—not to mention the wax seal he had spotted on the envelope—warned him against placing any more trust than was absolutely necessary in Eleanor’s crafty hands.


  He collected Bren’s abandoned luggage and, leading the Twenty, marched out of Tolone in an orderly gallop that set his throbbing knee on fire.


  Two days later, after a tortuous descent and an exhaustive search that took them north and south on both sides of the river, after his knee had swollen to the size of a melon and his hopes to find Bren had began to wane, they discovered a dead horse rotting in the mire in an isolated part of the road on the kingdom side of the Nerpes.


  Bren’s distinctive chest plates lay in the mud next to the horse.


  Hato’s stomach churned with the bile corroding his guts.


  Worst of all, the trail ended there. There was no sign of his lord after that. He could be anywhere in the kingdom, including, and most probable, in one of Riva’s dungeons.


  “What do we do now?” Clio asked.


  “We keep looking,” Hato said, determined to find his lord, whole or in tiny pieces.


  Chapter Fourteen


  AS SOON AS HE SPOTTED THE silent shadows wading ahead, Bren froze and put his finger to his lips. A few steps away, Lusielle halted. Her face drained of color. Bren took cover behind a gnarled oak, motioning for her to do the same.


  “Stay put,” he mouthed, climbing the tree to get a better look.


  From his new vantage point, he surveyed his surroundings. Had the figures lurking among the bog’s shadows been completely immobile, he might have missed them altogether. As it was, Bren’s eyes focused on movement, identifying the men hidden along the bog’s western border.


  There were quite a few of them, no doubt waiting for him and Lusielle, stalking the narrowing cove where the swamp met the hills, one of the few places where the bog neared the road.


  Damn Orell. He had anticipated the spot. Not that it was hard. The Dismal Bog clung to its victims. Surrounded by crumbling ridges and extensive mud pits, the bog granted easy exit only at a couple of places.


  Bren scrambled down the tree and, moving cautiously, crept over to where Lusielle stood. “We’re going to have to trek through the bog for a little while longer,” he whispered. “There’s another spot north of here where we can get out.”


  “Over there!” a man shouted very near. “Get it, get it!”


  A spear whistled in the air and crashed only a few spans to Bren’s right. A set of boots splashed in the water. Lusielle made to bolt, but Bren grabbed hold of her and forced her down into a crouch behind the twisted roots.


  Someone whooped. “Got it!”


  Bren stole a look over the roots. He spotted one of Orell’s thugs, lifting a spear in the air. A skewered turtle dangled bloody and limp from the spear that had shattered its armored shell. Other men hooted further afield.


  What a bunch of buffoons. To cast a net so wide and then fail to keep the discipline.


  “We’ll make our escape as soon as these fools settle for lunch,” Bren whispered.


  “All right.” The color was returning to Lusielle’s face.


  They waited in quiet companionship. She was alert but calm. Bren realized that trekking with Lusielle across the deadly bog had proven to be a different experience from what he had expected. For two days, she had followed him at a good clip and without complaints. She was a bit like the Twenty, swift on her feet, bold but cautious, reliable and steady, quick to assess the circumstances without needing lengthy explanations.


  She was also handy to have around.


  When the swamp’s gruesome bugs began to prey on him, she smeared his neck with a paste of crushed wild tansy and rat tail warts. It was a less than fragrant combination of leaves and roots, but it kept the pests away. When the time came to eat again, he didn’t have to stalk any of the bog’s odd creatures. She curbed the worst of his hunger with a pocketful of berries, and the flowers and lichens she collected as she went. It wasn’t fitting food, he told her several times, but as she told him, it was better than nothing.


  “Let’s go,” he said, when he had judged that enough time had passed. “We’ll have to be swift if we want to beat Orell to the next spot. Just a few more leagues to go.”


  “The leagues I don’t mind,” she said. “Orell and his men, now them I mind.”


  Bren set a course north by northwest. He kept his eyes and ears open for traps. Orell tended to cast his nets far and wide.


  They didn’t speak again until after they had left Orell’s men far behind. Even then, they spoke quietly and mostly in whispers.


  “I’m curious.” Bren edged a bubbling nest of bog vipers, motioning for Lusielle to follow. “How did you come to marry that poor excuse for a human being?”


  “Aponte?” She grimaced, but made her way around the nest. “It’s just fate, I suppose. You wouldn’t understand.”


  “Try me.”


  “I think maybe not.”


  “Is it because I’m highborn?” he said. “Or is it because I’m a man?”


  She flashed him a cutting look.


  “I’m still curious.”


  “Well then, you better be willing to give up something in return.”


  “Are you trying to trade stories with me?”


  “A question for a question.”


  “Hmm.” Bren considered the notion. “What if I can’t answer your question?”


  “I’ll ask another one.”


  “Fair enough.”


  “I’ll start,” she said, keeping up the pace. “Why wouldn’t you be able to answer all my questions?”


  She was too bright for her own good. “Oaths, honor, consequences and lives.”


  “But—”


  “My turn,” he said. “Why did you marry that oaf of your husband?”


  “‘Cause I had to.”


  “That’s barely an answer—”


  “That’s as many words as you used in your reply,” she said. “My turn again: Why do you hunt a birthmark like the one I bear?”


  “I can’t answer that.”


  “Highborn secrets and sacred oaths.” She frowned. “Am I supposed to be impressed or scared?”


  “I don’t know the answer to that either.”


  She pursed her lips, pondering her next move. “Are my questions troublesome to you?”


  “Yes.” If only she knew how.


  “Why do I believe you?”


  He had no idea, but it was his turn again. “Using many more than four words, what are all the reasons you had to marry Aponte?”


  “A carefully crafted question.” She sighed. “All right. Aponte used to hire a room every month in my parents’ inn. The inn was on his route. He trades in ingredients, you know.”


  He knew.


  “He had approached my father before, offering coin in exchange for my hand in marriage. But my father wanted nothing to do with him and my mother thought he was vile. They both died in a fire which destroyed the inn. The king’s magistrate revoked the lease. I begged the magistrate to allow us to rebuild it. We had the skill to manage it, but he gave the property to someone else. We were left destitute.”


  Bren paused, listening carefully. He thought he had heard a noise breaking the bog’s eerie calm. Lusielle stopped too. A flap of wings confirmed that it was only a rook drying its wings. Bren reassumed the cautious march.


  “Did I hear you say ‘we’?” he asked, helping her climb over a tangle of roots.


  “My brother and I,” she said. “He was barely fourteen. Without a business or an inheritance, without a penny to his name, his prospects were doomed.”


  Bren noticed she didn’t mention her own dismal and perhaps even more dangerous prospects.


  “What happens in Laonia when a young man is orphaned and destitute?” she asked.


  “It’s never an easy thing. If the children are young enough, we place them with other families. If not, we try to place them with apprenticeships throughout the land. Regardless, I must provide for them. After all, when they lose their parents, they become my wards.”


  “Your wards?” She sounded intrigued. “That’s a lot of responsibility for one man.”


  “It’s the way of the house of Uras.” Bren halted. “Hush. Did you hear that?”


  Lusielle listened then shook her head. “Are you perhaps hearing some of the bog’s ghosts?”


  For a man who dreamed of ghosts, he didn’t think the joke was funny. They reassumed their cautious march.


  “So what happened to your brother after the inn burned?” Bren asked.


  “In the kingdom, if a young man is orphaned and destitute, there’s only one choice: He must sell himself to the king as a slave to work the salt mines for twenty years.”


  Bren was familiar with the practice. Riva believed that a man without prospects was desperate, and a desperate man was always dangerous. How right he was.


  “The main way of avoiding the salt mines is to garner enough money to pay for a free man’s right or to buy an appointment for the king’s guard,” Lusielle said. “We didn’t have the coin to pay for either. We’d heard that the Sea Port Cities were hiring youngsters for crew. The Sea Port Cities were far away. If only we had the money to buy passage ….”


  “Enter Aponte.”


  “Aponte came three days after the fire. I was just another transaction to him, one he felt he could accomplish at a bargain. Riva’s greedy magistrate was due back that afternoon to enforce his ruling. My brother would’ve been shipped to the king’s mines that night.”


  Lusielle herself would have been killed on the spot or taken to one of the king’s infamous pleasure houses. She didn’t mention that.


  “Aponte said he’d pay for my brother’s passage to the Sea Port Cities if I married him. He didn’t require a dowry, which I didn’t have, and he didn’t make any claim on my brother’s future earnings. It was by far the only chance my brother was going to get.”


  “So Aponte secured your brother’s station in life at your expense?”


  “Tristan didn’t want to go at first, but I knew what would happen if he stayed. To make sure Aponte kept his promise, I didn’t give my consent for the marriage until after Tristan was gone.”


  Aponte had to be a lowly, perverted scoundrel to force himself on a young and destitute orphan. He was a scamming weasel, getting the little brother out of the way at a bargain price. Bren had learned all about Aponte when he scouted the lead. The bastard had gotten more than a child bride out of the deal. He had secured a capable housekeeper for his holdings, a most able administrator, and marriage rights that he abused almost as often as he squandered them.


  “Why did you stay with him for all these years?” he said.


  “What was I supposed to do? I was sixteen when I married him. I gave the man my marriage oath. I had no rights, no coin, no way to run, no place to go. I did the only thing I could do and I tried to do it well. Obviously, I must have displeased him.”


  “You did nothing wrong, nothing to provoke what’s happened to you.” He halted the march and crouched behind a cluster of bushes to survey the clearing ahead.


  She crouched next to him. “You don’t believe that cause is followed by consequence?”


  “I don’t believe we can always understand the connection.”


  “I seem to be running into that a lot lately.”


  “What could you have possibly done to provoke Aponte’s anger?”


  “I never really loved him,” she said, in a small voice, “but he knew that when he married me—”


  “The guy is a heap of scum—”


  “And I refused to give him children.”


  “What?”


  “I drank my special brew every morning.”


  “Your special brew?”


  “He didn’t know,” she said. “Base or highborn, every man wants an heir. Isn’t it true?”


  “I suppose—”


  “Then it’s wrong, that a wife should refuse her husband the offspring he demands. You see? I’m a wretched soul and Aponte had good reason to turn me in to the magistrate after all. Come, I think it’s safe to cross here.”


  For the first time in years, Bren found himself doing something he hadn’t done in a long time: thinking about someone else’s troubles above his own. Her sadness poked a hole in the armor he had fashioned to keep himself apart and, simple as it was, her grief seemed akin to his. He rushed to catch up with her.


  He didn’t speak again until they were back trekking within the relative safety of the trees on the other side of the clearing. “There’s no rule that says that every woman in the world has to have issue,” he said.


  “I don’t know I ever wanted to have what you so formally call issue,” she said. “But I might have liked raising a brood in my home. By the way, I’ve answered your question, so it’s my turn to ask a question. Do you have a family back in Laonia?”


  “My mother died in childbirth,” he said. “My father died almost ten years ago. I had three brothers. They’re gone too. Why didn’t you want to bear children?”


  “I was afraid for them.”


  Bren scratched his head. “You were afraid for children you didn’t have?”


  “No child under Aponte’s roof would’ve been safe. A baby would’ve become another possession to him, an object, like I was, existing as his property and for his use. I wasn’t willing to do that to a child.”


  “I don’t blame you.”


  “Perhaps I’m just not suited for marriage. Aponte used to say it all the time. I was too willful, too proud, defective really, for being somebody’s wife.”


  “Aponte Rummins is a beast,” Bren said. “You shouldn’t have married him in the first place and you should’ve left him at the first practicable opportunity.”


  “And if you hadn’t been a high and mighty ruler, could you have done any better?”


  Probably not, but he didn’t say that aloud.


  The splash of hooves on water echoed through the bog. The sound was coming from the direction ahead of them. Damn Orell. He was being thorough.


  “Let’s wait here until they move out of the way.”


  Lusielle nodded, sitting next to him on a dry ledge tucked behind a pile of moss covered rocks. Her challenge came after a little while, first in the form of a stare, then in a whisper. “I don’t believe it.”


  “What?” he whispered back.


  “That you hunt a birthmark for sport.”


  “What do you know of highborn matters?”


  “Nothing,” she said, “but I know you.”


  “You don’t know me.”


  “I think I do.”


  Her certainty frightened him.


  “I wonder,” she said. “What kind of crime turns a good man into an outlaw?”


  “You’re assuming I’m a good man.”


  She looked him straight in the eye. “That part I know.”


  “You’re bound to be disappointed.”


  “You’ve met me at the bottom of all disappointments.”


  He stared at her, baffled. “Aren’t you afraid of me?”


  “No offense, my lord. You handle your weapon deftly. I don’t question your abilities, but I can’t doubt your character either.”


  “How by the piss of the gods would you know anything about me or my character?”


  “You oppose Orell, a man who I know enjoys torture and death.”


  “I don’t hear the horses anymore—”


  “You see right and wrong in the world.”


  “I think we’re clear to go—”


  “You don’t condone injustice, thus your dislike for Riva and Aponte. You take the orphans in Laonia under your protection and make sure they earn a livelihood.”


  He stood up, unable to keep still anymore, ready to take on Orell’s thugs over the fallacy of his virtuous character.


  “You came after me,” she said. “Three times. And you haven’t killed me yet. Can’t you see? You can’t be a sport-driven, cold-blooded murderer.”


  If her logic impressed him, her candor shocked him. Deceit he knew. Intrigue he could handle. Betrayal he counted on. He just wasn’t used to straightforward honesty. Perhaps he should have said something reassuring, but he refused to stoop down into the ranks of cheats and liars.


  A flash of movement alerted him to the danger. He motioned for Lusielle to stay still and waded through the bog as silently as possible. An eddy broke the water’s tranquil surface. A subtle grating came from a wooded cluster. Bren crouched amidst a growth of swamp brackens, and waited. A creak. A snap. He lifted his blade in the air, expecting one of Orell’s men to crash out of the woods.


  An inquisitive creature slithered out into the dark water instead, sniffing the air and wrinkling its nose as if it had caught a vile whiff.


  “It’s only a beaver.”


  Lusielle’s voice, so near to his ear, startled Bren. He almost cleaved her in half. The fear he spotted in her face made him cringe. “Don’t do that again!”


  “What?”


  “Sneak up like that. I could’ve killed you!”


  “And how’s that news?”


  “No more questions.” She had a gift for poking all his sore spots. “I’m done with your game.”


  He tramped ahead, retreating into the safety of his sullen silence, rebuilding the necessary distance between them.


  Lusielle’s wits were sharp enough to note details most people wouldn’t notice. She possessed the kind of sound reasoning he would have cherished in any other person, the even rational approach to problems he would have favored under any other circumstances. But there was nothing rational about his curse, nothing logical about his duty.


  The fallacy wasn’t in Lusielle’s reasoning. She was right: He didn’t want to kill her. The fallacy was in the sheer, incomprehensible horror of his cursed existence. He had to kill her by means that would defy even the foulest of imaginations. And even though her actions had earned her a reprieve, there was no way around her murder.


  Chapter Fifteen


  THE THIRTEENTH TEMPLE OF THE LESSER Gods was more of a fortress than a temple. A tall whitewashed wall rose from the grassy meadow less than a league away from the horrors of the Dismal Bog. The wall was covered with exuberant paintings, vibrantly colored depictions of the lesser gods’ deeds, cramming the wall from top to bottom and for as far as Lusielle could see. Life inside the temple, however, seemed to be limited to its artful representation. Bren banged the iron ring on the massive doors to no avail.


  “They’re at the prayers,” the blind beggar sitting by the gates said. “You can bang all you want, but they won’t open the doors for the worshipping day until they finish their rites.”


  Lusielle shuddered. They had beat Orell to the temple, but the thug was probably on the way and not too far off. Orell and his men were likely to show up at any moment.


  Bren stormed off to inspect the massive walls. His silence was frightening and alienating. His mood was like the changing season’s unpredictable weather—fine one moment, violently storming the next. Was he capable of murder after all?


  The gods would have to help her now if she had made the wrong choice.


  She shifted her attention to the formidable walls before her, wondering what kind of place this temple was. She had never been to any of the kingdom’s temples before. Her parents had always stayed clear of towns and temples. Aponte had limited her outings to his store and warehouses, severely punishing her if she deviated from her daily routes. He claimed he was protecting her from a corrupted and corruptive world. Right.


  She shook off the chilling memories and focused on the present. It also required her wits. At least now she had a chance at something else. She had hope and—provided she could part ways with Laonia’s odd lord fairly soon—she had a dream she could have never considered while living in the kingdom under Aponte’s rule. She was curious about the thirteenth temple, but as she stood in front of the massive gates, she didn’t know what to expect.


  She kept an eye out for Orell and his men. A few hundred people loitered by the gates, waiting to worship one god or another. Some seemed like locals on an outing. Others were obviously travelers by the look of their baggage and the makeshift tent town sprouting in the surrounding fields. Most came by foot, but mules, donkeys and the occasional horse loafed in the meadow.


  An old woman squinted at Lusielle through the swollen eyelid of her infected eye. “What are you, cursed with filth?” she said. “You don’t need the gods to cure that. A bath will do.”


  Lusielle tried to shake off the mud clinging to her skirt, but the woman was right. Nothing except a good scrubbing could improve her or her clothes. “We had a bit of a rough journey getting here.”


  “Don’t we all.” The woman smiled, a flash of pink gums and a few crooked teeth. “Are you here to pray for a husband?” She glanced over to Bren, who looked as filthy as Lusielle did. “No, you’ve got one of ‘em losers. Let me guess. You’re here to worship Odalis. Having trouble getting with child? Or is your man running around on you?”


  “Odalis has nothing to gift me,” Lusielle said. “What about you? Why are you here?”


  “At my age, I got the long list.” She pointed to her inflamed eye. “I want relief from Izar’s curse if she wills it, a blessing for my new grandson from Pious Eligious, and one last favor from fickle Puernicious.”


  “Puernicious?”


  “God of luck, girl, king of the odds. You’re still counting on your nice curves for advancement. This old wench needs a big win to finance her old age.”


  “You might be able to help the healing along.” Lusielle took a closer look at the woman’s ailing eye. “An infusion of berberine and dry sobar petals may help clear your eye. I hear the temples have a good selection of useful ingredients.”


  “Are you one of Izar’s chosen?” the woman asked.


  “Oh, no, but I have some experience with remedies.”


  “How kind of you to offer to make me an infusion.” The woman proffered her hand. “I’m Nelia. What’s your name? Where are you and your man from?”


  Lusielle shook the woman’s hand, but her eyes narrowed on the speck of dust she spotted down the road. It was moving. Fast. Horses. Lots of them.


  She called out to Bren. “They’re coming.”


  Bren’s face hardened. Despite the distance, Lusielle could see that Orell had augmented his numbers since they had last met. At least some twenty warriors rode with him.


  The old woman was already running, scattering at the sight of the king’s forces like the rest of the people who had been waiting by the gates. Panic rippled through the crowd, sending the frightened worshippers to hide among the wheat fields and the forest beyond. Even the blind beggar fled, challenging the seeing folk with a swift escape.


  “Put out your hands,” Bren said, undoing the leather straps around his forearms and wrapping them around his fingers. “Stand firm against the wall.”


  With a running start, he stepped on Lusielle’s clasped hands. His body’s heavy load balanced there briefly as he bounded onto her shoulder and jumped, reaching out for the top of the wall.


  He managed to hook a knuckle or two around the base of one of the spiked iron barbs topping the wall. For a moment, he dangled there, scuffing his dirty boots against the wall, summoning the strength to pull himself up. Swinging his leg, he managed to wedge his foot between the jagged shards, finding purchase to scale the rest of the way up, until he balanced precariously on the narrow ledge edging the spikes.


  “Sorry,” he said, before he flexed his knees and, leaping high above the barbs, dove into the compound.


  Lusielle had a sense of sudden loss. She looked back and saw the king’s warriors, coming closer. It occurred to her that the Lord of Laonia was now safe behind those walls while she wasn’t.


  She crept a few paces along the wall until she felt her back pressing against the gates. Orell’s face was visible now, mouth twisted in anger. She had an urge to run, but where? Through the meadow like the others? Back to the swamp?


  A bell tolled behind the walls. The rustle and bang of wood preceded the screech of the gates. The massive doors cracked open.


  “In here.” Bren yanked her inside. With a grunt and a push, he shut the door behind her and tackled the heavy bar.


  Lusielle’s rubbery knees buckled, but she forced herself into action. The bar had just fallen on the brackets when the door rattled with Orell’s furious pounding.


  “On behalf of the king,” he shouted, “I command you to open the gates!”


  Fear weakened Lusielle’s legs, and not just because of the close call. The space they had entered consisted of a massive courtyard crammed with the lesser gods’ many shrines. Colorful buildings of all manner of construction and sizes packed the huge courtyard from the outer wall to the inner wall. Another concentric set of inner walls were built at the base of a gradually sloping hill above the courtyard, dotted with small windows and arched balconies. A third set of fortified walls sat atop the crest of the hill like a shimmering crown.


  But it wasn’t the visual shock of the ornately decorated architecture overwhelming Lusielle. It was the red-clad army of priests pouring from the inner wall’s gate, the anointed Ascended who comprised the rank and file at the temple, surging towards them like a bloody tide.


  The Ascended held no flowers in their hands to welcome them. Instead, they wielded long fighting canes sharpened at both ends. The canes strummed as they sliced the air, bouncing with a hollow thud when they crashed against Bren’s sword.


  He warded off the attack, sidestepping his opponents, deflecting the onrush of blows and disarming quite a few of the Ascended. “On behalf of the house of Uras,” he said while parrying, “I bid you to stop.”


  “House of Uras?” one of the Ascended said. “Stop!” he said to the others, who heeded his order. “Now, show us your ring.”


  Tracking the uneasy group with his sword, Bren dug out a chain from beneath his shirt. A large, silver ring dangled at the end of the chain, topped by a black etching, which Bren displayed for the Ascended.


  Something about the ring struck Lusielle as familiar, but she had never seen it before, didn’t even know he had it until this moment.


  “Who rang the bell?” A commanding voice echoed in the courtyard. “Who dares to disrupt our rites?”


  A strapping man of mid years, average height and unremarkable features stepped through the ranks, dressed in a red robe edged with golden ribbons and matching silk sandals. He might have been easily confused with all of the other Ascended, had it not been for the jeweled belt around his waist, the long braid, which reached down to his knees, and the expression of indisputable authority fixed on his face.


  Red lines rimmed the shrewd eyes that scoured Bren and undressed Lusielle as if she was but a harlot working the streets. She watched the man as he came down the stairs. To her trained eye, his gait lacked the confidence to match his arrogance.


  “What mortal man dares the wrath of the Thousand Gods’ legions?” he demanded.


  “It is I, Brennus, Lord of Laonia. Don’t you remember me, Pious Eligious?”


  “The Lord of Laonia?” The Pious seemed surprised. “I made you for dead months ago.”


  “And yet here I am.”


  “And look at you.” The man grimaced. “A mangy mongrel would be an improvement. You’re a disgrace to your people. What kind of trouble are you in this time?”


  “I’ve got Riva’s dog at my heels.”


  “I want no trouble with the king,” Eligious said. “Your struggles don’t belong here.”


  “And here I thought the temples were precisely the place where men and gods met for the good old chat.”


  “What do you want?”


  “I need a safe place to rest, clean clothing, some hot food, if you can spare it, and the temple’s protection.”


  “Your troubles are of your own making,” the Pious said. “Don’t bring them to me.”


  “Are you refusing to help me?”


  “You of all people should know better than to dawdle in Riva’s territories.” Eligious shuffled back to the stairs. “Get out, Brennus. The gods owe no favors to the wicked.”


  Lusielle was stunned. They had come all this way, crossed the Dismal Bog, survived it, only to be turned away and delivered into Orell’s murderous hands because of the Pious’s whims?


  “I thought you said he was your friend,” she murmured.


  “The word ‘friend’ is a relative term in my world,” Bren muttered.


  “What are we going to do?”


  “We’re not dead yet. Pious!” Bren called out. “I demand sanctuary.”


  Eligious stumbled. “What did you say?”


  “I said, I demand sanctuary.”


  The man turned to face Bren. “Dare you rub my nose in the old ways?”


  “I’m Lord of Laonia, favored of Twins, beloved of the Triad. The code stands. You can’t refuse me sanctuary.”


  “You’re testing my patience.”


  “What will the folks at the sacred island say if you forfeit the code?” Bren said. “The Chosen will be most unhappy to learn that with your refusal to assist me, you released Laonia from its obligations.”


  Lusielle realized the delicate game Bren was playing. She didn’t know much about temples and highborn, only that they were linked by the code in a complex relationship. She surmised that when one party failed in their obligations, the other party was freed from theirs.


  Bren was setting up his gamble to win even if he lost.


  If Eligious granted them refuge, he would keep his life and freedom, at least for the moment. If the Pious refused Bren sanctuary, Bren would fall to Orell, but Laonia would be free of paying the tribute, a payment he hadn’t been able to gather yet.


  She wagered the temples were too greedy to risk the yearly tribute.


  Eligious gnashed his teeth in a bitter smile. “You want sanctuary? Fine. I’ll give you sanctuary. Three days. That’s all you have by the code and Orell knows it. He’ll surround the temple. He’ll be waiting for you when you come out and you would’ve wasted Laonia’s rights for nothing.”


  “Don’t worry about Orell on my behalf,” Bren said. “Sanctuary is all I ask.”


  “And all you should have, provided of course, you can comply with the conditions. You do remember the conditions?”


  “I’ll make a fitting offering to the Triad.”


  “I doubt the gods will hear your prayers,” Eligious said. “You’ll also surrender your weapons.”


  Lusielle could tell the obligation grated on Bren, but he had to comply if he wanted the temple’s protection. He lay down his sword and his hunting knife at the Pious’s feet.


  “I commend my weapons to Suriek’s shrine,” Bren said. “I’ll have my rooms now.”


  “Have you forgotten the fee?” Eligious said. “The code made provisions so that lordlings like you couldn’t claim sanctuary just to eat us out of our food or loot our coffers to finance a life of leisure. You need to purchase your refuge with a fee.”


  Bren’s proud bearing stiffened. Orell had stripped him of all his valuables during his capture and although he had retrieved his weapons, he had not had recovered his purse.


  “My men will bring you coin as soon as I send for it,” Bren said.


  “A coinless lord.” Eligious sneered. “What a sorry state of affairs. I’m afraid the code is very clear on this point.”


  “You make a living out of extending credit to highborn and baseborn alike.”


  “Given your particular circumstances, you’re not exactly what I’d call a good investment. High risk. Low returns. Bad odds. Sorry, Brennus. My money lenders won’t even consider your request.” Eligious swept his arm towards the gates. “I suggest you leave.”


  The scar on Bren’s face lit like a flame.


  Lusielle tugged on his sleeve.


  “Not now,” he muttered between his teeth.


  Lusielle dug in her pocket and pressed the three gold coins that Tatyene had given her into Bren’s palm. “Will this do?”


  “How—?”


  “Will it work?”


  “Someday, I’m going to pay you back.” Bren squeezed her hand and stepped forward, holding out the coins. “Gold for the gods. You have no reason to refuse me now.”


  The glare Eligious aimed at Bren made Lusielle cringe. She hated to part with her only coin, but she realized that it was an investment in the future. There would be no tomorrow for her or Bren unless they managed to survive the day, no chance of refuge without coin.


  As to her prospects without the money, she had skills she could use to finance her journey and she wasn’t afraid of hard work.


  She glowered back at Eligious, and he must have felt her anger, because his eyes shifted from Bren and focused on her, a careful, appraising stare.


  The expression on the Pious’s face was far from kind as it shifted from scornful, to interested, to triumphant. “May I see your ring, dear?”


  “My ring?” Lusielle stammered. “Nay, I’m not—I have no ring.”


  “Of course you don’t.” Eligious turned to his attendants. “You, take the Lord Brennus to his rooms. The rest of you, throw this baseborn slut out of my temple.”


  The hands seizing Lusielle were harsh and determined. The Ascended dragged her towards the gates, towards Orell, towards the kind of death she had already escaped and couldn’t fathom confronting again.


  “Wait!” Bren’s voice rose above the others, stilling the Ascended. “This woman is under my protection.”


  “I’m aware of the type of ‘protection’ the house of Uras likes to offer,” Eligious said. “She might want to thank me for the favor of sending her away.”


  “The favor is not for you to offer.”


  “I won’t have blood spilled in my temple.”


  “I swear it on my house’s honor.”


  Eligious scoffed. “That’s shifty territory, isn’t it? Throw her out.”


  “You’ll forfeit the code if you to throw her out.”


  “Baseborn are not entitled to sanctuary,” Eligious said. “I’m under no obligation.”


  “She’s part of my retainer, and as such, she’s entitled.”


  “But is she really part of your retainer? Or are you just trying to dishonor this temple?”


  “She’s not what you think—”


  “Well then, what types of ‘other’ services does she provides for you?”


  “She’s my … err … my—”


  “—Remedy mixer.” Lusielle shook herself free from the men’s hold. “A very gifted one, as the lord here will attest. I can do potions, infusions and brews. I handle tinctures, elixirs, tisanes, decoctions and macerates. I’m known for my salves, oils and lotions. If you need it, I can mix it. I’m a particularly good at treating sores and boils, especially those Izar sets upon the unclean. I can prepare remedies for your Ascended while I’m here, if you’d like. No offense to your temple’s healer— I’m sure you have a good one—but without the proper remedies, what good can a healer do?”


  Lusielle had just mounted her own little offensive. The Pious suffered from some kind of illness of the groin, a boil maybe, she deduced from watching his painful gait. Everybody knew that sickness among the pure was considered the worst omen. Disease was a sign of the gods’ wrath. In the past, mere rumors of illness had ended many a Pious’s rule.


  The situation had to be even more perilous for Pious Eligious. With the White Tide set to begin and the high worshipping season at its peak, he would be desperate for a cure. Teos was about to call. The temple’s seasonal inspection was imminent. Not only would Eligious scuttle his chances to become a Chosen if he was sick when Teos’s representatives arrived, but he could be forced out of his rank and deposed from the temple if he was found impure.


  Lusielle’s veiled threat worked, at least for the moment.


  “She cannot be allowed inside the third wall,” Eligious said.


  “She won’t go to the higher temple,” Bren pledged.


  “Are you sure you want to linger here?” Eligious offered Lusielle a last chance out.


  A quick reminder of Orell standing outside the gates was sufficient. “I’m sure.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  A GROUP OF CANE-WIELDING ASCENDED ESCORTED LUSIELLE and Bren through the second wall’s gates and up the stairs leading to the apartments set aside for visiting highborn. The long, windowless halls and the winding stairs illuminated by torches gave the place a cavernous feel. The evenly spaced doors were indistinct from each other and unmarked, making each hall look exactly like the next.


  “This place is like a maze,” Lusielle whispered.


  Bren squeezed her hand. “You won’t be going anywhere without me.”


  Lusielle couldn’t tell if he meant to ease her worries or to warn her against any attempts at escaping him. She recalled he had made an oath to the Pious not to spill any blood while at the temple. That ought to offer some assurance.


  The Ascended leading them stopped before one of the doors and, unlocking it, gestured for them to enter, withdrawing quickly, leaving behind two of her cane-wielding peers stationed outside the door.


  “I guess the Pious won’t be taking any chances with us.” Bren inspected the chamber.


  It was an expansive room, with a high-beamed ceiling and a stone hearth, furnished with plush carpets, a dining table, comfortable chairs and an immense, carved bed. A set of double doors flanked by velvet curtains led out to a spacious balcony. From there, Lusielle could see the cultivated fields and the countryside, the crowded buildings cramming the extensive courtyard, and Orell and his riders, lounging by the gates.


  “The Pious is right,” Lusielle said. “In three days, Orell will be ready, waiting for us.”


  “True.” Bren leaned on the scrolled railing and mouthed the words. “That’s why we’ll be leaving before then.”


  “How?”


  He tapped on his ear, indicating someone else could be listening. “Leave the details to me.”


  A knock on the door announced the arrival of a steaming tray piled with food. A flurry of servants invaded the chamber, setting the table, carrying buckets of water and preparing the washing basins. They disappeared as suddenly as they had arrived, leaving a pile of clean folded garments on the bench.


  Lusielle washed her face and hands, admiring the opulent food selection. Despite her grumbling stomach, the artful displays were almost too beautiful to disturb.


  Bren, on the other hand, had none of her compunctions. He stabbed a chunk of garnished lamb and handed it to her along with the gilded knife, then plopped down on a chair and began to ravage the meal. He chewed fast, eating great quantities of food, picking portions from one platter then the next, as if trying to make up for all the dinners he had skipped as well as those he could potentially miss in the future.


  Lusielle dunked a chunk of freshly baked bread in the rich broth and tasted glory. “Hmm,” she said. “These people know how to eat.”


  “A life of service to the gods has its privileges.”


  Lusielle hesitated before asking. “Why does the Pious hate you so much?”


  Bren’s eyes focused on his plate. “Few people like me.”


  “I’ve noticed,” Lusielle said. “Why is that?”


  “Drink,” he said, pouring from a pitcher, filling her cup. “You need your strength.”


  The frothy draft tasted fresh, thick and spicy, warming her gullet all the way to her stomach, then sending a fearsome blast to heat her cheeks. She had to fan her face. “No wonder they have visions.”


  Bren laughed, an honest sound that was still new to her ears. “The sacred brew has a punch to it, doesn’t it?”


  He took a last bite of his roast and without delay, pushed away from the table and ducked behind the ornately painted screen where the basins had been set up.


  His dirty greaves dropped to the floor first, followed by his soiled clothes. Lusielle watched through the break at the bottom of the screen as his bare feet stepped into a copper basin. A bucket rose above the screen, disgorging a stream of water. The sounds of hard scrubbing filled the room. The fragrant smell of expensive soap scented the air, the heady aromas of cypress and sesame oils mixed with alkaline salt and fine ashes.


  Lusielle nibbled on a spoonful of perfectly seasoned mashed gourds, trying—without much success—to keep herself from glancing at the screen, where the breaks between the decorated partitions offered tantalizing glimpses of the man behind it.


  She had to admit it—the painted panels might be works of art, but the flashes of flesh she spotted in between the panels were as pleasant to the eye and far more provoking to the imagination.


  “I want you to stay here while I go to the high temple,” Bren said from behind the screen. “We’re not safe outside these walls, not even in the courtyard. Do you understand? No talking to anyone, no wandering around.”


  “As if I wanted to do any of those things.” She spotted the sponge, scrubbing his muscular arms, lathering a winding trail over his expansive chest.


  “You have no interest in worshipping the lesser gods?” he asked.


  “I worship the gods in my heart. Why should I need to visit them in little shrines?”


  “I’ve never had much use for temples either.”


  Water trickled over his muscled back as a shaving razor flickered against his throat. She spied a leg, a thigh, a careless flash of firm and shapely rump.


  Dear gods. This man was built completely different from Aponte. Was there fault in appreciating the sights even if it was without leave?


  She wrenched her stare from the screen and, concentrating on the food on the table, sank her fork into a chunk of roast. Thick and strong, kind of like his calves ….


  This had to stop. She surrendered the fork and, dipping her spoon into some kind of sweet custard, refused to look at the screen or the man behind it.


  She cleared her throat. “Eligious said you’d have to offer to the Triad.”


  “The code requires it, and the Pious won’t let me forget it.”


  “What is it like? To live by the code?”


  “With rule comes duty,” he said. “It’s second nature when you’re born of Onisious’s line.”


  “And yet, even by The Tale, we are all Suriek’s children.”


  “Are you familiar with The Tale?”


  “Of course I’m familiar with The Tale,” Lusielle said. “I might be baseborn, but I’m not ignorant.”


  “I didn’t mean to—”


  “First came Suriek, who traveled three layers from the underworld and perched her frozen soul atop the highest mountain,” she recited. “Freed by her new existence, she wept at the beauty of the world. Her tears filled the lake until it spilled over, flowing into the land’s deepest groove, birthing the Nerpes, granting life to the land. And from her tears, all gifting creatures spawned to delight her days.”


  “Very good.”


  “What about you, highborn? Are you familiar with The Tale?”


  “Remind me never to challenge you to a race,” he said, chuckling behind the screen. “Let’s see. With the world made, Suriek sought to share her joy. She called on her beloveds, who raced to her voice. Onisious traveled faster, claiming Suriek as his wife. His sweat fueled the Nerpes’s current and salted the soil. Ronerus arrived on his heels and became Suriek’s lover. His seed quickened the waters and fertilized the crops. And Suriek loved them both, for she was skillful, clever and proficient, generous in spirit and capable of great deeds.”


  “Shame those two could never get along,” Lusielle said.


  “They were jealous of each other,” he said.


  “You’ve got to admit, Ronerus’s seed was more prolific.”


  “I’ll say. How many children did he spawn from Suriek?”


  “Some nine hundred and ninety-eight gods and goddesses, more than enough to establish the foundation from which the baseborn were created.”


  “So you think that the term ‘baseborn’ refers to ‘foundation’?”


  “Let me guess,” Lusielle said. “You think that the ‘base’ in baseborn is some sort of lowly reference to the Goddess’s ancient marital status, as in ‘bastard born.’”


  “It’s widely believed—”


  “Spare me your highborn speculation,” she said. “You highborn composed The Tale.”


  “Is it my fault that my ancestors were highly accomplished and literate?”


  “Arrogant too, not to mention highly disconnected from the rest of the world.”


  “We’re not exclusively flawed,” Bren said. “By all accounts, Ronerus’s children were a quarrelsome bunch.”


  “Interesting, diverse and—”


  “Unruly.” Bren peeked from behind the screen. “Wouldn’t you say?”


  “Poor Onisious,” Lusielle said. “He wasn’t exactly fruitful. He could only manage to spawn the Twins.”


  “But the Twins were strong and steadfast,” Bren said, “worthy of rule, like their father. And, don’t forget, the Twins’ union resulted in—”


  “I know.” Lusielle sighed. “Twenty-eight founders of the highborn ruling houses.”


  “The code says the same thing.”


  “The code is also your version of the world.”


  “The code was Suriek’s way to put an end to the divine wars,” Bren said. “I happen to think that Ronerus was a sore loser.”


  “And Onisious was an arrogant thug.”


  “Are we having an argument?”


  “A very old one, I think.”


  “Look at us, fighting the old battles,” Bren said. “I guess that’s why Teos was necessary, to preserve Suriek’s peace. Can you please fetch me a drying cloth?”


  Lusielle set down her spoon and went to find the cloth among the pile of garments. As she passed the cloth over the screen, something fell to the floor. It was a note. On impulse, Lusielle unfolded it and read it.


  “What are you doing?”


  The screen was no longer in between them. Lusielle’s views were neither restricted nor fleeting. The man standing before her wore nothing but a cloth wrapped around his trimmed waist. It was both irritating and alarming, but her mind took instant note of all the details.


  He stood on legs as thick as pillars. A light coating of coarse hair covered his well-developed calves and his powerful thighs, reemerging on the upper side of the cloth in the guise of a tapering line ending at the flat belly button. It yielded to the distinct outline of his stomach muscles, his expansive chest and a strong pair of clavicles supporting his freshly shaven neck.


  She offered him the note without meeting his eyes.


  “Where did you find this?”


  “It fell out of the cloth just now.” She gulped. “What does it say?”


  “It’s none of your concern.” He stomped to the fireplace, fed the parchment to the flames, shoved his legs into a pair of black breeches and donned a clean shirt, displaying the sudden change of mood that perturbed her beyond words. “I won’t have you snooping around.”


  She clenched until her teeth ached. “Why would I have cause for snooping around?”


  “You have cause, I know you have cause.” He tugged on his boots. “I’m not a fool, and neither are you, although perhaps a tad of idiocy would’ve made matters easier between us.”


  “What matters?”


  “Why do you have to ask so many questions?” Bren stomped to the door. “Listen to me. If we’re going to get out of this place, you’re going to have to trust me, at least while we’re here.”


  “What happens after we leave here?”


  “I won’t make you false promises.”


  “Maybe you should.”


  “Do you want me to lie to you?”


  “Why should I do anything you say?”


  “Because you have no choice,” he said, before slamming the door. “And neither do I.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  THE SMALL GROUP OF ASCENDED ESCORTING Bren materialized the moment he walked out of the chamber. Eligious was set on watching Bren’s every movement. Bren hadn’t expected it to be any different, but he had to find a way of getting rid of his escort. He had things he had to do, things he couldn’t do with a pack of Ascended trailing him.


  Bren took the steps in groups of three, leaping up the winding staircases, exiting the building onto a pitched walkway, following it around the base of the third set of lustrous walls, the tallest yet, topped by a handsome set of curled crenels.


  At the end of the walkway, he left his escort behind and crossed a small bridge to knock on the high temple’s ornate gate. A small window opened on the carved door, framing the caretaker’s face. Bren flashed his ring.


  “Welcome, Lord of Laonia.” The caretaker granted him entrance. “Your offering awaits.”


  A gilded cage with two white eagles rested on an immaculate white table. The eagles’ claws were tied together with golden ropes. Their beaks were similarly bound shut. Bren propped opened the top of the cage and examined the animals, finding no signs of disease, no lesions or imperfections.


  “These will do,” he said, “but I see only two offerings instead of three.”


  The caretaker flashed an uneasy smile. “My apologies, my lord. Pious Eligious informs me your token consisted of three gold coins.”


  “Yes?”


  “A gold coin for your keeping, a gold coin for your guest’s keeping, and a gold coin for your offerings,” the caretaker said. “I’m afraid these sacred eagles are … how should I put this? Expensive? You could only afford two.”


  Bren had to make a supreme effort not to strangle the man on the spot. By the look on his face, the caretaker believed he was very capable of just such murder. A gold coin was an outrageous charge for three days. For the price Eligious was asking, he could’ve bought a flock of sacred eagles in any other temple.


  He had to remind himself that Eligious, not the caretaker, was responsible for this latest insult. If Bren couldn’t afford his offering, sanctuary could be rescinded. Jacking up the offerings’ price was the easiest way to do this.


  Bren was sure Eligious would have never dared to harass another highborn like this. The Pious smelled weakness, anticipating Bren’s demise and Laonia’s fall. How long before the temples and the other highborn openly turned against him?


  “The gods require blood for the offering,” Bren said. “Am I right?”


  “Indeed, my lord,” the caretaker said.


  “Then they shall have it.”


  “The gods don’t share well, my lord. Three offerings from two beasts won’t fulfill the code’s terms.”


  “We’ll see about that.” Bren snatched a white robe from the caretaker and donned it quickly. “Take me to the hall.”


  The man found no courage to deny Bren’s glare. He pointed the way and, carrying the eagles’ cage, followed on his heels like a tame dog.


  The tall, open air vestibule was a round chamber with solid white walls adorned with the stylized etchings of the land’s highborn seals. Bren’s eyes scoured the seals until he found the one for the house of Uras. He placed four fingers on the etching and said a quick prayer asking the gods for a blessing on his house. It was an ancient, customary prayer, most likely useless when it came to cursed men, but he said it anyway. Then he pressed the ring he wore around his neck against the slot centered in the seal.


  The entire wall rotated and shifted, opening up into the high temple’s circle. Pristine alabaster walls and floors comprised the chamber. A set of three stairs led to a crescent-shaped dais curved against the chamber’s southern orientation. The facades of three elaborate shrines rose on the dais, one in the middle, the other two at either end.


  “You may call the witnesses,” Bren said.


  The caretaker hesitated. “But my lord—”


  “Call them.”


  Resigned, the caretaker pulled on a discreet lever, which opened a door. Three Ascended stepped through the threshold and took their places at the foot of the dais. One of them offered Bren the ceremonial weapon. Although he wasn’t in the mood for ceremonies, Bren had no choice but to accept the dagger.


  The first eagle was a bird in its prime, a magnificent creature with an astounding wing span. He petted the beast, admiring it. Why did the gods crave the best in beauty and grace? And why did he have to do the killing?


  No answers and no way around it.


  He grabbed the eagle by the ropes binding it and, flinging it violently through the air, slammed it against the silver grille inlaid on the gleaming stone floor before the first shrine’s threshold.


  “Heed me, Onisius, husband of Suriek, father to her children, brother to her fate,” he recited the old prayer. “To you I’ve come to offer in the ancient way of the pledge, may you favor the house of Uras with your strength.”


  Bren held down the stunned bird with a knee and, stretching out the eagle’s feathered neck, brought down the dagger and sliced off the head.


  The dagger’s edges were sharpened to perfection. The blade cut through feathers, skin and bone. A spurt of warm blood splashed on Bren’s face and stained his robe. The rest spilled on the scrolled silver grille, from where it trickled into the little tray.


  Bren grabbed the second eagle and moved on to the shrine at the opposite end of the dais. The animal pecked at his hand, drawing blood, a desperate, useless attempt to defend itself. With concise, efficient motions, Bren repeated the brutal ritual, secretly hoping that the blow had killed the splendid beast before the blade struck.


  “Heed me, Ronerus, lover of Suriek, father to her bastards, brother to her soul. To you I’ve come to offer in the ancient way of the pledge, may you favor Laonia with your cunning.”


  When he was done draining the second eagle, he moved on to the center shrine. The air smelled of blood and animal fear. His sweat’s acrid scent added to the mix, the stink of the faithless.


  “He has nothing more to offer,” one of the Ascended whispered.


  “The fool,” another one said. “What a waste of precious eagles.”


  “Wait,” the third witness said. “What’s he doing?”


  Bren took a knee before Suriek’s magnificent shrine. He rolled up his sleeve and, stretching out his arm, located the thickest vein in the crook of his elbow. Making a fist, he pressed the point of the dagger against his skin and punctured through it. A crimson blot swelled around the knife. He pressed harder, until the blood trickled from the puncture, dribbling down his forearm and dripping from his fingers.


  “Highborn blood, favorite of the gods,” he said to the witnesses. “Let me know when you’ve judged it enough.”


  He flexed his hand, opening and closing his fist, forcing the flow, steeling himself for the wait. The bloody Goddess and her witnesses wouldn’t be easily satisfied.


  “Heed me, Suriek, Onisious’s wife, Ronerus’s lover, mother to your offspring, pillar to our world. To you I’ve come to offer in the ancient way of the pledge. May you favor my life with your passion.”


  The puncture wound on Bren’s arm throbbed. His head felt faint, his eyesight blurred, his body chilled, but he was at ease. There was no madness in the bloodletting, no terrible suffering. Bleeding a life away was a peaceful way to die. The moment lengthened without dimension.


  “Enough.” The witness’ voice came from far away. “You can stop now.”


  “Enough!” Someone’s hand landed on his shoulder and shook him hard.


  “Has the offering been fulfilled?” Bren asked.


  “Suriek has had enough,” the Ascended said.


  Bren didn’t know how much time had passed, but blood drenched his arm and overflowed from Suriek’s silver tray. He had wagered on the questionable odds that Eligious wouldn’t risk losing Laonia’s tribute by allowing Bren to die while he was in sanctuary. He had further assumed that the Pious would not want to taint the temple with a highborn death.


  His wagers were hardly safe these days.


  For an instant, he considered offering the rest of his blood to Suriek. It was a self-indulgent way to end his life and better than the alternative. Then he thought of Laonia, lost to Riva; of the fates of Hato, the Twenty and the house of Uras. A new concern added to his worries. He couldn’t abandon Lusielle to fend for herself, not even if her fate at the Pious’s hands might be kinder than her fate with him.


  He ripped off the edge of his robe and holding an end between his teeth, tightened the makeshift bandage around his arm until the bleeding began to slow down. His head ached. His legs trembled when he rose. His steps wavered as he opened the gridiron gate and entered Suriek’s perfumed shrine.


  “Where are you going?” the caretaker said.


  “Tell Eligious that the offering has been fulfilled.” Bren shut the gate, staring down the caretaker through the door’s scrolled grate. “I claim my time with Suriek.”


  “It is your right.” The caretaker bowed. “I’ll be outside if you need me, my lord.” He withdrew from the chamber, followed by the murmuring witnesses.


  Bren was glad to see them gone. He leaned against the door until the world stopped spinning and his eyes grew accustomed to the flickering light of the candles illuminating Suriek’s sumptuous shrine. Reflecting the light, the bejeweled eyes of thousands of animal figurines glimmered around him, Suriek’s gifting creatures.


  The precious menagerie sat on mirrored shelves set against mirrored walls, keeping Suriek company through the centuries, an army of common and exotic beasts, guarding the fierce Goddess from the people she had spawned.


  Bren made his way to the corner, where among the gleaming tiles, a small fountain trickled as if murmuring the Goddess’s praises. He braced himself on the basin and faced his reflection, the eyes of a famished beast, the face of a murderous monster, the grimness that had become his only expression, and death, stalking his hollow stare.


  Dipping his hands in the water, he scattered the foul image. Soon, but not yet. He drank a little, then washed the blood from his hands, neck and face before confronting his host.


  “Hello, Suriek,” he said. “I bet you didn’t think you’d ever see me again.”


  A life-sized, alabaster likeness of the Goddess sat on a cushioned throne facing him. Shoulders straight, ankles crossed, hands lying upon each other demurely on her lap, she was serenity’s embodiment. Bren’s weapons, including his knife and the house of Uras’s sword, lay at her feet. The candlelight sparkled on the Goddess’s golden robes. A load of jeweled necklaces dangled from her long neck, the gifts of the land’s wealthiest nobles. Bren could no longer afford such extravagant gifts and yet he still hoped for Suriek’s favor.


  He approached the Goddess’s likeness. Beautiful flowers crafted from precious foils adorned her hair’s sculpted waves and framed her exquisite features. Elegantly slanted eyes sparkled with wit and vaulted eyebrows expressed praise or scolding, Bren couldn’t decide which.


  The Goddess’s beauty was only marred by her despoilment. Above her chiseled chin, her mouth was broken and her lips were crushed, an ancient injury, an offense, a punishment and an act of justice. According to The Tale, it was also an act of self-mutilation, committed by the Goddess before she turned to stone, to prevent herself from ever again uttering the words that set off such virulent battles between her children.


  Bren closed his eyes and caressed the Goddess’s cool face, yearning for all he couldn’t have. The stone was harsh to his fingers. Suriek offered no consolation. She who had seeded the world had no compassion for mankind. Her soul was surely made out of ice.


  He held the Goddess’s rigid right hand and smiled in the darkness. He expected nothing from her, except perhaps what his line had secured through thousands of years of service to the Goddess.


  His fingers found the row of bracelets chiseled around the Goddess’s delicate wrists, one for each of the land’s highborn houses. He counted to the seventh bracelet, where a set of masterfully cut emeralds were inlaid into the carved alabaster to shape a miniature landscape of the Laonian steppes. The bracelet twisted seven times beneath his grasp. The throne where the Goddess sat slid forward.


  And there, behind the throne, Bren found what he needed—a dark opening and a chance.


  Chapter Eighteen


  LUSIELLE HAD JUST FINISHED WASHING WHEN somebody knocked on the door. She rushed to put on a green woolen dress over the saffron shift she had donned, tugging on the side panels’ braided laces to adjust the fit. A pair of new boots fit a little loose but proved comfortable. She pleated her hair on the way to answer the door.


  An Ascended stood at the threshold. His blond braid hung down to his ankles, a whole measure longer than the Pious’s. The pockmarked face of a plague’s survivor dominated his features, but a pair of sparkling brown eyes and an engaging smile revealed he was more than a scarred soul.


  “I’m Vestorius,” he said. “My friends call me Vestor.”


  “I’m Lusielle.”


  “I’ve heard. I’m afraid we don’t have a lot of time to chat. The Pious would like to see you right away.”


  “My lord gave me strict orders. He told me not to leave the room without him.”


  “Sound advice, I suppose, but the Pious rules here.” He motioned to the door. “Obedience is the way of the temples.”


  Left with no choice, Lusielle went with the Ascended. She didn’t think she could refuse the Pious without creating more trouble. Besides, Lusielle had a question she wanted to ask the Pious. She didn’t know exactly how she would ask it yet, but she was determined to do so.


  Vestor led her down the stairs to an alleyway running behind the middle wall. “I imagine you’d want to go to the store first, to choose your wares.”


  “My wares?”


  “The Pious has decided to take you up on the offer you made earlier.”


  “The Pious wants me—a baseborn and a stranger—to mix him a cure? No offense, but I don’t believe you.”


  “I suggested that the Pious try your cures.”


  “Why?”


  “You look competent.”


  “Let me try: You’re the Pious’s healer and you haven’t been able to bring him relief.”


  Vestor shrugged. “I told the Pious you were worth the chance.”


  “And he agreed?”


  “I was surprised too,” Vestor said. “On the other hand, the Pious doesn’t want anyone other than you and me to know that he’s sick or that he’s tried one of your remedies.”


  “He has a boil, doesn’t he?”


  “More like the mother of all carbuncles.”


  “What color is it?”


  “Red, with purple overtones.”


  “Has it developed white or yellow points?”


  “That seems to be the problem,” Vestor said. “It hasn’t.”


  “I see.” Lusielle considered the man walking beside her. “Your braid is very long.”


  “It’s thirty-two years in the growing.”


  “How long have you been with the Pious?”


  “I came to the thirteenth temple about a year ago, but I’ve been serving a long time and I can recite the stories of all Thousand Gods, including the fallen gods.”


  “The fallen gods?”


  “Ronerus’s offspring are always fluid. They’re tricksters. They like disguises and tend to get in trouble with each other.”


  “It’s an awful lot of gods to know and a lot of hours spent learning them.”


  “My mother gave me to the temples when I was but an infant.”


  “She must have been very devoted.”


  “Devoted?” The man laughed. “More like shrewd. I wasn’t her husband’s son, you see, and the bastard son of a highborn lady had no place among the hordes of highborn-bred children peopling her ruling house.”


  “You speak so freely of what others may find shameful.”


  “I cling to no one’s shame,” he said. “My mother could have kept me around for a marriage alliance, but I got further damaged by the pox. She figured she’d get no income or grandchildren from a scarred son, since no woman would want me.”


  “A woman who chooses a man only for his appearance is a fool.”


  “You’re very wise, but I’ve made peace with my fate,” he said, smiling. “Vestor the half-holy, they call me around here. I think I’m lucky. I’ve got enough highborn blood in me to worship Onisious and join the temples, but it’s Ronerus’s blood that allows me to serve his healing son, Greada, who has given me my life’s calling.”


  Lusielle had to admire her new friend. He was as free with his smile as he was open about his story and, just as she hoped to do, he had turned misfortune into opportunity, making himself indispensable to the temples.


  “I wager you’re more pious than the Pious,” she said.


  “You speak your mind,” Vestor said. “I like that. But beware: Truth can be dangerous in the temples. Ah, here we are.”


  They entered a small store built into the middle wall, a covered stand arranged like a balcony to service the worshippers crowding the courtyard below along with many other different types of stores. From food to relics, the Ascended sold all kinds of goods to the eager worshippers and made good money doing it.


  Lusielle greeted the young Ascended attending the ingredient shop. The rich blend of smells welcoming her was familiar to her nose. The fragrance of a hundred different kinds of minerals, herbs, plants, roots and spices wafted from small casks, little jars and tiny sacks, and combined with the aroma of the roots, dry leaves and flowers hanging from the rafters. It was her life’s perfume, returned to stir the memories she had fought hard to suppress.


  “Pick what you will,” Vestor said. “The Pious is buying.”


  Lusielle accepted a basket and rummaged through the stand, choosing everything she might conceivably need and a few other items she wanted to have at hand. She couldn’t help but notice that some of the small casks were marked with Aponte’s merchant seal. The world had turned big and small at the same time.


  A customer knocked on the shop’s counter. The young Ascended offered his help, but the woman’s attention was diverted as soon as she spotted Lusielle. “There you are!” she said. “I’ve been looking for you.”


  Lusielle recognized Nelia, the woman she had met earlier outside the temple’s walls, the one with the sharp tongue and the infected eye.


  “They’ve got everything we need here,” Nelia said. “You said you’d make me a cleansing potion if I got the ingredients.”


  “Perhaps later,” Lusielle said.


  “Later when?”


  Lusielle deferred to Vestor. “She’s too busy to—”


  “Is there disease among the pure?” The woman sniffed the air, as if testing for just such a thing. “Are you keeping her services to yourselves?”


  “Of course not.” Vestor’s whisper betrayed a hint of panic. “She’s going to spread the rumor.”


  “Oh.” Lusielle had to think quickly. “Meet me at sunset,” she said to the woman, “I’ll have a cure ready for you.”


  “You promise?”


  “She does,” Vestor said. “Now be off with you. Come back later.”


  Loaded with the necessary ingredients, Lusielle and Vestor left the store, mounted the stairs and returned to the Ascended living quarters, where Vestor kept a chamber dedicated to his healing arts.


  A quick look and Lusielle knew that although a bit untidy, he was a well-accomplished healer. Instruments, journals, scrolls and books crammed his shelves. A small but effective garden of medicinal herbs grew in the pots lining his window sill. A strapping healing chair was bolted to the floor in the middle of the chamber across from the hearth.


  “Help yourself to anything you need,” Vestor said.


  Lusielle set down her basket and began inspecting the shelves, picking out a pair of tongs, a couple of measuring spoons, a sifter, a wide iron mortar, a pestle, a kettle and three copper pots, which she filled with water from Vestor’s basin and hung on the hooks over the fire. She crumbled three handfuls of dry elephant bark in one of the pots and added a spoonful of turmeric and a pinch of Pyrigian dust.


  Vestor sniffed the brew’s caustic scent. “What is it?”


  “My favorite cleansing decoction,” Lusielle said. “It keeps away the festering.”


  “I didn’t know Pyrigian dust had cleansing properties.”


  “The bark has astringent qualities.” Lusielle organized her wares on Vestor’s counter. “The Pyrigian dust doubles the solution’s potency.”


  “I’ve been using Pyrigian dust all my life and I never knew it to have such an effect.”


  “The property is only released when the dust is boiled for a minimum of twenty minutes. Since the dust is most commonly used in infusions and not in decoctions, most healers and remedy mixers never realize its true capabilities.”


  “You’re right.” Vestor hurried to his crowded desk and snatched his quill from where it had been abandoned by the inkpot. “Do you mind if I write this down?”


  “Write away.”


  “You don’t care?”


  “The knowledge belongs with anyone who’ll use it for the good of the needy.”


  Working quickly, she chopped up the fresh herbs and set them aside in little piles, peeling the bulbs and quartering the sweet roots she had selected, before returning to the pots beginning to boil over the fire.


  She tossed three fresh bundles of fiery tempers into the second pot, adding a fistful of crushed calendula petals and grating a chunk of curled lanelas into the mix. She dropped an entire sweet milk nut into the last pot. The nut, as big as a baby’s head, sank right to the pot’s bottom, a good sign to Lusielle’s watchful eye.


  “Do you have some sort of a calming brew?” she asked.


  “Right here.” Vestor set a jug on the counter.


  Lusielle swiped a finger on the spout and tasted the brew. “Not bad. A tincture of purple laudanum with a touch of mint and lavender.”


  “It’s my secret recipe. How did you know?”


  “I’ve got some active taste buds and a trained sense of smell,” she said, smiling. “The tiger’s ear comes out at the end. I bet your brew works well.”


  Vestor hovered over her preparations like an eager kid. She didn’t think he got credit for his work frequently. She doubted he spoke to other healers or humor workers often, let alone remedy mixers. Out of fear or caution, they were all likely to stay away from the temples. Aponte had rarely allowed her to confer with her peers. In many ways, Vestor’s life had been as isolated as hers.


  She took advantage of the moment when Vestor was writing down his notes to add a touch of snakewort powders to his calming brew. Snakewort was known to loosen the tongue and she might yet need an advantage. She retrieved the first kettle from the fire and, dividing the mixture, poured the hot water into a narrow-neck bottle, added a bundle of berberine and three spoonfuls of crushed dry sobar petals, then corked the bottle.


  “That’s for Nelia,” she said. “The woman with the infected eye.”


  “I’d forgotten about her,” Vestor said. “I’m really sorry, but you know how it is once a rumor begins.”


  “Rumors are to people like festering is to healing.” Lusielle added some stinky eye bulbs, along with some celery seeds and dry ocamia stems to her next preparation. “I usually like to take my time with my remedies, but I doubt the Pious wants to wait.”


  “You won’t get a second chance,” Vestor said. “The Pious needs his ailment cured before Teos calls. He’s eager to become a Chosen. He can’t risk the brethren or the worshippers learning that he’s sick. He’s due out on the courtyard the day after tomorrow.”


  Lusielle heard the warning in Vestor’s voice. The consequences of delay or failure would only aggravate matters. She lit the little brazier she scooted beneath the three-legged mortar.


  “I’m not bad at mixing my own remedies,” Vestor said, “but none of the conventional cures have worked for the Pious.”


  “For each illness there’s a brew,” Lusielle recited Izar’s rules, “and for each brew there’s a crucial ingredient. It’s just a matter of finding it.”


  Steam gushed from the second pot as she poured the contents over a basin, catching the boiled ingredients in the sifter, which she then added to the mixture on the mortar. Pounding everything together, she crushed until the mix thickened.


  “You’re by far the most efficient remedy mixer I’ve ever watched,” Vestor said.


  “I’m even faster when I have my annotations at hand.” She fished out the nut and, setting it on a platter, chiseled it open, adding the congealed milk to the mixture bubbling on the mortar.


  “I bet your book is a treasure.”


  “For someone like me or you, maybe. The rest wouldn’t know what to make of it.” As she waited for the mixtures to settle, she filled a smaller bottle with some of her cleansing tonic and began to pack some of her favorite ingredients in fabric folds.


  “What are you doing?” Vestor asked.


  “I used to always carry a few useful ingredients around.” Lusielle knotted the strings. “They’re always helpful. I miss not having them around. I hope you don’t mind.”


  “Not at all.” Vestor selected a case from a pile cramming a high shelf and gave it to her. “It’ll serve you much better than it could ever serve me.”


  Lusielle examined the beautifully crafted remedy case. She had never seen anything quite like it. It was no bigger than a regular satchel, but it was different from any remedy case she had ever owned. On the outside, layers of tightly stitched corrugated leather wrapped a sturdily built, light-weight, hard inner shell. Rows of small, orderly pockets lined the case’s interior. A thick sturdy strap could be strung over the shoulder. Clamping hinges snapped shut when she closed the case, stretching yet an additional layer over the case.


  Lusielle caressed the bristled surface. “What’s this?”


  “Seal fur,” Vestor said, “and doubly wound hinges. You know, for waterproofing.”


  “Who by the gods would try swimming with their wares?”


  “You’d be amazed how many times a traveling healer has gotten caught in a downpour.”


  “Very ingenious.”


  “It also has a spot for valuable ingredients.” Vestor pushed aside the liner and pressed on a tiny decorative bracket. A small compartment clicked open to reveal a discreet pocket built into the case.


  “Whoever crafted this case thought of everything.”


  “Teos’s gifts are always of the greatest quality.”


  “I can’t take it from you.” Lusielle gave the case back. “It’s too fine and fancy for the likes of me and I can’t afford it.”


  “I’m not selling it to you,” he said. “It’s a gift.”


  “You may need it.”


  “Me? Nay. I don’t travel much, and even if I did, look at the shelves. It seems fancy cases must be the healer’s fashionable gift. Please, take it. You’ll give it far more use than I ever will. Consider it as fitting payment for your work here today.”


  Lusielle didn’t think Vestor was going to take no for an answer and she was doing a lot of work for the Pious. “Thank you.”


  She was about done packing her new remedy case, engrossed in a discussion about the benefits of wild gentian to alleviate indigestion, when the door crashed opened. The Pious limped into the chamber and tapped his cane on the floor.


  “How much longer is this going to take?” he said. “I’ve been waiting for you to summon me while you two have been babbling the day away.”


  “We had to fetch her ingredients,” Vestor said. “She had to prepare the cure.”


  “I hope you’ve chosen your ingredients well.” The Pious eased into the healing chair. “I’m neither patient nor forgiving and, unlike you fools, I don’t have time to waste.”


  Lusielle willed her heartbeat to slow down. The Pious was no ordinary client and this mixing was unlike any other. Men like the Pious were highborn by birth and powerful by the will of the temples, a formidable, not to mention dangerous combination. The gods only knew what would happen if she blundered or failed. Suddenly the Dismal Bog—sucking ivies and all—seemed almost appealing.


  The man wrapped Vestor’s knuckles with his cane. “If this goes wrong, if she cripples me in any way, you’ll bear the consequences as surely as she will.”


  Vestor blanched, but to his credit, he didn’t flinch or cow in fear. He nodded to Lusielle as if to infuse her with confidence, teaching her with his courage that not all the Ascended were bad-tempered fools.


  The Pious did nothing to redeem himself. On the contrary, he flung out his robe and, spreading apart his scrawny knees, exposed himself like a vulgar lecher.


  If the Pious thought she would flinch at the sight of his flaccid privates or shirk at the swell of a boil, he was wrong. She had seen her fill of injuries, ailments and body parts during her time at Aponte’s stores. She had mixed potions, elixirs and poultices for men, women and children of all ages. The human body didn’t intimidate her, and neither would the Pious.


  She rinsed her hands before pouring some of the cooled cleansing solution over the Pious’s groin. The boil was a swollen bulge dangling like a third testicle at the fold of the leg. It was hot to her fingers and heavy to her palm. The Pious cringed every time she touched it.


  “How long have you had it?” she asked.


  “Weeks,” the Pious said. “I told Vestor to lance it, but he refused.”


  “I feared the festering would spread if I cut open the boil without a clear draining channel,” Vestor explained. “There’s not even a hint of one as of yet.”


  Vestor had been wise to refrain from using the scalpel. Lusielle had seen the carnage that such course could bring. It wasn’t anything that someone like her could remedy. She scooped a ladle full of the poultice and smeared it over the Pious’s groin.


  When the Pious hissed, Lusielle motioned to Vestor. “I think the Pious might appreciate some of your calming brew.”


  “Certainly.” Vestor poured from the jug and handed the Pious a goblet full.


  The Pious chucked it all in one gulp then gestured for more. “It’s the only thing this idiot does well.”


  Lusielle stole a glance at Vestor, but he refilled the goblet without comment, encouraging her with his silence to keep hers. She added a hot compress on top of the mixture.


  “Now what?” the Pious said.


  “Now we wait for the poultice to do its job.”


  The point of the Pious’s cane landed beneath Lusielle’s chin, tilting her face up. “You’re not bad looking for a baseborn,” Eligious said. “I bet you’re disappointed.”


  Lusielle dodged the cane. “Disappointed?”


  “To find the highest of the pure afflicted with such a common blight.”


  “Even the pure are human.”


  “You don’t think disease is the will of the gods?”


  “Of the gods, you know better.”


  “You’re being coy, woman,” the Pious said. “I asked you a question and I demand a response!”


  “She believes what the temples teach, my lord,” Vestor said.


  “Oh, shut up, you imbecile.” The Pious grabbed another full goblet and drank. “Let her answer for herself.”


  Lusielle had no wish to engage in a debate with the Pious, but the man insisted, and the poultice needed time to do its work.


  “I’ve often wondered,” she said. “Why would a god or a goddess care about a sore or a boil? How are the gods’ doings related to a careless scrape? Why would they strike down an innocent baby, or like in your case, one of their servants?”


  “Why indeed.” The Pious raised his cup in the air and drank again.


  Lusielle selected a set of crystal cups nestled within each other from Vestor’s shelves. She chose one of the larger ones and, holding it with a pair of tongs, heated the cup’s domed end over the brazier. When it was warm enough, she fitted it carefully over the Pious’s inflamed boil.


  The heat increased the poultice’s effectiveness. As the air inside the sealed glass cooled, the suction inside the cup increased, clinging to the man’s body, drawing on the stubborn boil, distending the swollen lesion into a gruesome pink and purple mass.


  Lusielle whispered Izar’s little prayer, an old habit she had learned from her mother. “May healing rule over sickness, strength over weakness, health over pain, light over dark. For all in nature seeks balance and all in balance fares well.”


  The Pious eyed her suspiciously. “What are you doing?”


  “I just said a quick prayer, to speed up the healing.”


  “What if it wasn’t a prayer?”


  “My lord?” Vestor said.


  “What if she was conjuring something else?”


  “Something like what, my lord?”


  “Maybe she was summoning an evil spirit on me. Maybe she was invoking a spell, a charm or something even worse. Maybe she’s not who she says she is.”


  “Please, my lord, the woman is just a remedy mixer doing her job—”


  “Go fetch my cloak.”


  “My lord?”


  “I left my cloak in my chamber. Go!”


  Vestor hesitated then scurried out the door, leaving Lusielle alone with the Pious.


  The Pious smiled a chilling grimace.


  Gulping dryly, Lusielle realized her suspicions had been warranted. The boil had been the Pious’s excuse to summon Lusielle. Sure, he wanted a cure, but he also wanted more.


  “Who are you?” he asked, sipping from his cup.


  “I told you,” Lusielle said. “I’m the Lord Brennus’s remedy mixer—”


  “I mean to find out who you really are, why you stick with the Laonian whelp, and who commands you to do so.”


  Lusielle was shocked. “Why would you think someone commands me?”


  “‘Cause that’s the way of the world and you’ve survived much longer than it would appear necessary.”


  “It’s not like that—”


  “It’s exactly like that,” the man said. “Now disrobe.”


  “What? No!”


  “I want to see it.”


  “See what?”


  “Your mark, of course.”


  Lusielle refused to allow her fears to prevail over her wits. She too had an alternative reason to meet with the Pious and this was not the time to give up on it. She knew what she was about to attempt was dangerous, but until this moment, she hadn’t had anything else to bargain with. Now Eligious himself was giving her an opportunity she may never get again.


  “Do you want to see my birthmark?” She backed away until she was out of his arms’ reach. “I’ll show it to you, but only if you tell me why you want to see it.”


  The Pious smirked. “You want to bargain with me?”


  “It seems fair.”


  “Let me look at it first,” the Pious said. “Then I’ll know if it interests me or not.”


  The snakewort powders she had slipped into Vestor’s calming brew were bound to start working just about now. The Pious would be in a talkative mood.


  Lusielle loosened her laces. “You said something earlier.”


  “What was that?”


  “Something about the gods not owing favors to the wicked—”


  “Right now, you’re looking pretty wicked to me.”


  She held up her dress with one hand and bared one shoulder first, then the other. “You were referring to the Lord Brennus. Why do you loathe him so?”


  “Those who wallow in evil’s clutch deserve nothing but loathing.”


  She turned around and, brushing aside her shift, gave him a glimpse of her back. “Why did you call him wicked?”


  “Because he is,” the Pious said. “And so are you.”


  He lunged. Lusielle never saw it, but the cane straddled her around her waist, smashing into her belly and sweeping her back-first into the Pious’s lap. She tried to free herself, but the Pious was incredibly strong, well trained, and proficient in the use of his cane.


  “Much better,” he said, as he shoved her face down over his knees and secured her on his lap with his cane. He tossed her shift aside and found the small butterfly wings etched midway up her spine. She didn’t like the forced contact, but she liked the leer she spotted on the Pious’s face even less. A cold blade traced her mark’s uneven edges.


  She kicked. “Let me go!”


  “You’re a feisty one.” The Pious’s voice was full of greed. “This is the best I’ve found yet. Very good work indeed. Now, tell me. Who’s your master? Or should I ask, who’s your mistress? Who are you working for?”


  “You can’t do this.”


  “My temple,” Eligious said, “my rules.”


  “The Lord of Laonia will—”


  “Haven’t you figured it out yet?” Eligious said. “When you disappear, I’ll tell the Laonian whelp that you begged me to let you go. He’ll believe me, because it makes perfect sense that you should try to flee him. You’re nothing but expendable. To him. To us. You don’t matter.”


  The Pious was right. If she disappeared, if the Pious imprisoned or killed her or sold her to the king’s whorehouses, nobody would ever know.


  The Pious’s blade scraped the skin around her mark, a slow, deliberate chafing that reminded her of Orell’s tortures.


  “Interesting,” the Pious said. “It’s a very stubborn one. Who did it? Was it Ali the Craftsman?”


  “The Lord of Laonia will denounce you before Teos.”


  “He’ll do no such thing. Crafty as he is, he can’t dodge all the snares.”


  Snares? Lusielle could barely think through the fear. “He’s your lawful guest.”


  “You’re right. I can’t kill him, and yet he’ll die,” the Pious said. “Not even Teos will probe an expected death beyond formalities.”


  An expected death? Bren was in more danger than he knew and, unless she was able to escape the Pious, she wasn’t going to be able to warn him. She had no doubt that she wasn’t meant to survive her interview with the Pious. His blade dug deeper into her flesh, reminding her that there would be a lot of pain between now and the time he killed her.


  “Stop!”


  “I’m afraid necessity spawns injury in your case.”


  The door opened and shut. “My lord!” Vestor stood by the window, clutching the Pious’s red cloak. “What are you doing?”


  “Stay out of this,” the Pious said.


  “No, my lord, you can’t—”


  “You mean to disobey me?” The Pious rose and, holding Lusielle in a chokehold, turned loose his cane on Vestor, who took a step back and then another, until he crouched against the wall with his elbows crossed above his head, enduring the Pious’s blows.


  Lusielle twisted in the Pious’s grasp. She landed a punch and sank her teeth into his arm. Eligious cursed. He slammed her on the floor and came at her with his cane. Lusielle fought back, kicking like a frenzied mare. Her foot made contact with something hard. Crack.


  The Pious’s cane fell out of his hand. Lusielle dove for the cane. Glass clinked on the floor. An unbearable smell stunk up the air. The Pious looked down. A rivulet of pus and blood spurted from the voiding boil, running like a fouled creek down his leg.


  “I’m cured,” he said, surprised.


  Lusielle didn’t wait for a rush of gratitude. She swung the cane and struck down the Pious.


  Chapter Nineteen


  THE AFTERNOON WAS HUMID, THE SKY was overcast and the air buzzed with the chirping of the bush crickets forecasting another rainy day for the morrow. Hato stood just beyond the trees, cursing the contrast between his urgent need and his sputtering flow, blaming the last few years of his life lived atop a horse for all his troubles.


  At least he had gotten in some long, full decades. Unlike his lord. He shook off the somber thought. As long as Bren was alive, there was hope.


  They had been lucky so far. They had managed to comb this part of the kingdom quietly, looking for his lord while camping away from villages and farmsteads and avoiding Riva’s patrols.


  The scouts had been discreet and effective when making their inquiries. Regardless, lingering on the kingdom side of the Nerpes wasn’t wise. Riva was anything if not unpredictable and the kingdom wasn’t a friendly place for any man hailing from Laonia. But Hato had to trust that the code was still capable of guaranteeing him some protection. He had to keep looking for his lord.


  Standing just beyond the shadows, Hato could hear the men, who were busy setting camp and building a fire. They were tired, hungry and dispirited. The longer they went without news of Bren, the worse it was for the Twenty’s dwindling morale.


  Hato finished his slow business and buttoned his trousers. Whether the woman lived or not, as long as the Lord of Laonia turned up, and soon, he didn’t care. He shuffled back to his tent and with a grunt, eased down on his portable stool and tapped his fingers on his makeshift desk. His stare shifted from the manuscript he had retrieved from Tolone’s library to the reports piled before him. Nothing new had come from the examining the first, so he turned his attention to the reports.


  He had received no additional news regarding Bren’s whereabouts. In fact, it was as if Laonia’s lord had been erased from the land. He didn’t know what he should make of such disappearance. On the one hand, it could mean that he was on the run in a most competent way. On the other hand … he didn’t want to think about that.


  News regarding his other inquiries was a bit more enlightening although not necessarily reassuring. First, Hato’s scouts had heard that Orell was casting a wide net over an extensive area, giving credence to the idea that Bren was indeed on the run. A second set of interesting reports indicated that Riva himself was near or en route to the area. Word of some sort of upcoming congress was spreading around, a ball or a banquet that was going to take place next week to celebrate the kingdom’s anniversary. Riva was minding Orell’s business closely.


  News from the Narrows was nothing to smile about. The Laonian commander in charge reported he had lost track of a significant number of Riva’s troops. The size of Riva’s sprawling camp remained unchanged and the same amount of fires were lit every night, but the commander wasn’t buying the act. By his count, at least half, if not more of the troops were missing from the camp. In the letter, the commander pondered the risks and advantages of leading a sortie into the camp and urgently requested orders from Laonia’s lord.


  Hato understood the importance of quick action. With Bren absent and his brothers dead, the burden of commanding Laonia’s army fell on him. The commander was rightly worried that Riva was setting up a trap, drawing him into the kingdom’s territories to ambush Laonia’s forces, igniting the conflict that could begin a war, or initiating another charter-endangering claim against Laonia.


  Alternatively, Riva could be pretending to withdraw from the Narrows in the hopes of promoting a similar draw down from the Laonian side, weakening the strait’s defenses as he had done before, planning to return with his full army once the Laonian army moved elsewhere.


  A third, also worrisome possibility was that Riva had indeed commanded the bulk of his troops away from the Narrows. If that was the case, where had the army gone and for what purpose?


  The memory of Riva’s seal embossed on the envelope he had discovered on Eleanor’s desk chilled his stomach. Hato’s ink-dipped quill scratched a quick set of instructions and warnings on the parchment.


  Stay put, he wrote to the commander, don’t bite on Riva’s bait and don’t leave the Narrows unprotected. It continued to be the easiest way for Riva to cross the Nerpes, Laonia’s weakest point. Find Riva’s missing army. Hato also pledged to activate his network to track the lost troops. He did so by writing a number of coded letters which he folded and dispatched in quick succession.


  When he was done sifting through his lord’s correspondence, he turned to review his own. Hato’s able underground network continued to canvass the kingdom and the territories for the information he needed. Some of the reports collected throughout the last few days came from far away through an elaborate relay that rivaled the prowess of Riva’s legendary spies. One of Hato’s messengers had tracked him all the way from Tolone to deliver a fresh batch of letters and reports proposing some interesting leads for the hunt.


  Hato was very proud of his network, of the quality and scope of the men and women he had recruited. He was particularly satisfied with the work of the young man he had sent to serve in Barahone, an exacting fellow named Louis Lambage, charged with scouring Lord Bausto’s archives.


  It had been an easy placement. Hato had “loaned out” the young scribe to Bausto when the latter complained about the sorry state of his archives. Lambage’s work was as thorough as his reports. It was to his missive that Hato turned to now or, more specifically, to the slim package that bore his name.


  Hato unknotted the ribbon and unfolded the wrappings to find a stiff leather binder. A note from Lambage was pinned to the front cover. From the Laonian section of Lord Bausto’s archives. An old letter was folded within the covers. The frail parchment crinkled softly when Hato opened it.


  He recognized his lord’s handwriting, not Brennus, but rather Edmund, Bren’s father. Strange. As Edmund’s Chamber Lord, Hato had almost always been present when his lord sealed his letters and even though his formidable memory wavered sometimes, Hato had no recollection of this particular letter, one of only very few that Edmund had exchanged with his estranged cousin Bausto.


  I entrust this to your keeping, Edmund wrote in bold black letters. Speak of it to no one. As terse as the man himself, Edmund’s curt signature graced the bottom of the page next to his lordship seal.


  Hato couldn’t remember any situation or circumstance that could have provided background to such a short, disconcerting letter between two cousins who seldom spoke to each other. Stranger still, the letter was undated, an omission no self-respecting Laonian scribe would have condoned. Edmund had written the letter himself, without assistance from his scribes. The absence of a date deepened the mystery. Edmund’s long rule had lasted thirty-three extensive and turbulent years. The letter could have been written at any time during those years.


  Hato examined the leather binder. He found no secret pockets sewn in between the covers or in the silk underside, but he spotted something tucked into the narrow spine. With a pair of tweezers, he extracted a small velvet pouch. A little roll fell out of the pouch when he opened it, a coiled strip no taller than his thumb.


  “What do we have here?” Hato held one end with his tweezers while unfurling the little reel. He had trouble keeping it flat. He placed his tankard on one end of the strip and his journal on the other end, carefully smoothing the curled surface.


  There was writing on the parchment, small, tiny letters his eyes had trouble making out. There was also an unusual amount of decoration around the edges. Something was very strange about the parchment itself. Curious, Hato rummaged through his saddle bags and found his magnifying glass.


  “Remarkable.” A veteran of libraries and archives, Hato had seen all kinds of parchment in his lifetime. From scrolls to books, he’d had the pleasure of looking at some of the land’s best works, developing not only a discriminating eye for top quality, but also an earnest appreciation for the relationship between quality and cost.


  What he saw now gave him pause to think.


  Hato knew he was looking at something special, top quality vellum, the unsplit skin of an unborn calf soaked, limed and studded into translucent perfection. He had to blink several times before he believed his eyes. The skin had been finely treated to imbue the surface with a luminescent shimmering.


  This kind of vellum was a rarity, probably imported from the lands beyond the Nerpes. Hato examined the beautiful decorations gracing the strip on either side. A miniature collection of blooming ivies ornamented the narrow margins, a plaited marvel of gold and silver flowers bedazzling the eye.


  The glorious embellishments stood in stark contrast to the strip’s upper and lower sides. They had been bluntly cut, with a blade most likely, a rushed, ragged and uneven affront to the priceless vellum.


  Beneath the magnifying glass, the tiny letters turned into legible script. A trained hand had drawn the fine characters, a strong, vital and angular calligraphy with tall, narrow letters. The fine ink had lost none of its luster. On the contrary, it sparkled on the vellum like jet on chalk.


  But Lambage hadn’t risked his life and livelihood just to impress Hato with a work of beauty. He had stolen the little roll and Edmund’s letter for good reason.


  Hato read the words written on the vellum:


  
    Doomed and damned are the souls of the wicked,


    Useless are their struggles.


    Few have the courage to endure me,


    None has the mettle to embrace me.


    The wicked will be upheld.

  


  It was this last line that caught Hato’s attention. He groped through his journal until he found the riddle, a short, ink-blotched paragraph copied in a rush by his shaky hand on the tragic night of Robert’s death. He knew it by heart, of course, but he wanted confirmation.


  
    The mighty will fight.


    The wealthy defy.


    The mark of the Goddess reveals;


    Hunt, test, trial? Tease, chance, fate?


    The wicked shall prevail.

  


  Aye, the last lines were eerily similar in both verses. That’s why Lambage had sent him the strip, because the sharp lad sensed the same connection. The verses lacked the stylistic consistency of an accomplished poet, but in addition to the similar closing lines, both attempts shared the same voice, tone, language and theme.


  Hato had to take a deep breath to still his heart. He’d be no good to anyone if he keeled over dead from the heart shock. This had to be the breakthrough they had been looking for, confirmation that Robert’s riddle existed beyond his death bed rantings.


  Remembering his first lord’s enthusiasm for fine parchment and finely crafted books, Hato found it difficult to believe that Edmund hadn’t kept the rare piece of vellum in his prized library. Furthermore, it was out of character for Edmund not to show his find to Hato, with whom he shared his collector’s enjoyment since they were both young men. Moreover, why send it to Barahone, to the cousin he so often berated as Bausto the simpleton?


  Without a date or a solid connection between the two verses, Hato could think of only one thing to do. It wasn’t exactly safe but it should be viable, and it was better than sitting idle on his ass waiting for Bren to turn up. It was also a much better alternative to waiting for bad news. As the sun hovered over the horizon, contesting an imminent death, Hato began to make his preparations.


  Chapter Twenty


  SEVERO DROPPED ANOTHER LOG ON THE campfire, sending a burst of sparks flying into the dark heavens. The night had turned cold and the humid air guaranteed that his boots would be as wet tomorrow as they were tonight. Damn the Twins. His feet were going to rot.


  The mood around the campfire was grim. The men were mostly silent. Dinner had been a meager affair, a watery soup without much taste or meat in it. Still hungry, Severo bit into the stunted apple he had plucked from a squalid tree in passing earlier today. Sourness flooded his mouth. How many days had passed since he had seen his lord last?


  The Twins had surely forsaken the house of Uras. Severo had once been believed in the gods’ protective powers; but these days, his faith had taken a pounding. The gods seemed to be deaf to his lord’s suffering, blind to the curse’s injustices. The Twins had grown lapse of their duties, fat and lazy from indolence, apathy and slothfulness. Surely, cobwebs hung from their sacred swords and dust piled atop the justice code they upheld between their hands.


  What kind of ninny deities posed as immortal warriors and yet neglected to help while Laonia teetered at the edge of disaster? What kind of make-belief fakes refused to uphold the cause of a just man?


  Useless ones; weak, neglectful, fickle shams who didn’t give a damn; arrogant frauds who didn’t deserve offerings or prayers from Severo.


  He hurled the core of his sour apple into the campfire. It flared in the flames, burning hotly, crumpling into sparks and ashes as he was likely to do on the curse’s last day.


  Damn the Twins. Why was he thinking like this? He grabbed his saddle and walked over to where Petrus sat on a log, watching over the horses.


  “Night patrol?” Petrus asked, looking up from the piece of wood he was carving with his hunting knife. The little lantern he had hung on a branch cast light over his lined face. He had been with the Twenty the longest and yet his faith never wavered.


  “Courier,” Severo said, patting the bag securely fastened to his belt. “Lord Hato’s been busy tonight.”


  “Ah, then, the old wolf is up to something,” Petrus said. “Maybe you’ll bring us back some good news for a change.”


  Severo wished. He lifted the worn leather saddle and placed it over his horse’s back, tightening the girdle, checking the buckles, making sure that his numerous repairs were holding. The Twins knew he needed a new saddle. Worse, his steed had taken to limping now and then. He also needed a new horse. Given the circumstances, he wasn’t going to get either one any time soon. His horse better be in a working mood tonight.


  “Leaving?” Cirillo approached, followed by young Clio, who shadowed him wherever he went. “This late?”


  “Lord Hato is in a hurry to shake the web.”


  “Keep an eye out for the king’s whoremongers,” Cirillo said. “They’ve been out at night a lot lately.”


  “Will do,” Severo said, fitting the horse with the bit and pulling the reins over the head.


  “I’m a fast rider,” Clio said. “I can ride with you if you’d like.”


  “Nay.” Severo slapped the back of the strapping kid. “Someone ought to get some sleep around here, even if it isn’t me.”


  “Do you think our lord is gone?” Clio asked.


  “What do you mean gone?” Severo said.


  “I mean—well, you know—gone to die in peace?”


  It was a fair question, especially coming from someone who had joined the Twenty only six months ago. When you pledged to the Twenty you were pledging your sword, your soul and your life to Laonia’s cause. You gave up your kin, your place, your future. You did it to honor your line and to deliver on the service that your house owed to the house of Uras. You did it for the high honor of having your name inscribed on Laonia’s wall of heroes.


  Severo liked the idea of being a hero. He just hoped he got the chance to be one, because the Twenty faced a daunting task. If they failed, Laonia—and the wall of heroes—would be no more.


  “The Lord Bren didn’t run away to die in peace,” old Petrus said, from where he sat by the lantern. “He’s not that type of man.”


  “Do you think he’s dead then?” Clio asked.


  Cirillo cuffed Clio in the head. “You big pile of snot!”


  “Ouch!”


  “That’ll teach you not to speak like that.”


  “It’s not wrong for a man to speak his thoughts,” Petrus said, “as long as he keeps the faith and honors his oaths.”


  “I’m loyal to my lord,” Clio said.


  “Then stop talking about him being dead,” Cirillo said. “Or I’m going to have to beat the crap out of you.”


  “Leave the kid alone,” Petrus said. “He’s just saying what everyone else is thinking.”


  Severo sighed. How right Petrus was. The Twenty had been gone from home too long and his lord had been gone from them for too many days. He didn’t like to think about what would happen if his lord died, but on nights like these, it was hard not to feel failure’s stench stinking the air. As he readied his horse for the long ride, he tried to shake off the dread gnawing at his belly.


  “It’s the wench,” Cirillo muttered. “She’s the problem. If only you hadn’t tracked her down.”


  A rush of anger flushed Severo’s face. “Are you going to blame this flop on me?”


  “Had you not brought her to Lord Bren’s attention—”


  “What was I supposed to do?” Severo snapped the straps securing his saddlebags with excess force, startling his horse. “Keep the damn lead all to myself?”


  “Maybe had you been more thorough—”


  Severo whirled on Cirillo. “Is that what you’ve been doing, picking and choosing? Is that why we’re all screwed up, ‘cause wise asses like you think they know better?”


  “Take that back,” Cirillo barked, shoving Severo.


  Severo shoved him back. “Get your hands off me!”


  Cirillo tripped and grabbed Severo’s stirrup, which broke from the saddle. He stared at the stirrup in his hand.


  “You whoremonger.” Severo lunged. “You broke my stirrup!”


  “You two need to settle down.” Petrus shoved the men apart. “Do you see what’s happening here? We don’t need any damn hotheads in this outfit. We are brothers for Laonia’s cause, not mongrels fighting for scraps.”


  Severo clenched his jaw. He was so angry he almost clobbered Petrus in the gut. But Petrus was right. He was losing it and he knew it.


  “I didn’t mean it that way,” Cirillo mumbled, staring at his feet.


  “Yeah, me neither.” Severo dug his hands in his pockets. “You and I—we—we’ve all been through a lot of crap together.”


  “Heaps of crap,” Petrus said.


  “Mountains of crap.” Cirillo handed Severo the stirrup. “Here, this is yours.”


  “I can’t afford the delay.” Severo examined the broken stirrup. “I’ve got to fix it and fast.”


  “I’ll help you.” Cirillo held up the saddle flap. “Hey kid, bring us some light!”


  Clio fetched the lamp and held it over Severo’s shoulder while he surveyed the damage.


  “I think I have some spare leather straps,” Petrus said, rummaging through his pouch. “Yes, here.”


  Severo braided the new leather straps through the stirrup belt. “I think we can all agree that the wench is to blame for this mess,” he said as he worked. “Lord Bren would be safe with us if that witch hadn’t fled in the middle of the night.”


  “Witchy but sultry.” Cirillo cracked a smile. “I wouldn’t mind dipping into her magic well.”


  “And risk getting your pecker turned to lard?” Severo said.


  They laughed. Severo felt good to be laughing with his peers. He hated what had just happened. The ranks splintered when men cracked. Bad things happened when brothers-in-arms started doubting each other.


  But they were a manic lot these days, one moment as solemn as the dead, the next moment fighting among themselves, and then rowdy and irreverent, back to their usual selves.


  “Maybe you were right, Cirillo.” Severo affixed the stirrup to the strap. “I wish I had skipped the lead altogether.”


  “You couldn’t,” Petrus said, threading a fearsome looking needle. “If Orell was after her, then our lord was bound to be interested.”


  “He should’ve killed the troublemaker right away,” Severo said.


  “Let me add some stitches to that.” Petrus dug the curled needle into the leather.


  “She’s probably just another fake from Ali the Craftsman,” Cirillo said.


  “Maybe it’s true what they said and she’s an oddity.” Clio’s eyes widened with fear. “Do you think she bewitched Lord Bren into following her?”


  “Hogwash,” Petrus said. “She’s just a woman, nothing more.”


  “Why did her town turned her out then?”


  “The townspeople were probably afraid of King Riva’s wrath,” Petrus said. “He massacred most of the kingdom’s oddities within five years of seizing power.”


  “Maybe if Lord Edmund would’ve done the same, we wouldn’t be this situation,” Cirillo said.


  “I don’t know about that.” Petrus knotted his stitches and bit off the thread. “In the old times there were a lot of oddities around. I knew a fair number of them. None had the power to ruin the house of Uras. Spells and charms cannot a blight unleash.”


  “Oddities give me the shivers,” Clio said.


  “That woman is an all-around fake,” Cirillo said. “She’s got no business messing with my lord.”


  “She could be a trap.” Severo tested the stirrup. “I think it’ll hold.” He mounted his skittish horse.


  “Here.” Cirillo handed him a flask. “For the road.”


  “Much obliged,” Severo said, taking the flask and shooing his horse into a trot.


  “Safe speed,” Clio called after him, waving.


  It was only later, as Severo was making his way through the dark forest that he realized why his thoughts had discomfited him so. Because if the woman was a trap and if the lord had fallen into it, the Lord of Laonia was right now surely in Riva’s hands.


  Chapter Twenty-one


  BREN CLIMBED DOWN THE TUNNEL IN the darkness, silently thanking Hato for everything he had taught him during all those extensive genealogy lessons. Laonia’s standing had plummeted lately, especially when compared to the times of Brennus the First, when Laonia was first among the houses and his illustrious ancestor had been appointed by his peers as Master Builder of the Temples. And yet some things never changed. The same old rivalries played on. As he grappled with the ancient irons his famous namesake had fastened to these walls a thousand years ago, he thanked Brennus the First for the foresight.


  The steep vertical tunnel tested his endurance. His muscles burned with the rigorous descent. He had broken into a sweat by the time he landed at the mouth of a dark passageway running in opposite directions. He took a moment to calculate his bearings, then chose the passageway going to his right. He wished he had brought along a Laonian shimmering stone for illumination. But shimmering stones were too heavy for traveling and these days he chose speed over convenience. He had to crawl on his hands and knees while holding up the little candle he had swiped from Suriek’s shrine to illuminate the way.


  The passageway snaked around like an old river. It was taking a long time. The candlelight glimmered off the fine silk threads of the expansive cobwebs draping the narrow tunnel. Long-legged spiders feasted on the oversized moths using the abandoned tunnels as breeding grounds. The moths struggled, trapped within the transparent cocoons where the spiders kept them alive until their next feeding. He pitied the moths’ terrible fate.


  The passageway ended abruptly in a solid wall. Bren swore in frustration. It didn’t appear as if his celebrated ancestor had finished the job. That is, until he ran his hands over the stone wall. His fingers tripped over a metallic plate painted to match the wall. The fluttering little candle revealed that the plate had no knobs or levers. It could not be opened by any means Bren could detect. Then the wick sank into the last of the wax and the light quit, leaving him dreading the long return to Suriek’s shrine in the pitch darkness.


  What good was a secret passage if it didn’t offer a true escape?


  There had to be a way out. By Hato’s account, Brennus the First had been a competent fellow. The only logical reason for his ancestor to block the escape route he had so stealthily constructed was to prevent enemies and impostors from making use of it. The secret passageway was meant to give Laonia a strategic advantage over the rest, which meant that Brennus the First had designed the exit in such a way that only an anointed Lord of Laonia could open it.


  What was the one object granted exclusively to the Lord of Laonia?


  Bren grappled for the ring he wore around his neck. In the darkness, he traced the metal plate, until he found the tiny notch he sought, an almost imperceptible indentation that would have been invisible to the human eye even if lit. The ring fit neatly into the notch. He rotated it as if it were a key. The plate popped out of the wall with a quiet hiss.


  Bren set the plate aside and crawled through the opening into a small chamber where he could stand. Groping the wall before him, he found a tiny louver located at face level. Cautiously, he opened a slat. He recognized the place right away.


  The late afternoon sun spilled through the opened doors, illuminating the scrolled bars separating the tiled vestibule from the treasure vault, where some of the valuable offerings that Laonia had gifted to the thirteenth temple over many generations were displayed to impress. But it was Bren who was impressed once again by his ancestor’s shrewd forethought. He had anticipated Bren’s needs—as well as his plan—a thousand years ago. And now together, the two Brennuses—the first and the last—conspired to give Laonia a chance.


  Bren had visited the temples enough to know that the House of Laonia was located on the main row of the courtyard, where each of the Free Territories kept a ritual house as required by the code. In this case, it was a one-story pavilion, constructed of rare Laonian slate in the simple classical lines that Laonian architecture favored. It stood in stark contrast to some of the more elaborate and ornamented buildings other territories had erected. Nevertheless, it attracted a fair amount of visitors who came to admire the exotic stones’ shimmering veins, which sparkled an astonishing array of phosphorescent silhouettes, nature’s spontaneous works of art.


  Bren shook off the cobwebs from his hair and dusted off his clothes. He had to wait until the hour turned, when the Ascended posted at the pavilion’s gates would be distracted and any lingering sightseers would be lured away by King Riva’s famed tempest-maker. The mechanical gadget, installed on the cupola of the kingdom’s lavish pavilion, was this temple’s foremost attraction. It was said to spew booming thunder and real lightning at the odd hours of the worshipping day.


  He waited until he heard the commotion and the visitors cleared away. After taking a final look, he undid the hasp and stepped out from behind the hanging mosaic decorating the vault. The invisible door clicked shut behind him. As he expected, the Ascended had also stepped out to watch Riva’s storm. Surrounded by Laonia’s treasure, Bren had no time to waste.


  He ignored the proudly displayed catalogued pieces. Those would be easily recognizable to the temples’ authorities and their absence was likely to raise suspicions. Instead, he went to the back of the chamber, where the old coffers were kept. He needed something valuable but also portable, safe to carry and easy to conceal through the journey ahead.


  Scavenging at the bottom of one of the oldest chests he could find, he selected ten pieces of exquisitely carved garnets. Long ago, when the garnets had been plentiful in the Crooked Mountains, Brennus the First had included them in his gift to the temples as part of the annual tribute. These days, Laonian garnets were so rare that their value had multiplied a hundredfold. Was it a crime if a thief stole from his own purse?


  The ten pieces he stuffed in the little purse he fastened to his belt would be enough to secure a stay on Laonia’s upcoming tribute obligations and maybe even serve as an acceptable deposit. With the tempest-maker’s demonstration coming to an end and a fitting alternative to Laonia’s tribute stowed away in his purse, Bren put his ring to the padlock and hid behind the vestibule’s voluminous curtains just as a group of sightseers entered the pavilion.


  By the time the group wandered out of Laonia’s ritual house, Bren was among them, slipping out undetected by the Ascended who had resumed their posts by the steps.


  He made his way through the crowds, ducking behind walls and monuments to avoid the processions of cane-wielding Ascended patrolling the streets. The shrines were a lively if eclectic collection of assorted buildings. They varied in size, style and decoration. Some were richly appointed. Some were abandoned or decrepit. A growing number of worshippers navigated the crooked lanes meandering through the crammed courtyard.


  Bren knew exactly where he was going. He filched an old cloak from a young man loitering by Puernicious’s shrine. The man and his companions were so entranced in a rowdy game of dice that they never noticed him. He wrapped the old stinky thing around his shoulders and, pulling the cowl over his face, moved on, feeling better about his chances, now that the cloak concealed his face and the weapons he had retrieved from Suriek’s shrine.


  The flower stands were set up along the middle wall, a long line of stalls ablaze with a stunning selection. Bren looked around and elected to join the line of worshippers waiting their turn to enter Liliaveth’s shrine. He had no intention of worshipping the grisly Goddess of suffering, but the Goddess’s shrine offered an excellent view of the flower market.


  From his convenient post, he observed the market’s dealings, watching as people came and went. Attendants assisted the customers in matching the appropriate flowers to the right gods. Judging from what he saw, Puernicious preferred blue lilacs, Odalis coveted anything red, and Liliaveth reveled on the rotting petals of the purple bells.


  Orell, the king’s brute, favored a handful of expensive camellias, which he purchased from the young woman he was flirting with. He was using the woman and his purchase as excuses to linger in this part of the courtyard. Orell’s preference to stalk the flower market gave Bren cause to suspect the note he had received even more. Come learn of butterflies among Laonia’s sweetest blooms. The note was likely the lure of Orell’s latest trap.


  Bren had to be patient or risk giving himself away. He was sure Orell and the king had spies among the Ascended. As long as Orell believed that Bren was confined to the Higher Temple in Suriek’s shrine, the thug would be at ease. On the other hand, Orell was no fool. He and his men would be alert and suspicious of anything out of the ordinary.


  Orell was still lingering around the flower market, so Bren had to go into the shrine when his turn arrived. Liliaveth’s shrine was a small, windowless building capable of holding only a worshipper at a time in addition to the old Ascended napping on the stool by the door. The fetid pile of rotting tissue strewn upon the pedestal looked less like a pair of divine lips and more like a heap of putrefying offal.


  To avoid raising suspicions, Bren knelt on the weathered cushion and bowed his head. He welcomed the short reprieve. Ever since he had left his room, he hadn’t felt like himself. His head hurt and the bloodletting hadn’t helped. He wondered if the sensation was real or imagined, if it was a presage of things to come. He set the thought aside. No sense in worrying about fate when one didn’t really have a future.


  He remained still for a few moments, as if praying, holding his breath to avoid breathing in the relic’s putrid stench. Someone had left a jug of water and a loaf of bread as an offering for the Goddess. What a waste. The lesser gods and the baseborn who worshipped them were a bunch of brainless dimwits. He was about to get up when the relic moved, or rather the heap writhed and quivered, shocking both the Ascended and Bren.


  “Doomed and damned are the souls of the wicked,” the relic gurgled. “Useless are their struggles.”


  The Ascended jolted out of the shrine faster than a startled cat. Bren stumbled onto rubbery knees. It had to be a trick, something the temples did with their fake relics to make an impression on baseborn worshippers.


  Why then had the old Ascended taken off as if demons were after his soul?


  “Kill her,” the relic croaked again. “Kill her, before it’s too late.”


  Bren reeled. It was impossible and yet it would appear that even the lesser gods were intent on his curse. He forced himself out of his shock and hopped over the flower garlands to examine the relic, trying to figure out what had to be a trick.


  Voices rose outside. Questions were being asked. People were beginning to gather. He couldn’t linger. As soon as the old Ascended could muster his courage, he would return, maybe even with the Pious in tow.


  Bren groped for the door and, blinded by the afternoon sun, staggered out of the shrine.


  His heart hammered in his chest like a set of war drums. He ducked the crowd’s questions and found anonymity in the throng. The relic seemed like a memory and yet the words were unforgettably real. He was doomed and he was damned and even her gods wanted Lusielle dead.


  The rush of Ascended converging on Liliaveth’s shrine reminded him of the dangers. The law of refuge would not protect him in the courtyard. The reappearance of Orell and his men forced him to flee the flower market. It would not be long now before Orell would begin to suspect his ruse. Friend or foe, whoever had sent him the note would have to wait. He had to get out of the thirteenth temple. But before that, he had to get Lusielle.


  He was on his way back to Laonia’s ritual house when something snapped into place. His mind ignited with a burst of clarity. His senses homed in on an odd sight. He saw beyond appearances what he had so keenly sensed.


  Chapter Twenty-two


  LUSIELLE STARED AT THE UNCONSCIOUS PIOUS sprawling on the floor. What by the gods was she going to do now? Vestor was kneeling on the floor, trembling, holding his head between his hands and whimpering like a frightened child. She knew she had to rally if they were going to survive the day.


  “What have I done?” Vestor wailed. “I’ve disobeyed the Pious. I’ve broken my oath!”


  “You didn’t break your oath.” Lusielle scooted on her knees over to Vestor. “He attacked you. He broke his oath.”


  “What was he doing to you? Never mind—It was wrong. The Pious, he’ll kill me with the punishment—both of us—when he wakes.”


  “We can’t let him do that.” Lusielle straightened her clothing and found her feet. “The calming brew has put him to sleep.” And the snakewort powders she had added to the drink were likely to keep him out at least until morning.


  Vestor stammered. “If he remembers what happened—”


  “We’ll have to help him forget.”


  Lusielle drew determination from her tone and courage from her resolve. She hadn’t survived Aponte, the magistrate, Orell, the Dismal Bog and the Lord of Laonia only to fall prey to the Pious. She was hoping to be far away when the Eligious awoke, but she wasn’t going to abandon Vestor to the Pious’s dangerous whims.


  She threw some of the sweet milk nut’s cracked shell in a clean mortar and, crushing it with a pestle, ground it into a coarse powder, transferred it into a bowl and, adding some more of Vestor’s brew, began whisking.


  Vestor gestured towards her loose laces, to the suppurating spot on her back where the Pious’s blade had scraped her skin raw. “You’re bleeding.”


  “It’s nothing,” Lusielle said, intent on her potion. “He didn’t have time to carve me up.”


  “Why would he want to carve you up?”


  “It’s got something to do with my birthmark.”


  “What mark?”


  “It’s a long story—”


  “Let me see.” Vestor dipped a sponge in Lusielle’s cleansing potion and wiped the blood off her back. “Why did the Pious try to remove it?”


  “I’m not sure. I thought perhaps you—being an Ascended and all—may know something about it.”


  “Me? No.” Vestor patted the spot dry and smeared some salve on it. “What do you know?”


  “It’s something that the nobles of the house of Uras hunt and the king too, maybe. The Pious was very interested in it—”


  “Is that why you’re traveling with the Lord of Laonia? Because he caught you?”


  “That’s how it all started—”


  “You need to get away from that man—”


  “Not to worry,” she said. “I’ve got a solid plan and a destination in mind.”


  “You seem prone to trouble,” Vestor said. “Do you do this often?”


  “Do what?”


  “Defy the mighty. Provoke the mean. Meddle with unconscious people’s memories and that sort of thing.”


  “I’ve never done it before. I’ve always been faithful to Izar’s rules, which teach that ingredients should only be mixed to keep the health, heal the sick, alleviate pain or save a life.” She finished stirring the drink into a high froth. “Do you have a funnel?”


  “It’s somewhere around here.” He searched through his shelves. “Here it is.”


  “We’ll need to pour this amended brew down the Pious’s throat.”


  “The gods forgive us,” Vestor said. “Will it make the Pious forget everything?”


  “It’ll make him very groggy, affecting his memory.”


  “Do you think this potion will somehow improve the Pious’s health?”


  “The Pious’s health? No. I’m going for the-life-saving-sort-of-thing today.”


  “Whose life?”


  Lusielle met Vestor’s stare. “Yours.”


  * * *


  “Where are you going?” Vestor asked, after they had tucked the Pious into the sick cot, dressed his voided boil and finished feeding him the potion she had mixed.


  “I need to do something very important before I get back to my lord’s chamber.” Lusielle slung the remedy case over her shoulder and put her ear to the door.


  “You’re going to leave, aren’t you? You’re going to try to escape.”


  Lusielle couldn’t bear to look the man in the eye. “I have to go.”


  “Anyone else would have denied it.”


  “I think you’re worthy of the truth.” Lusielle cracked open the door and spotted two of the Pious’s escorts, conversing down the hallway.


  Vestor shut the door quietly. “No woman I’ve known has ever thought of my life as important.”


  “How about this,” Lusielle said. “You won’t judge all women by your mother’s measure and I won’t judge all Ascended based on the Pious’s behavior.”


  “A fair trade,” Vestor said, “but you underestimate the temple’s dangers. The king’s men are stalking the yards and my fellow Ascended aren’t going to allow you to wander the grounds freely.”


  “I’ll manage.”


  “The oath extols kindness in return for kindness.” Vestor unhooked a red cloak from behind the door. “Put it on.”


  “You want me to wear your cloak?”


  “No one will suspect a pair of Ascended going about the temple’s business.” Vestor donned the Pious’s mantle and buttoned down the cloak Lusielle wore. “Leave the end of the braid hanging out where it can be seen. Few will question the authority of a braid as long as mine, and as long as you don’t show your face, we’ll be fine.” He picked up the corked flask. “Now, let’s go, quickly, ‘cause there’s one more thing you must do before you leave.”


  “What’s that?”


  “You must deliver the infusion to the woman with the infected eye.”


  “I don’t have the time to—”


  “I’m willing to help you,” Vestor said, “but in return you must help us. If you don’t show up, those feared rumors will become rampant, destroying the worshipping season and ruining the temple.”


  “But—”


  “No buts, Lusielle. I like you a lot, but please understand: I can’t let you destroy the temples that raised me.”


  * * *


  Lusielle hesitated at the gate. The courtyard was crowded with people, but as she scoured the crowd, she could see none of Orell’s guards at the moment. She knew she would be fair game to the king’s guards if she ventured out of the inner walls, but she saw no alternative. Her meeting with the Pious had not given her the answers she sought, and as much as the secret note could be one of Eligious or Orell’s snares, it could also offer Bren and her the only safe way out.


  “Are you sure you want to do this?” Vestor said.


  Lusielle nodded and, draping the cowl over her head, joined one of the processions. Vestor pressed behind her, leading her with discreet tugs. The flower market was not far. The stands edged the main lane on both sides, perfuming the air with an intense floral scent. Come learn of butterflies among Laonia’s sweetest blooms. What had Bren said about Laonian flowers?


  Asters. A simple flower. They had been his favorite, original to his beloved steppes. Only one of the flower vendors had some asters for sale, and they were not even fresh. A single cluster of dried asters hung from the rafter like a signal or perhaps a warning.


  “Stay out here,” she whispered to Vestor, before entering the stand, pretending to examine the merchandise while scanning for signs of trouble. Vestor lingered outside the stall, on the lookout for Orell and his men.


  She took advantage of a sudden commotion at one of the shrines to talk to the young woman minding the stand. “How much for these?” She unhooked the purple asters from the rafters.


  “They’re for good luck only.” The woman plucked the asters from her hands and returned to prune the withered leaves from a bunch of lilies. “They’re not for sale.”


  Lusielle pushed the hood away from her face and undid the cloak to show the common clothes she wore beneath the red cloak. “Perhaps you may reconsider?”


  The woman’s striking black eyes widened for an instant, before a guarded expression erased the surprise from her face. “You’re not an Ascended.” She motioned to the back of the stall, where Lusielle positioned herself by the tiny window in the rear corner, the only source of light and air in the long and narrow booth, offering a limited view of Vestor and the surrounding area.


  “You’re not who I expected,” the woman said.


  “Who are you?” Lusielle asked.


  “I could ask the same question of you.”


  Lusielle spotted several men wearing the king’s colors surrounding Liliaveth’s shrine. “I have very little time. I got your note. Speak now or miss your chance.”


  “The note wasn’t for you.”


  “But I’m the one who could come—”


  “I’m running a high risk talking to you—”


  “Your risk is minimal compared to his.”


  “It’s true, but—” The woman hesitated. “I’m Hillisel. I’m one of Hato’s. Are you?”


  Lusielle didn’t dare lie outright. “I know Hato.”


  “Did you hear?” A neighboring vendor irrupted into the flower stall. “The times of the suffering are near!”


  “What?” both women said in unison.


  “It’s true,” the vendor said. “One of the Ascended heard the relic speak! There was a worshipper in there. They’re looking for him now to confirm the revelation. The courtyard is in upheaval.”


  “Morons,” Hillisel mumbled, watching as the meddlesome woman moved on to the next stall to spread the gossip. “It was probably a fart from all that putrid flesh. These idiots will believe anything.”


  Lusielle counted herself as an idiot for being here, but she stuck to her gamble. “What did you want to tell me?”


  “I don’t have news, not exactly, but I have a new lead.”


  Lusielle had no idea what the woman was talking about. “What kind of a lead?”


  “This.” The woman held up a small strip of wrinkled vellum.


  “What it is?”


  “I found it in the temple’s archives.” Hillisel unrolled the little strip. “Take a look.”


  Lusielle read the words aloud.


  
    “The highest will plummet,


    The lowliest will rise,


    A venomous battle decides.


    The damned can’t be freed, but the free can be damned


    Just as surely as the wicked will win.”

  


  “Is it a riddle?” Lusielle asked.


  “The last line?” Hillisel said. “Don’t you recognize the words in it?”


  “I—”


  As slight as Hillisel was, her fury was a tremendous force. She was on Lusielle like a snarling lioness, slamming her against the stand’s rickety wall as if she were the burliest of thugs.


  The wall rattled. The stand shook. The shears were at Lusielle’s throat faster than the eye could track them.


  “Do you think you can trick me?” Hillisel bared her teeth. “We all know those words. If you don’t know the riddle, you aren’t one of Hato’s.”


  “I—I don’t know the words, that’s true, but I swear, I’m trying to help Bren, I mean the Lord Brennus.”


  “You’re obviously not from Laonia,” Hillisel said. “Why would you want to help him?”


  “He’s been kind to me. He’s worth helping.”


  “He is that.” Hillisel’s dark stare softened.


  Lusielle spotted Orell’s men searching the stalls across the lane. “They’re coming,” she said. “I’ve got to go.”


  “Swear to me.” Hillisel pressed the blades against Lusielle’s neck. “Swear upon your life that you’ll deliver this strip only to Hato. Promise me you won’t hurt my Lord Brennus.”


  “I have no intentions of hurting your lord.”


  “What about the Ascended outside?” Hillisel said. “Will he turn me in to the Pious?”


  “He doesn’t know anything.”


  “I swear, I’ll find you and kill you if you betray your oaths.” Hillisel lowered the shears and released Lusielle. “I’m taking a chance, but you’re the only option I have. Now go. Hurry up, before you get both of us caught.”


  Lusielle stuffed the strip in her remedy case and stole out of the flower stand, feeling lucky to have survived Hillisel’s ire. Was the woman a Laonian spy? What was this riddle she was talking about? What about the strip? Why was she here, so far away from her homeland, disguised as a flower vendor?


  Still trying to make sense of her encounter with Hillisel, Lusielle followed Vestor to the other side of the courtyard. The red cloak afforded her enviable protection. Even though Orell’s men flooded the way, no one stopped them.


  Vestor led her to the stores, but he stopped short of the remedy shop, ducking instead into a small, boarded-up shrine located in an alleyway across from the store.


  Lusielle’s nose wrinkled at the stench. “What’s this place?”


  “It’s a desecrated shrine,” Vestor said. “It belongs to one of the fallen gods. The worshippers use it as an outhouse.”


  “No wonder it stinks.” Lusielle took in the tarnished frescoes and the dilapidated almond-shaped pool in the center of the room. Trash floated in a filthy broth of human waste and fetid mold, reflecting in the cracked mirror hanging directly above it. Beneath a crust of grub and soot, the rusting mirror had been shaped like a human eye, adorned with gilded lashes and an obsidian pupil which would have once reflected on the matching pool below.


  Lusielle swept her foot over the dirty floor. In truth I dabble, the pink marble inlaid proclaimed beneath her feet. She may have felt sorry for the fallen god whose house had been so thoroughly defiled, but she had no time for pity.


  She mounted a broken stool and, peeking out the little window, strained to see around the corner. She spotted none of Orell’s men in this part of the yard, but Nelia was already there, sitting on the shop’s stairs, waiting with her chin on her hand.


  “She’s early,” Lusielle said.


  “I’d be eager too if my eye ached as bad as hers,” Vestor said.


  “Stay here.” Lusielle took off the red cloak and traded it for the corked bottle Vestor held out. “Keep an eye out for the king’s men. Warn me if you see them coming.”


  Lusielle eased her way out of the desecrated shrine. Her body was strung in alert. Her eyes swept over the faces around her in constant vigilance. Her legs wanted to break out into a run, but she forced herself to keep calm and approached the woman with an even step.


  “You came!” The woman smiled. “Did you bring the potion?”


  Lusielle handed her the bottle. “Rinse your eye with it at least three times each day. I promise, if you do, your eye will be cured in less than a week.”


  “I thank Izar for your kindness,” the woman said. “I owe you a great debt.”


  “Think of it as a gift from the temples.” Lusielle took her leave.


  “I might indulge in Puercinious’s pleasures a bit much.” The woman trailed right behind her. “But I pay my debts, I do. I’m out of coin today, but surely there’s something of mine you’d want to take in payment—”


  “No, thank you.”


  “I insist.”


  “It’s really not necessary.” Lusielle looked around, mortified that the woman’s fuss would attract Orell and his men.


  “A mule,” the woman said. “I’ve got an old mule if you want it. It’s stubborn but it goes.”


  “A mule?” It could prove useful if they managed to escape. “Where is it?”


  “I’ve got it just yonder, in my little camp on the meadow by the river. Come with me and I’ll show you.”


  “I can’t come now.”


  “Then come later, when you’re ready. Ask for Nelia. Everyone knows where I pitch my tent.”


  “I may do that,” Lusielle said. “Now, if you please, I’m in a hurry.”


  “Don’t forget to come for your mule,” Nelia said. “A mule is always handy to have.”


  Lusielle strode on, diving into the maze of back alleys, until she was sure Nelia wasn’t following. When she last looked, the old woman was just standing there, smiling.


  Lusielle rushed back to the desecrated shrine. She thought she saw one of Orell’s goons among the crowd, but when she looked again, he wasn’t there. She circled around the shrine one more time, lingering by the boarded door just to make sure, before she slipped in.


  Her relief lasted but an instant, because Vestor was kneeling on the filthy floor with a sword at his back.


  Chapter Twenty-three


  THREE THINGS HAPPENED AT ONCE.


  First, the Ascended at the end of Bren’s sword—the man Bren had surprised in the defiled shrine after he had detected Lusielle and followed her to this forsaken place—lunged for his cane.


  Second, Lusielle screamed. “Don’t!”


  Third, the boards blocking the gate gave way. Orell stole into the chamber with his sword angled for Lusielle’s neck.


  Time slowed down to preview all kinds of disaster, but Bren’s trained mind prevailed, tracking everyone in the room with icy clarity, commanding his movements’ complex sequence. He leapt over the Ascended’s cane, which whistled beneath his feet. The anguish on Lusielle’s face persuaded him from delivering the killing thrust he had planned. Instead, his sword struck flat on the side of the man’s head, a whack that got the idiot out of his way.


  At the same time, Bren caught the cane with his left hand and, launching it like a javelin, pitched it across the small shrine. The cane flew in the air. A wide-eyed Lusielle ducked, avoiding Orell’s blade, which collided with the cane, slicing it neatly into even halves.


  Bren was on Orell before his blade had the chance to find Lusielle again. Swords clashed in frantic parry. He had forgotten how strong Orell was, how accomplished the king’s champion had become since that time long ago when Bren and Orell had trained together as children.


  “Give it up,” Orell said. “You can’t keep running forever.”


  “I’m not the one running from my past,” Bren said.


  “You should’ve agreed to King Riva’s proposal years ago. You could’ve lived in comfort and died in peace.”


  “And sell Laonia out to Riva?” Bren flashed a fierce smile. “I think not.”


  “Come to the king with me,” Orell said. “He’ll give you a fair hearing.”


  “Since when do you believe his lies?”


  “Don’t be a fool.”


  “I’m not the one who switched loyalties for a handful of coins.”


  Orell’s powerful strikes reverberated through Bren’s bones and tore at his muscles. In a battle of blows, Orell would be the sure winner. But Bren was faster, nimbler on his feet, more flexible and more original in his combinations. A warrior didn’t have to go straight for the heart. There was Orell’s foot, which he punctured after feinting for the belly, and the tendons on the back of the thigh, which he tried to nick as he twisted low to the ground and aimed for the groin.


  Orell blocked the skillful blow. Bren jumped back just in time to avoid a slash to the ribs. Orell came at him with a powerful series of hacks. Bren braced himself and met the blows, stepping back to deflect the strikes, wearing out Orell in a deliberate chase around the shrine.


  But Lusielle must have thought he was in trouble, because she flung herself on Orell’s back, scratching his face and poking at his eyes like an eagle defending her nest. The Ascended entered the fray too, clinging to Orell’s leg.


  Damn fools. “Get out of the way!”


  Orell flung Lusielle over his head, hacking at the Ascended. The sound of metal colliding with bone announced a hit. Bren whirled, striking the sword out of Orell’s sweaty hands and landing both his feet on the brute’s broad chest.


  Orell shot backwards, crashing against the boarded gates, breaking through the boards. The back of his head collided with the horns of the stone-carved ram flanking the shrine across. Bren followed, ready to end Orell’s troubles once and for all.


  The Ascended yanked him back into the desecrated shrine. “You’ll die if you kill him on sacred soil. It’s a sentence you can’t commute, a fate you can’t escape.”


  “He’s right,” Lusielle said. “We’ve got to get you out of here.”


  A small crowd of surprised bystanders were gathering around Orell. Death sentence or not, Bren’s chance to kill him had passed.


  He grabbed Lusielle’s arm. “Let’s go.”


  “We can’t leave Vestor behind,” she said. “Orell saw him. He knows he helped us.”


  The Ascended had been helping Lusielle? That changed some things, but only a little.


  “Lusielle,” he said. “Be reasonable. We can’t take him with us. He can’t run with that slash on his leg.”


  “He’s right.” The Ascended limped to the window and peeked out. “The crowd is getting bigger. Orell is still senseless, but you need to go.”


  “I’m not leaving you behind,” Lusielle said with a certainty that irked Bren. “Once outside, we’ll find you a ride. I know where we can get one.”


  The Ascended stammered. “I-I haven’t been out of these walls since I got here!”


  “This is your chance,” Lusielle said. “Bren, put this on.”


  She tossed him a red robe, the same one she had been wearing when he had first spotted her going into the boarded shrine. Bren didn’t have time to argue. He sheathed his sword, put on the robe and hooked an arm under Vestor’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”


  “There’s no way out of the temple but the main gates,” Vestor said.


  “That’s what you think.”


  As dusk overtook the day, they skirted the crowd and plunged into the poorly lit back alleys, avoiding the king’s men. The red robes prevented anyone they met from questioning them. Not even the limping Ascended elicited a challenge.


  The fierce Goddess would have to be in an indulgent mood if she was going to allow them out of the thirteenth temple. But then again, Brennus the First would not have let something as elemental as escape up to the capricious Goddess.


  * * *


  The scent of smoke perfumed the air. After hours of crawling through Brennus the First’s tunnels, the sight of a million stars blazing in the sky welcomed them into the night. The tunnel ended beneath a centenary oak in a little knoll at the edge of the forest. Bren was relieved. They were alive. They had thwarted Orell and his brutes. They had survived the Dismal Bog, the temple and the tunnel. It was only a matter of fleeing the kingdom now.


  “It won’t be long before Orell realizes we’re no longer in the temple,” Bren said. “We need to get out of here, find Hato and rejoin my men.”


  “You need to rejoin your men,” Vestor said. “Lusielle doesn’t.”


  “Don’t start with me,” Bren said.


  “You’re risking her life.”


  “And what is she to you?”


  “More than the sport she is to you.”


  So Lusielle had told the Ascended her version of the story and that did nothing to appease Bren’s temper.


  “You need to let her go,” Vestor said.


  Bren scoffed. “With you?”


  “Like you have the best intentions—”


  “And what do you have to offer?”


  “I can find refuge with my kin. She’s got a chance with me—”


  “Whereas she has none with me. Is that what you’re saying?”


  “Can you deny it?” Vestor said. “She has plans, you know. She has dreams you’d kill for sport.”


  “Why would she tell you that?”


  “Why do you think?”


  Bren didn’t know what bothered him more, that Lusielle had confided in the Ascended, a man she had just met, or that she had chosen to confide in Vestor over him.


  “She’s a good soul,” Vestor said. “Give her a chance.”


  “A chance to do what?”


  “A chance to go free. A chance to decide whether she wants to go with you or with me.”


  Something was building in Bren, a dangerous violence.


  “Where is she anyway?” Vestor looked around.


  Bren spotted Lusielle with her back straight and a sure step, marching at a good clip out of the forest.


  “Lusielle?” He took off after her, leaving the limping Ascended behind. “Lusielle!” he said when he caught up with her. “Where are you going?”


  “I thought I’d do something useful while you two argued,” she said. “I’m going to get a mule, so Vestor can ride and we can put some distance between us and Orell.”


  “You’re going to steal a mule from the camp?”


  “I’m not going to steal a mule. I’m going to collect the mule I earned when I mixed a potion earlier today. If you wait here along with Vestor, I should be back very soon.”


  Bren started to obey her—an impulse he couldn’t explain—then decided it would be safer if he accompanied her. “I’m coming with you,” he said, catching up.


  “Do try to stay out of sight and out of trouble, will you?”


  She had a way of making him feel like a naughty child. Half the time, he didn’t mind it anymore.


  The camp was a mismatch of tents, campfires and wagons. People gathered around cooking grills and steaming kettles, talking, laughing, singing, telling stories. Nobody took notice of them. The scent of traveling soup and fowl on the spits enticed the appetite. A merry flute added to the convivial atmosphere. A man could dream of lounging about the fire with a full belly and a pretty wench.


  Lusielle made her way to the river and beyond the camp, until at last she found the tent of the woman she was seeking in the far reaches of the campground. A hobbled mule grazed nearby on the bank. Nelia sat on a stump, drinking her supper alone. No longer red or swollen, the woman’s eye looked most improved.


  “You came!” Nelia jumped to her feet when she saw Lusielle. “I knew you’d want your mule. Would you like something to eat?”


  “I’m in a hurry,” Lusielle said.


  “This way.” She led Lusielle towards the hobbled beast. “She’s a bit stubborn, sometimes. She needs a strong hand. Did you come alone?”


  Lusielle said yes, but when she tried to take the ropes, the mule balked and tried to bite her. Bren came to her aid, taming the beast with a firm tug of the halter.


  “You might want to unknot the hobbling strap,” the woman suggested.


  Bren was bending over to do just that when pain seared through his body like the strike of fire. He jerked, but the pain increased along with the violence. Yanked from behind, his belt broke. The little pouch hanging from it plummeted to the ground. He reached out to catch it, but his arms barely twitched. He watched in helpless horror as the pouch containing the Laonian garnets he had worked so hard to retrieve bounced on the riverbank and dropped into the water with a final plunk.


  He tried to speak, but only a strangled hiss came out of his mouth. He stumbled, dropped to his knees and fell on the ground. Something warm and sticky was drenching the back of his clothes. He heard a commotion. The mule was braying. Lusielle and Nelia were fighting over a bloody dirk, a thin, long, dripping blade.


  “Murderer!” Nelia was screaming. “Did you think her murder would go unpunished just because she didn’t have any men folk to avenge her? Did you think your filthy coin could atone for her murder?”


  “What have you done?” Lusielle was saying. “Why have you done this?”


  “He killed her,” Nelia said. “He killed my sister!”


  “Who?” Bren wanted to say, but his lips were slack and his throat bubbled with something thick and acrid. His vision began to sputter.


  Vestor stumbled out of the shadows to aid Lusielle, wrestling the other woman to the ground, grappling for the knife.


  When Bren next knew, Lusielle’s face hovered over him. Tears flowed from her eyes. Tears for him?


  As he lay on a pool of blood, the night took over, erasing Lusielle from his world, filling his head with a cold, merciful darkness. The last thing he heard was the old woman, crying a bitter name.


  “Godivina!”


  Chapter Twenty-four


  LUSIELLE STARED IN HORROR AS THE life drained from the Lord of Laonia. The expression on his face shifted from pain to oblivion. She had to staunch the bleeding, but how? She pressed her hands against his side, shocked by the sheer amount of blood pouring from the puncture.


  “Vestor,” she cried out. “Over here! He’s been wounded!”


  Vestor had just managed to whack Nelia unconscious. She was senseless but breathing. He hobbled over to Lusielle, and kneeling next to her, examined the gruesome injury.


  “This is bad,” he said. “Deep. If the wound doesn’t kill him outright, the festering will.”


  “I can fight the festering,” Lusielle said with a lot more conviction that she felt. “As long as we can keep him alive—”


  “There’s nothing I can do if the blade lacerated the liver—”


  “Maybe it didn’t.”


  “He’d be a lucky bastard if it didn’t.” Vestor ripped the sleeve from his mantle and, folding it many times over, pressed it against the wound. “All we can do is try to stop the bleeding, keep him warm and feed him some drink if he’ll take it.”


  “We can do more than that.”


  Lusielle rummaged through her remedy case. What could have incited an otherwise nice woman to attack Bren as savagely as she had? Murder, she had said. Revenge. Even if that was the case, how had Nelia found Bren? And who by the gods was Godivina?


  She found the little bottle she had filled with her cleansing decoction. She poured some of it on a clean rag she snatched from Nelia’s line and handed it over to Vestor. If Bren lived, the potion would help stave off the infection.


  Old Nelia’s water pot was steaming over the fire. Lusielle selected four of the labeled little packets from her remedy case. To slow the bleeding, she dumped the whole packet of dry cocklebur into the boiling water, adding a measure of white lianas. To double the potion’s effectiveness, she added a generous pinch of Pyrigian dust and a fistful of calendula powder for good measure. She searched Nelia’s cooking bag for something to serve as a better delivery means than water and was thankful to find a honey jar.


  “Look what I found!”


  “We don’t have time to mix remedies,” Vestor said. “People in the camp are likely to get curious if Nelia doesn’t show up. She’ll be hard to keep quiet once she wakes. And Orell is going to take to the road as soon as the sun comes up.”


  As if she didn’t know all that. “Just this one remedy, to staunch off the bleeding.” She stirred the mixture. “Then we go.”


  “Go where?”


  Lusielle had to think about that. She removed the brew from the fire. Most of the water had evaporated during the boil, leaving a mushy mixture at the bottom. She added a stream of honey—a much more effective means to deliver her ingredients’ blood clotting properties—which was also known to prevent festering and help healing, swelling and scarring.


  It was by far the fastest remedy she had ever mixed. After stirring it all together and reciting her little prayer, she dipped a strip of yellowed linen in the poultice and applied the honey-soaked bandage to the wound, pressing it lightly to allow the enabled ingredients to seep into the narrow wound.


  “His respiration is ragged,” Vestor said. “I can barely feel a pulse. Laonia’s lord won’t survive weeks on the road. You, on the other hand, could outrun Orell if we leave now. We could go to my kinfolk. They’re far to the north. Or else—”


  “What are the closest towns to here?”


  “You’ve got Askana, some twenty leagues to the west; Revston maybe ten leagues to the north; Tosania, Belitania and Bovair are along the Nerpes—”


  “Bovair? How far is it from here?”


  “Some sixteen leagues or so.”


  It wasn’t the nearest town, which gave them an advantage, because Orell was likely to sprint for the nearest settlements.


  “You’ll be better off leaving him behind,” Vestor said.


  “How can you consider such a thing?”


  “I’m thinking about what’s best for you.”


  Lusielle fought a surge of frustration. “I can think for myself!”


  “The bleeding is slowing down.”


  “What?”


  “The bleeding,” Vestor said. “It has stopped. Your poultice is working.”


  Thank the Thousand Gods. “You might want to put some of that on your leg too.”


  Vestor tended to his own wound while Lusielle dressed Bren’s. After laying Nelia on her pallet, they loaded the lord onto the mule. It wasn’t easy. Unable to walk for long distances, Vestor rode behind Bren, bracing the senseless man. Lusielle led the balking mule down the forest track, avoiding the main road.


  Part of her was too frightened to think about anything but her next step. Part of her was set on her dubious plan with unshakable resolve. The smartest part of her kept mocking her choices. Not content with her tribulations, she had added a few more difficulties to her already troubled situation: a stubborn mule, a wounded Ascended and a dying lord.


  Chapter Twenty-five


  THE MAIN HALL OF BELTANIA’S MOST senior magistrate was clad with copious bunches of sweet-smelling roses and fresh evergreen garlands. Hato could barely keep his compulsive sneezing under control. Beltania’s most fashionable highborn were in full attendance, and so were the area’s wealthiest merchants, strutting their finest silks for each other’s benefit.


  King Riva was sitting on the dais, surrounded by a crowd of social climbers shamelessly competing for royal attention. Good. Hato had no desire to commune with the king. He just wanted to make his inquiries and get out.


  Standing by the doors, Hato wiped off the rust from his tarnished Chamber Lord’s medals and straightened his rumpled overcoat. A saddlebag was hardly the place to store formal attire and a groom would have been helpful in rehabilitating his dress. But he didn’t have the conveniences of a traveling trunk or an attendant these days. You vain fool.


  He strolled into the crowded room, leaning as discreetly as possible on his bejeweled walking staff. On the day Edmund had become Lord of Laonia, he had gifted Hato the staff as a symbol of his appointment as Chamber Lord. These days, it served more for function than for form, bearing the weight of his stubbornly swollen knee.


  He spotted Bausto all the way across the room, by the food table, of course. Ernilda, his statuesque giant of a wife stood by his side, a fine example of authentic but graceful aging. Both looked down their noses, completely out of place among Beltania’s richest tradesmen. Hato experienced a sudden surge of kinship with his fellow highborn. Mixing high and baseborn served Riva’s purposes well, but it never made for a merry gathering.


  Hato approached Bausto. “My lord.” He nodded formally. “My lady.” After so many months on the saddle, he felt a bit out of form.


  “Hato, my friend, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen you,” Bausto said. “It’s good to know that you’re ….”


  “Alive?” Ernilda said, blunt as always. “Is your lord also of this world?”


  “My lord endures,” or so Hato hoped.


  “I’m glad to see a familiar face in this rabble.” Bausto wrinkled his prominent nose. “How many new men do you suppose people this hall? Hundreds? Thousands?”


  Ernilda rolled her eyes. “The future belongs to these wretches.”


  “Look,” Bausto said, “Konia’s lord is here.”


  “He’s coming this way.” Ernilda waved.


  “Poor man,” Bausto said. “All he has left now is a grandson still in the cradle. He lost his son last summer in a hunting accident.”


  Ernilda scoffed.


  “You don’t think Konia’s lordling died as a result of a hunting accident?” Hato said.


  “Not even his dogs believe it was an accident.”


  “Forgive my conspiracy-obsessed wife, my lord. She has a wild imagination.”


  “Forgive my spineless husband, my lord. He has less balls than imagination.”


  Konia’s lord reached the little group just in time to prevent an all-out battle between the warring spouses.


  “My lords and lady,” Arnulf said in greeting, “a respite from the common and the crass.”


  “Indeed,” Hato said. “I was surprised to hear you’d be attending Riva’s banquet.”


  “At times like these, one must strive to pursue a flexible strategy,” Arnulf said.


  “These parties are an occupational peril,” Bausto said.


  “Fear is a powerful invitation,” Ernilda said, “and highborn never balk at fashionable trends.”


  “Stand down, wife,” Bausto said. “I surrender.”


  “And well you should.” Ernilda turned to Hato. “Tell us, my lord, what brings you to this fine reunion?”


  “Riva’s invitation was open to all highborn.”


  “True, but your lord isn’t here, Laonia is barely at peace with the kingdom, and I can’t imagine you enjoy this banquet any more than we do.”


  The Twins protect mankind against shrewd women. “You’re right, my lady,” Hato said. “I came ‘cause I heard my lords Bausto and Arnulf may attend. I have a question to ask of you.”


  “Yes?” Bausto crammed a stuffed olive in his mouth.


  “My Lord Brennus proposes to restore the house of Uras’s archives,” Hato began. “You may remember the archives were mostly destroyed, along with my Lord Edmund’s precious library, during the purge’s seventeen days.”


  “After Edmund and Ethan died, yes,” Arnulf said.


  “I remember hearing about it,” Bausto said.


  “We’ve been canvassing the Free Territories looking for items that could enhance the archives with a memory of Lord Edmund’s time. It’s an urgent quest, you realize—”


  “Timely too,” Ernilda said, “since the line of Uras is about to end.”


  Hato kept his composure. “I was wondering if my lords have among your archives any items that might add to Laonia’s collection, family heirlooms, shared proclamations, agreements, letters—”


  “Please.” Bausto waved a limp hand. “Don’t you remember? Edmund and I seldom saw eye to eye. Had he written me a letter, I might have burned it on the spot.”


  “Are you sure?” Hato said. “Can’t you recall any occasion in which you might have exchanged letters?”


  “None at all,” Bausto said, chasing after a tray of steaming lampreys.


  Hato looked to Arnulf.


  “Yours is a noble effort,” Konia’s lord said. “I wish I had a grown son who’d seek to honor my memory as Bren proposes to do. Alas, I can offer no help. However, I’d like to speak to your lord about what happened at the back borders.”


  “Surely you received my lord’s messenger contesting Riva’s charge that Laonia attacked your back border posts?”


  “I’ll still speak to your lord.”


  “You do realize that Riva’s trying to draw a wedge between the territories with these baseless accusations—”


  “I might be old, but I’m not daft, Hato.” Arnulf lowered his voice. “Word is that you’ve lost something on this bank of the river.”


  Hato’s face froze into a blank expression.


  “Suit yourself,” Arnulf said. “You’re not the only one playing the game. You might want to check on a certain shortage of ships.”


  “Ships?”


  “Ferries, to be specific. I heard about it when I crossed to come here. Someone is offering big money for ferries, without crews, mind you.”


  Considering that more than half of Riva’s army was missing, the news was alarming. On the other hand, ships were always in great demand around the time of the White Tide procession. Hato’s knee began to throb in earnest.


  “Politics continues to muddle the great river,” Arnulf said. “And yet one must strive to flow with the Nerpes if one’s to survive.” He bowed. “Tell Bren to come and see me before—tell him to come, and soon.”


  Hato watched the proud old lord take his leave from the hall, admiring the man’s stiff elegance, the archaic grace of a generation on the brink of extinction—his generation.


  “Interesting.” Ernilda had been so quiet that Hato had almost forgotten she was there.


  “My lady?”


  “Arnulf the fox, they used to call him when he was young,” Ernilda said. “The game is always best when played with cunning.”


  “Whose cunning, my lady?”


  “Yours, I suppose, but maybe mine as well, given what I know.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I know about Louis Lambage.”


  Hato hoped his face held no expression when he met the woman’s chilling blue eyes.


  “Not to fear,” Ernilda said. “I like Lambage. He’s a thorough fellow, a most capable scribe, although thanks to my husband’s neglect, he won’t be able to save the whole of Barahone’s archives. He must have found the letter and the strip.”


  “How do you know about that?”


  “My poor, dear Hato.” She smiled. “I’ve known about that strip since the day it arrived from Laonia, sent not to Bausto, as you supposed, but to me.”


  Hato could barely believe his ears.


  He had known Bausto and Ernilda all his life. A scion of the land’s highborn, she had presided over Barahone’s functions like the grand lady she was, attending Teos every year in the company of her husband, notable for her towering height and her bluntness but always proper, conventional and predictable.


  Until now.


  Hato had to clear the cobwebs from his throat. “The Lord Edmund sent you the letter?”


  “We kept it quiet,” Ernilda said, smiling a greeting to someone across the room.


  “You and Edmund were—?”


  “Lovers.”


  The revelation hit Hato in the gut. Was it possible that the woman was telling the truth? If she was, how come that Hato didn’t know about it? And perhaps most importantly, what else had Edmund managed to conceal from Hato?


  Like most lords, Edmund had had his share of lovers over the years. In his trusted position as Chamber Lord, Hato had known about most of them and had often conspired with his lord to facilitate his escapades. But by the Triad, how had the Lord of Laonia managed an affair with the very married lady of Barahone?


  “Edmund had a gift for discretion,” Ernilda said. “He liked my big, crafty feet.”


  Hato blushed to the root of his balding pate, but Ernilda’s knowledge of Lord Edmund’s intimate preferences dispelled any doubts he might have that she was telling the truth. No wonder Edmund and Bausto had kept their distance.


  Hato wondered if Bausto had known. The woman was alive, so no, he couldn’t have known. But Bausto may have suspected. Dear gods, Edmund. How did you manage it?


  “Forgive me, Hato, I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” Ernilda said. “Don’t be mad at Edmund. Lords have secrets from even his closest confidantes. I should know. Edmund wasn’t always a faithful lover.”


  “If I may ask,” Hato said. “When did you receive the letter and the strip?”


  “I’m afraid my answer will not be helpful to your timetable.”


  “My timetable?”


  She straightened, hoisting the heavy load of her still beguiling cleavage to the level of Hato’s nose. “Don’t treat me like a witless ninny. Do you think you’re the only one who’s ever wondered what happened to Edmund? Do you think I didn’t try to figure it out? You think that if you can figure out what happened, you might be able to save his last boy. For years, you’ve been trying to establish a timeline of events. But you haven’t been able to learn anything helpful. And that little strip of vellum won’t help you any more than it did me.”


  She could be right, but still, Hato had to ask. “When did he send it to you?”


  “It wasn’t at the end,” she said. “It wasn’t around the time when he died either. It was almost ten years before he died, twenty years ago, the year that Laonia defeated Riva’s forces at the Narrows.”


  “Oh.” Hato couldn’t conceal his disappointment.


  “I know how you feel,” Ernilda said. “I, too, wished that scroll had something to do with Edmund’s affliction. At least we’d have a fair explanation for his death. But this all happened too early to matter.”


  “You might be right,” Hato admitted. “But … why did he send you the strip?”


  “I think of it as a parting gift. He sent me the lovely token after our very last encounter.”


  “But if all you say is true, if you knew what Lambage was up to and if you valued the token so highly, why did you allow Lambage to make away with it?”


  “Ah, that.” She flashed a sad smile. “Barahone archives are rife with neglect. Our history, even as we speak, crumbles into ashes. My spineless husband will never care enough to save it. He’s all about appearances. Should such a token be found among my things when I die, surely the letter and the strip would be destroyed to keep his name and reputation intact.”


  “So you deposited the letter and the strip in the archives, hoping Lambage—or someone like him—would find them?”


  “Precisely.”


  “I don’t understand,” a flummoxed Hato said, loath to betray his ignorance but also aware that this could be his only chance to make sense of the strip. “Why?”


  “Edmund is gone, and I’ll be gone too someday.”


  “No offense, my lady, but we all die.”


  “Spoken as the practical man you are.” Ernilda took a deep breath. “Your mind may never understand my reasoning, Hato, but perhaps your shriveled old heart someday will. Come my end, Edmund and I will be separate annotations on some genealogical volume, tiny, illegible characters, irrelevant initials. My name will be suspended against a line without issue.”


  “Yes?”


  “It’s a simple thing, really,” she said. “I wanted something of ours to remain in this world.”


  * * *


  Hato’s mind reeled as he made his way out of the crowded hall. He couldn’t believe he had never known, never even suspected Edmund and Ernilda’s affair. The discovery altered Hato’s perceptions in a fundamental way. Before, he had believed he knew everything of importance about all of his lords. Now, he knew he didn’t.


  “My Lord Hato.” Riva stood before him like a massive fortress. “How kind of you to come to my feast.”


  “I was just leaving, my lord.” Hato bowed and tried to sidestep the king, but Riva would have none of it.


  “Stay.” The king hooked his arm on Hato’s elbow and strolled forth, grabbing a full goblet from a passing servant and thrusting it into Hato’s hand, all the while greeting his adoring subjects.


  With a glance askance, Hato had to admit to a measure of envy. Riva had lost none of the grace and vitality that had made him such an appealing youth. His black hair curled full and rebellious from a gloriously staunch hairline that showed no inclination to recede. His muscles retained the strength that had given him a reputation as “Riva the Invincible.”


  The man was a fearsome foe. He had been his own champion at the games until three years ago, when rumor was that his councilors had begged him to choose a royal champion, not because the king was any less invincible than when he was twenty-five—never that—but because so few of the kingdom’s highborn remained either unharmed or willing to face the king in mock battle.


  Hato had to give the man credit. Riva had risen out of the obscurity of the house of Estes, a lesser known highborn line with little fortune or prospect. Despite his humble beginnings, Riva had become a luminous star, engaging a fearsome mercenary army, accumulating wealth and consolidating lands faster than any other lord in the history of the Free Territories.


  Beyond that, Riva had created a legend. Looking at him, a man could forget injustice and forgive greed to believe in kingship. Only the deep lines radiating from the corner of his eyes betrayed either his age or cunning. Even then, the lines reinforced his face’s distinguished features, also serving to disguise his penetrating gaze with a sense of friendliness capable of charming even the most reluctant man to his allegiance.


  But Hato knew better. An autocratic will and a deceitful mind hid behind Riva’s impressive façade. A ravenous insatiability for land and power drove the man’s voracity. It was Riva’s greed for Laonia that had first led Hato to believe that the king had to be responsible for contracting the curse that had afflicted Edmund and Laonia. But thus far, neither Hato nor Teos’s extensive inquests had found any evidence to that.


  Hato had to admit that no man in his right mind, not even Riva, would risk his life and his territory by defying the sacred island’s prohibition on curses. Besides, no other ruler had done more to combat the rise of oddities in his lands.


  “And how’s your lordling doing?” Riva said, walking side by side with Hato.


  “My lord thrives,” Hato said, “despite the obvious difficulties.”


  “Difficulties, you call them?” Riva laughed, the strong healthy cackles of a king with no cares. “You’re to be admired for your steadfastness. No man should be called to pay allegiance to the dead. I could use a wise and experienced man like you. Those who serve me faithfully enjoy long and comfortable lives.”


  “As you well know, my lord, my family has served the house of Uras for over a hundred generations,” Hato said, treading carefully. “And I already serve a noble lord.”


  Riva’s gaze hardened into a penetrating stare. “I hear rumors about your lord. That he’s dead or incapacitated, that he’s imprisoned in this place or that.”


  “Rumors?” Hato said. “Surely, my lord, you know better.”


  “I do know better, Hato; I do.” Riva put an arm over Hato’s shoulder and drew him in, leading him towards the massive hearth. “Do you forget that your lord is an outlaw in my kingdom?”


  A fit of anger coursed through Hato. He wanted to do nothing more than to shake off Riva’s embrace. And yet Hato had to set his pride aside. He couldn’t afford to offend the king in front of all of his loyal subjects and supporters. Hato had come tonight as an invited guest, and as such, he depended on the fastidious rules of highborn hospitality to survive the night. Many a war had been launched by something as foolish as a yawn. The slightest affront could serve to justify his host’s righteous indignation. After that, the rules of hospitality didn’t apply.


  The people in the hall were watching them, pretending to be engaged in conversations and laughter, yet tracking them closely. The music was too loud for anyone to hear their conversation, but there were always the lip readers and the Twins knew that highborn had made a blood sport of interpreting body language.


  The mood of the hall was determined by the king’s mood, and right now, the crowd was trying to figure out what that was. But none of the faces parading in the periphery of Hato’s vision met his eyes. None were brave enough to interrupt or intercept. All were watching and waiting.


  Hato reigned in his temper, kept on the blank, diplomatic face that served him best, and leaned on his staff more heavily. An old, infirm relic of a time gone by would surely present a smaller target. Hato wouldn’t mind living a little longer and he would achieve nothing for his lord or Laonia if he ended up in prison or dead.


  Riva led Hato to the massive fireplace, where the roaring flames put out heat meant for the entire hall. The king dragged a chair closer to the fireplace, and offered it to Hato with a gallant sweep of his arm. “Hato?”


  Hato took the seat, mostly because he couldn’t afford to slight his host. “Why, thank you my lord,” he said, making a show of seating with great difficulty.


  The king leaned against the fireplace and took a sip of his wine. “Tell me Hato,” he said. “Of all kingly duties, which one do you think is the most difficult?”


  Hato shrugged. “Of kingly duties, my lord, you know much better than I ever could.”


  “Many duties compete for a king’s attention,” he said, staring into the fire. “But the one that burdens me more is justice.”


  “Ah,” Hato said, planting his staff between his legs. “That’s a good one.”


  “I never question the fate of outlaws,” he said. “It’s only just that they should have a suffering death to account for their crimes. But sometimes, I waver when it comes to their accomplices. I mean, if a man is pledged to serve another man who by his crimes becomes an outlaw, is it fair that the first man should suffer for his master’s crimes?”


  “A difficult decision indeed, my lord,” Hato said cautiously. “Fortunately, the law lightens your burden, since outlaws—and their accomplices—are to be brought to the sacred island and highborn are judged exclusively at Teos.”


  “But is it practical to haul an offender all the way to Teos, when a ruler has the means and wisdom to make a decision?”


  “Practical?” Hato shook his head. “I’m not sure. Wise, absolutely, as Teos expects compliance and anything else would give the appearance of impropriety.”


  Riva’s eyes darkened, but to his credit, he flashed his dazzling smile. “Teos’s purpose is peace,” he said. “Whereas my purpose is justice.”


  “Of course, my lord,” Hato said, flashing an equally visible smile. “But the authorities at Teos may disagree with your conclusions.”


  “I might rile them now and then.” Riva shook a bejeweled finger in the air. “But they won’t be happy when your lord fails to answer Teos’s summons.”


  “Teos has not yet called,” Hato pointed out.


  “Word is that the Chosen are sailing upriver as we speak.”


  What? Hato hadn’t heard anything of the sort. He kept his composure. “It’s still too early.”


  “The White Tide is about to begin,” the king said. “The Lake of Tears will release its treasure soon. What is it? A fortnight from the lake to Teos with a good northerly wind?”


  Damn the Twins. The heat coming from the hearth was unbearable. Hato was sweating like a roast on the spit. He had to wipe off the beads of sweat from his upper lip. With Bren gone, an early call to tribute was the worst possible news for Laonia. Riva knew that. Hato could tell that this despicable usurper whose lands had been won by his mercenaries’ brute force relished his courtly games just as much as he liked his wars.


  “Laonia will answer the summons,” he said as evenly as he could manage.


  “Of course Laonia will,” Riva said. “You’d never allow it to be otherwise. Your lord might be brash and reckless, but you are truly Laonia’s warden, a Chamber Lord fit to rule.”


  Hato bowed his head, if only to hide the disgust on his face. “I’m honored to be found worthy.”


  “I’m a great admirer of loyal men,” Riva said, crouching before Hato and placing his hand just above his swollen knee, where a little bit of pressure set his joint on fire. “I’m a collector of reliable heroes. Haven’t you noticed how well my men have respected you while you camp in my lands? You have not been harried or disturbed, have you?”


  Ah, yes, Hato had noticed and had fussed about it quite a bit. On the one hand, the Twenty were hard to find when they didn’t want to be found, and Riva was probably bluffing because he would never pass on the leverage that capturing one or more of the Twenty would bring him over the Lord of Laonia.


  On the other hand, with as long as they’d been in Riva’s land, Riva was bound to have a general notion of where they camped, which is why Hato had taken precautions to scatter the men and had a complex plan to ensure he couldn’t be found after he left today. But Riva’s admission was a warning and a threat, and Hato didn’t like either one.


  “I’ll tell you the truth,” Riva said, subtly squeezing Hato’s knee until Hato had no choice but to wince. “I’ve been indulgent with you and your men in deference to you, Hato, because you deserve honor and respect that your lord hasn’t given you.”


  Ah, yes, of course, a little flattery to add to the pain. “May I remind you, my lord? Highborn hospitality is the way of the code.”


  “The code your lord broke when he killed one of my baseborn while on my territory.”


  Hato had a hard time keeping from raising his voice. “Who?”


  “Never mind who,” the king said. “Your lord will pay for his crime.”


  “An accusation such as the one you make will need to be proven.”


  “Oh, rest assure, it will be proven,” the king said. “Soon.”


  The king’s certitude gave Hato the chills. What was he talking about and how did he know about something that Hato didn’t?


  “My lord, I’m truly honored by your kind attention,” Hato said. “But I must beg your leave. As you can see, I’m not well and I’ve got a long journey ahead, back to Laonia.”


  “Of course,” the king said, helping Hato up. “By all means, go find your rest. But don’t forget, Hato. I’m a fair ruler and a deliberate man and if I were you, I’d listen carefully to everything I’ve said to you tonight.”


  “I’ve been told that I’m an excellent listener, my lord,” Hato said, struggling to get up. “My ears haven’t failed me yet.”


  The king’s stare hardened. “Your lord is done, Hato,” he said. “The house of Uras is done, whereas I’ve only just begun. I’m also wealthy, willing to invest in promising ventures and able to assist a friendly neighbor. Do you understand?”


  “Completely, my lord.”


  Hato understood that Riva’s sources were as good, if not better than his own. He understood that there were things that Riva knew that he didn’t. Furthermore, he wondered if some of his sources were also feeding Riva information.


  But did Riva know where the Lord of Laonia was?


  Hato didn’t think so, because if Riva was having this conversation with him, trying to woe Hato to his camp, then Bren was still in play. Also, with Bren caught, Orell would be back in court, and Orell was nowhere to be seen. Alternatively, Riva knew exactly where Bren was and whether his lord was alive or dead, but he wanted to test Hato’s loyalties.


  What had the Riva expected from Hato? Pragmatism? Betrayal? Tame acceptance?


  Hato hoped that his schooled face would reveal nothing of the upheaval inside. His conversation with Riva had been disquieting at best. Riva was cunning, and he had made his intentions clear and his positions even more so. He didn’t intend to follow the law if he caught Bren. He would kill Bren—and Hato and the Twenty as well—if he caught them.


  That Riva wanted to rattle him was no big surprise to Hato. That Riva was so daring and confident as to try to sway Hato openly in front of all these people spoke of his boldfaced audacity. That Riva thought he could really shift Hato’s alliance away from Laonia, now that was an offense that Hato would never forget.


  The king embraced Hato and, after planting a kiss on his cheek, held Hato’s face between his hands. “Now you kiss me,” Riva said. “So they all might be witnesses to our mutual affection.”


  “As you wish,” Hato said, brushing his cheek against the king, persuaded by the strength of those crushing hands.


  His stomach lurched. He was getting too old for this shit.


  “Go now.” The king let him go. “Do return when you’re ready.”


  Hato bowed, turned and shuffled away, limping heavily, feeling older than before.


  “And Hato?” the king said.


  Hato stopped in his tracks and turned. “Yes, my lord?”


  “You’ll need a life after the end of the house of Uras.” The king took a sip of his wine, and paused before he fixed his predatory state on Hato again. “And Laonia may need me yet.”


  Chapter Twenty-six


  MOVING A MAN AS SERIOUSLY WOUNDED as Bren was a risky choice at best. He had been senseless most of the time, had eaten nothing and drank only what Lusielle and Vestor had managed to pour down his throat. But days later, as they arrived to the outskirts of a small farmstead, the Lord of Laonia was still alive and Vestor’s leg had responded well to the host of remedies Lusielle had managed to mix along the way.


  She left her unlikely companions hidden in the wood and made her way to the farm house, where the stout matron agreed to part with a pint of vinegar, a quart of oil and a loaf of crusty bread in exchange for three pints of freshly brewed, cough-busting tea, and the recipe for the inhaling potion she made for the woman’s child, who was afflicted by a persistent case of the rattling cough.


  “You’re not your average mountebank,” the matron said as she added a chunk of cheese to Lusielle’s treasures. “My child is already feeling better.”


  Nothing like a mother’s gratitude to hearten the weary heart.


  As Lusielle packaged her earnings, a wagon full of travelers pulled into the farmstead, offering a small fee to spend the night in the woman’s pasture.


  The matron took the money. “You may camp on my land tonight, but I also want your beast’s manure, and news.”


  “News, yes,” the woman driving the wagon said. “Trouble in the thirteenth temple. Murder. We heard about it on the road.”


  Lusielle was already on her way, but she slowed down.


  “It seems that this highborn lord took a fancy to a woman outside the temple and killed her, badly. The Laonian beast, who was already outlawed in the kingdom, ripped the woman apart, the king’s men said. They’re looking for him on the roads. I hope they find the bastard.”


  Lusielle’s belly twisted with dread. She walked on, taking the road until the farmstead was out of sight then backtracking through the forest. Vestor was redressing Bren’s ugly wound when she arrived. He was still senseless.


  “Old Nelia is dead,” she said.


  “She was alive when we left,” Vestor said.


  “She was killed after that. News is that the Lord of Laonia did it.”


  “Orell.”


  “Aye.”


  “Highborn or not, they’ll execute your lord on the spot if they find him.”


  “I know.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  “Not we, you,” Lusielle said. “You’re going to go to Teos and fix the mess.”


  “Me?”


  “It’s got to be you. You’re pledged. You’re Ascended. You come from highborn stock. They’ll believe you. You’ve got to tell them the whole story. Your leg is better. You can go. You have to go.”


  “But I don’t want to go,” Vestor said. “You need me. The wound is inflamed and I smell signs of seepage. He needs me.”


  “You’ve done all you can,” Lusielle said. “You can help us more if you do as I ask. Unless you can convince the Chosen of Bren’s innocence, all of our efforts will be in vain.”


  “It’ll be safer if you go to Teos.”


  “I’m baseborn, and I’m wanted in the kingdom too.”


  “You?” Vestor stared. “Wanted?”


  Lusielle ignored Vestor’s question. “They won’t believe me. You, they’ll believe.”


  “You don’t owe him anything,” Vestor said. “He’s been nothing but trouble to you.”


  “Do this, I beg you.”


  “Why should I?”


  “Do it because in serving the truth, you’re serving the gods you’ve worshipped faithfully and the temples that raised you.”


  “I’m not sure that’s enough for me anymore.”


  “Please—”


  “You and I, we could set up a healing shop in one of the Free Territories,” he said, taking her hand and staring into her eyes. “With a Greada-sworn healer by your side, you could mix your remedies to your heart’s content and nobody would bother you. I know you’ve only just met me, but trust me: We’d be good together. In every way. We’d be excellent.”


  “What are you talking about?” she said, completely taken aback, staring alternatively from Vestor’s face to his hand, which was firmly wrapped around her fingers.


  “I can take care of you,” he said, squeezing her hand. “I can make your life easier—”


  Lusielle open her mouth and closed it. “Have you taken leave of your senses?”


  “We won’t be rich, I know,” he said, “but I can secure a good house to my name and a shop for us. In time, you might learn to appreciate me in the same way I appreciate you—”


  “You don’t really know me—”


  “But I know, in my heart, I know this would be good for both of us—”


  “Vestor….” Lusielle withdrew her hand from his.


  He clung to her fingers for a moment, then let go when her gaze met his.


  “I don’t want to be beholden to anyone,” she said. “I’m not good at that sort of thing. I just have to fix him—this—then I’m done and on my way.”


  “But why?”


  “If Bren doesn’t get to Teos, Laonia will fall. If Laonia falls, who’ll oppose Riva?”


  “I don’t care about any of that,” Vestor said. “Why should you?”


  “Because I do,” Lusielle said, at a loss to explain what she couldn’t fully understand. “Please, Vestor, I need you to go to Teos. You’re the only hope.”


  “All I ask is that you consider my proposal,” he said stubbornly.


  “And if I do, will you leave now?”


  He nodded.


  “Fine,” she said. “I’ll consider your proposal.”


  “Where will you go?” Vestor asked.


  “I’d rather not say.”


  “You don’t want anyone to know,” Vestor said. “I understand. I’ll find you.”


  Lusielle was thinking ahead. “I have an odd feeling that I may find you first.”


  Chapter Twenty-seven


  SEVERO STIRRED IN HIS PALLET, AWAKENED by the rustle of a rat, sniffing the saddlebags he was using as a pillow. “Scram,” he said, sitting up and batting the filthy creature away. “Go!”


  “Shut up,” the man next to him muttered, turning away and reassuming his rancorous snoring.


  Severo lay back on his pallet, nothing more than a pile of moldy straw on the bare floor. He had found accommodations at an old inn and was sharing the crammed attic with some twenty other travelers, all of them as filthy and foul-smelling from the road as he was. At least he had a roof over his head tonight, which was an improvement because it was cold and humid outside and he’d been sleeping in the forest for three nights straight.


  Hiding in plain view, he had taken the gamble of sleeping at the inn only because it was located right next to the town’s guardhouse. It was really the safest place in town, since the guards drank there and assumed that no fugitives would dare get so close to them. They had believed his story about being a Tolonian tradesman on his way back from making deliveries, especially as he told it over a round of drinks paid with his coin downstairs at the tavern.


  Severo cushioned his head on his hands and closed his eyes. Tomorrow, he should be able to catch up with Lord Hato and the Twenty. He had some encouraging news to share, news he had heard from his new guardsmen friends. And now, if only he could get some good sleep.


  The inn was cheap and filthy, not worthy to lodge dirty mongrels let alone a highborn like himself. But life on the lam had taught him that luxury was a relative term, and even in an inn full of rats—both real and figurative—this attic room was better than the kingdom’s cold, damp earth.


  When he opened his eyes again, a woman was sitting next to him on his pallet. He couldn’t really focus on her face, but he knew she was beautiful. As his eyes slid down her body’s curves, he found that perhaps her bosom could have used a bit more flesh for his taste. Amazingly, right before his very eyes, her bosom grew and expanded until it was just the right size, and so did the rest of her body, conforming to the plumper lines he liked in a woman.


  “Severo,” she whispered, although her lips never moved. “Do you like me?”


  “Of course, I like you,” he said, rising on an elbow. “How could any man not like you?”


  “Then why don’t you stay with me?”


  “I’ve got a lord I serve,” he said, caressing the softest cheek his fingertips had ever touched. “I’ll need to be going soon.”


  “Don’t go,” she said, kissing his fingers. “Stay with me. Think of the pleasures that I could give you, of the comforts you could find with me. Your lord is going to die. Save yourself. Leave him now.”


  Severo felt a twinge of alarm at the woman’s words, but her hands were silk rubbing against his body and her presence was soothing and enthralling.


  “I can’t leave my lord,” Severo said. “The oath I pledged links me to his fate. I’d rather stay with him and fight for my future than desert him and die like a fleeing coward.”


  “My poor, poor Severo,” the woman said. “I have the power to free you, to break your fate off from the rest of the Twenty. But you must renounce your lord. You must desert him. Now is the time to free yourself from all the tragedy that approaches. Walk away.”


  Severo shook his head. “I don’t want to betray my lord.”


  “For me you could,” she said, pouting prettily. “For me, you would.”


  “Yes,” he said, lusting after the woman with an intensity that shocked him. And then, realizing what he had just said, he shouted, “No!”


  “Don’t be a fool,” she said. “This is your only chance to survive.”


  “I will never betray my lord,” Severo said. “Never!”


  The woman kissed him. The feel of her lips on his mouth was divine, enticing his body to the kind of passion he had been craving. How many weeks had he gone without a woman this time around? How many years had it been since he had enjoyed a proper bedding, not just a quick encounter in an alleyway or behind a tavern’s door, but a full night’s revelry, followed by the slower, more languorous but equally enjoyable morning undertakings?


  Far too long for a hot-blooded Laonian who had a fine appreciation for the comforts of female companionship and lust to spare.


  He delved into the woman’s lips like a famished wretch, thirsting for her body, aching for a future in which she or someone just like her would be a steady staple on his bed, along with plump pillows and heaps of warm blankets. But when he swallowed, his mouth tasted bitter, like betrayal.


  The woman’s skin turned cold and clammy beneath his fingertips. Her mouth hardened like stone, chafing against his lips. When he looked up, her blurred features coalesced into a clear face, one he had seen before, the face of that Lusielle wench, the witch who had led his lord astray.


  Severo scrambled out of his pallet. “Get away from me!”


  “Doomed and damned are the souls of the wicked,” the woman said. “Useless are their struggles. Last chance, Severo.”


  “I said go away,” Severo shouted. “Go!”


  “As you wish,” she said, sporting a malicious gleam in her witch’s eyes and a vicious smile. “Welcome to the world of the dead.”


  “Wake up, man.” Someone was shaking him. “Shut up before you wake up everyone else.”


  Severo’s eyes burst open to find his pallet neighbor leaning over him.


  “What’s the matter with you?” the man said. “You were howling like a wolf to the moon. Were you having a nightmare?”


  “Aye,” Severo mumbled, wiping the sweat off his face, trying to still his trembling hands. “A nightmare. That’s what it was. Just a bad dream.”


  “Why thanks to you, I’m wide awake now,” the man said. “Want to tell me about it?”


  “No,” Severo said, gathering his blankets, grabbing his saddlebags and fleeing the crowded attic. He would never tell anyone about this nightmare. Never. Because the mere suggestion of betraying his lord frightened him too much, and because when you were one of the Twenty, treason was something you didn’t dare contemplate, not even in the privacy of your worst nightmare.


  Chapter Twenty-eight


  BREN’S EYES REFUSED TO OPEN ON command. His body ached as if his bones had been pummeled to dust. His side flared like a fired brand. His entire body burned with the worst kind of heat. His throbbing head was swimming in a pool of darkness. Had his time run out at last?


  The nightmare snared all his senses. The face of the first woman came into focus. She had been a fair-haired beauty, the daughter of a highborn lord who had elicited the attention of suitors from all over the land, a lively young woman with an effortless laugh and an elegant, easy-to-snap neck.


  Bren had worked his way stealthily through the throng of suitors, competing fairly for her attentions. He had indulged her in all her whims and enjoyed doing so with a young man’s misguided sense of faith. No one but Hato had learned of his success. He had seduced her before he killed her. It had been an easy thing, really.


  “Why?” she whispered when she haunted him in his dreams. She hadn’t had the time to wonder about it while she died in his arms.


  The face of the second woman he had killed replaced the first woman’s face. She had been a wealthy widow, a worthy successor to her banker husband, a worldly, sometimes harsh dealer of fortunes and men. Shrewd as she was, she had taught him the meaning of fervent, absolute hope. She had lasted almost two weeks. He knew because he had stayed with her.


  “I should’ve known you were too good to behold,” Godivina said right before she died.


  He had given in to the darkness after that. He had sequestered himself in the ruins of his father’s house and swore he would never do it again.


  Hato’s face intruded in his feverish nightmares, only he wore Liliaveth’s rotten lips. “Kill her.” The grotesque lips quivered with maggots. “It’s your damn duty.”


  Hato’s long face took on the bovine expression of his last victim. She had been the worst, mostly because Hato had conspired to bring her to him when he was drunk. Intoxicated with grief, despair, rage, and great quantities of sweet Laonian wine, Bren had loathed her from the start, hated everything about her, her looks, her overly sweet scent, her stupidity, the way she babbled uselessly when she spoke, the fact that she knew what he was the minute she saw the raw scar on his face.


  He was beyond the darkness by then, beyond drunkenness and madness. He’d had no compassion for her. She had cried and begged. She had even tried to kill him a time or two. Regretfully, he had survived to swiftly murder her. He had treated her almost as badly as fate had treated him, callously, thoughtlessly, brutally. She had died cursing a cursed man.


  The women plagued his nightmares. Those ghastly faces haunted his dreams and every day of his cursed existence with no respite in sight. He wondered if his brothers had felt the same way. Had they found any solace at the end?


  In contrast, it was a sweet voice that whispered in his ears. “Hush, my lord, don’t cry.” A cool touch eased the heat in his skin. “You’ll get better. You’ll see. You’ll get well.”


  It was the worst of his options, to get better, to keep living. He wanted to beg her to kill him, to save herself, to avenge the others with a quick thrust to the heart and end it all. But his lips wouldn’t work and his will faltered when she held him, as if he had a right to be cared for, as if his life was important for more than just righting his house’s doomed legacy.


  Laonia, he wanted to beg. Let me be free of myself.


  Instead, he got better. The pain subsided. The nightmares relented. And one day he woke up in the strangest place.


  Chapter Twenty-nine


  DISGUISED IN A COMMON CLOAK, HATO waited impatiently in the dark alleyway behind the tavern. A single, sputtering torch burned by the back door. A mangy mongrel was Hato’s only companion at the moment. The sorry beast was probably responsible for the stench of piss scenting the crumbling stoop where he sat. Anxious for a handout, the pitiful creature thumped a scrawny tail every time he met its watery eyes. Hato took a deep breath, willing his impatience to ease.


  They had found no traces of Bren anywhere. Hato had followed every lead, visited every town along the Nerpes, inquired in every stead and village within fifty leagues, but to no avail. His lord was nowhere to be found.


  The Twenty were looking ragged. The unit’s morale was at a new low. Hato could tell their hope was waning. Tempers were short. Fights flared often. How much longer could the Twenty endure the wait’s enormous pressure?


  The tavern’s back door swung open, releasing a burst of rancorous laughter into the silent night. A drunk staggered along the alleyway. He was by himself, so he wasn’t Hato’s man. As he stumbled past, he threw a coin at Hato’s feet. “Here, old tramp, get yourself a drink.”


  How low had he fallen?


  The mutt sniffed the coin, licking the salt from the tarnished copper. Hato found himself resenting his lord Edmund for the millionth time. What did you do, Edmund? How did you bring such a terrible curse upon yourself, your sons, and Laonia?


  He remembered the time following Edmund’s sudden death. Hato and his newly minted network had investigated all possible causes that could have led someone to conjure the virulent curse against his lord and his house, including scorned lovers, rival highborn, crossed foes, greedy friends, debtors, lenders, resentful vassals, vengeful husbands, aggrieved citizens, all of whom Edmund collected in high quantities. Everything and everybody had been an object of scrutiny. Back then, Hato had believed that if he understood who had conjured the curse and why, his lords might be able to beat it.


  If only it would have been that simple.


  Hato had called on Teos’s expertise to conduct an exhaustive inquiry, not just on Laonian suspects, but on ruling highborn, especially Riva, Hato’s first and strongest suspect. Teos had sent a delegation. They had journeyed far and wide to question every possible suspect with their infallible methods. Who had the skills to conjure such an abomination? Who had the coin to command such lethal power? Who had the will to defy Teos’s proscriptions?


  The land had long been cleansed of the odd and the powerful. Teos’s prohibition had ensured that anybody with knowledge of curses would never speak of such things again. Riva’s persecutions had killed anyone with the talent or the desire to understand a curse as well. It was no wonder that Teos’s inquiries yielded no real suspect.


  The Chosen’s study of Edmund’s curse had no better results. The curse included both a clause of silence and a curse of curses, frightening the scholars with a powerful spell of contagion. Word got around. Nobody wanted to call a curse on their lives by meddling with Edmund’s virulent curse. Instead, Teos’s scholars ended their inquiries with uncommon haste, retreating from Laonia like rats fleeing before the floods.


  The analogy was particularly pertinent. The floods that afflicted Laonia in the year of Edmund’s death were an unprecedented catastrophe. Edmund’s oldest son, Ethan, spent the last year of his life fighting the deluge. He was a warrior at heart, but death caught him by surprise on the anniversary of his father’s demise.


  Ethan’s death revealed the ironic twist conjured into the devious curse. In order to understand the true meaning of a curse, the cursed had to endure the ague’s madness. Only while in the madness could a cursed subject correctly interpret the curse’s provisions. Without the madness, the words in a curse were easy to misconstrue, a bunch of sentences mischievously assembled to deceive, confuse and misdirect.


  As Ethan went into the ague’s madness, his deteriorating mind was able to grasp the meaning of Edmund’s curse. Gaining clarity from losing his wits, Ethan told Hato and his brothers how to stop the floods punishing Laonia and what to do next. Then he died, leaving Robert, Harald, Bren and Hato to carry on the fight to defeat the curse.


  The mongrel’s ears perked up in expectation when Hato spoke aloud. “Edmund, my friend, you’ve really done it this time. You screwed your kids, Laonia, all of us.”


  Following Ethan’s revelations, Robert—Edmund’s second son—swore in the original Twenty. With that action, he stopped the floods but broadened the curse’s misery. He spent the last two years of his life scouring his father’s library alongside Hato. It was Robert who found the riddle and it was Robert, who in his death madness unleashed the hunt, the test, and the trial, confirming once and for all not just the curse’s foul legacy, but Hato’s despicable part in the horrible production.


  The tavern’s back door swung open again. Hato’s knee smarted as he rose to his feet, recognizing the brawny shadows of Cirillo and Petrus, flanking the cowering man they dragged along. The scrawny fellow reminded Hato of the wretched dog cowering at his feet. Sensing trouble, the whimpering pup crept away into the darkness.


  “You might be able to outrun an old man,” Hato said, “but outfox me? I don’t think so.”


  “I wasn’t running, my lord.” The man stammered. “I was just quenching my thirst—”


  “You were spending my money, money you haven’t earned yet.”


  “I went to the dungeons, my lord. I spoke to my cousin, I swear!”


  “We know you did.”


  The man shuddered visibly. “You had me watched?”


  Hato flashed his best chilling smile. “Bribery is seldom an act of trust.”


  “Your man’s not there,” the man said. “I swear by my mother’s life, he’s not in Riva’s dungeon.”


  “What about the secret dungeon?” Hato said. “Did you ask your cousin, the prison warden, if he had tortured a man such as the one I described to you?”


  “He hasn’t, my lord. He would’ve remembered a scarred face such as the one you seek.”


  “If I find out you’ve told me lies ….”


  The man’s eyes widened in terror. “There’s something else, my lord, but you’ve got to spare me. I did your bidding. You can’t hold me responsible for bad news.”


  “Petrus here has been known to crush a man’s gullet with his bare hands.” Hato stared at his nails. “My man Cirillo prefers to skin his prey alive.”


  “It’s not my fault, my lord. I was just carrying out your orders—”


  Hato clutched the man’s chin and brought his face close to his. “Speak the truth or hold your silence … for good.”


  “He’s dead.” The man spat. “My cousin heard the rumor from some of the Lord Orell’s men, who were celebrating their victory. Your lord is done and dead.”


  * * *


  The men of the Twenty were waiting for Hato when he arrived at the barn where they had taken refuge for the night. Cirillo had run ahead with the news. Somber faces turned to Hato, hoping to hear something different. Hato wanted to point out how convenient the Lord of Laonia’s death would be for Riva, how the king would be wise to have his men spread such news throughout the kingdom and abroad. But Hato’s voice wilted in his throat. He knew how the men felt—hopeless, because they had heard the news they had been dreading; old and pained like his gouty bones.


  Old Petrus unsheathed his sword and, placing it gently on the ground, took a knee before Hato. The sound of metal deserting scabbards rang like a somber song in the barn. Nineteen men dropped their swords at Hato’s feet. From young Clio to Cirillo, one by one, all of the men knelt. Hato felt ancient. For the first time in his life, he wanted to cry his old man’s tears.


  “What’s this?” Severo said, entering the barn with his horse in tow after days on the road. “What’s happening?”


  “It’s my lord.” Clio sniffed. “He’s dead.”


  “Dead?” Severo’s dark complexion turned ashen. “How? When?”


  “Word is he drowned almost two weeks ago,” Cirillo said.


  “Two weeks ago?”


  “It must have been right around the time we found his chest plates by the mire,” Clio said. “Our lord’s dead. Laonia’s dead.”


  “He can’t be dead,” Severo said.


  “It’s difficult to believe,” Hato said, “but we have our duty—”


  “He can’t be dead,” Severo repeated. “Your reports said he died two weeks ago. Right?”


  “Yes?”


  “I have reports that my lord was seen at the thirteenth temple a week ago.”


  Hato caught his breath. “Are those reports credible?”


  “I heard it straight from the garrison,” Severo said. “Then I also spoke to a group of Ascended traveling from the thirteenth temple to Teos only hours ago. They swore they spoke the truth.”


  New breath entered Hato’s lungs.


  “Perhaps King Riva planted those rumors,” Petrus said, “to deceive us, to conceal his intentions towards Laonia.”


  “It’s possible,” Hato said. “We’re going to need to sort out these reports properly. Get up, all of you. Sheathe your swords. We’ve got work to do.”


  “There’s something else, my lord,” Severo said. “I wasn’t sure what to make of it, so I thought it best to bring it to your attention.”


  “What is it?”


  Severo cracked opened one of the barn’s doors to reveal a most curious sight. “Him.”


  Chapter Thirty


  THERE WERE SOME ADVANTAGES TO BEING a cursed man, Bren realized when he opened his eyes. Even the strangest of places were plausible when you were the blight of your line. So were the weirdest of people. Even the oddest occurrences were most likely probable—if not real—when you were the last of a cursed line.


  He lay on a cot amidst shelves loaded with casks and barrels, towering above him in orderly rows. He got dizzy just looking. There were little casks, big barrels, jugs and jars, tall, long, flat, round, all labeled with tiny letters that taunted his eyes. A number of smaller bottles and strange preparations lined up on a makeshift counter in the corner. A million smells tickled his nose, some familiar, some unknown.


  He spotted his cloak and sword laying on one of the larger barrels in the corner. Next to it, a man sat on a stool in total stillness. He was an old, shriveled, sinewy, little sliver of a man, thinner than a reed and no taller than a child. His face was as dark and shrunken as a dry prune and his head was topped by a tuft of curly white hair.


  “Who by the Twins are you?” Bren asked.


  The joyless flash of crooked teeth must have been the little man’s version of a smile. “There’s good in darkness. There’s truth in lies. I’m Carfu. She bid me to stay with you.”


  “You mean Lusielle? She brought me here?”


  “She brought you here, all right, not heeding our advice.” The man spoke with a thick accent. “She fixed you for many days. Ashes from Chirpus she used, and blue salt from Mauta; dry leaves of the acanticus tree and toasted seeds from the Brethin’s seaweed. She infused the Atina rose in oil with pink pepper and dressed your wounds with her special blends. No one else can work the remedies like our mistress.”


  “Where’s she now?”


  “If I understood any of what she said, she went to fetch your wares.” He made no effort to hide his antipathy for Bren. “I told her not to go. It’s dangerous out there. But she’s a willful child. She’s always been so.”


  It was a lot to absorb. Bren’s mind whirled into slow, painful action. “You’re not from around here. Have you known Lusielle since she was young?”


  “We hail from the lands beyond the Wilds. I served her mother. To her credit, Lusielle could have sold us when the inn burned, but she wouldn’t.”


  “She would’ve sold herself before she sold a person.”


  Carfu’s brows climbed on his narrow forehead. “So you do know her. She married that son of a whore instead. We don’t like him.”


  “We?”


  “My brother and I. He’s not here at the moment. He’s running an errand for the mistress. We discussed you. You are one of those Twin-loving highborn thugs, aren’t you? Stay away from our mistress. You shouldn’t be here.”


  “I see that you and you mistress share an unshakable affection for us highborn.” Bren knew better than to argue the point. “If you loathe highborn so much, why did you and your brother allow me to stay here?”


  “She asked and we couldn’t refuse her. Not her. Every place is dangerous for our mistress right now.”


  As if Bren didn’t know. “Where are we?”


  “You’re in Bovair, in a warehouse, the mistress’s idea. Before he married her, the master lost many of his products to the weather and the long transports. But the mistress, she counseled the master to purchase warehouses at the river ports, to ensure the merchandise’s proper storage and quick distribution. The foul master likes his money. The mistress, she made it for him.”


  By the turd of the gods. He was in Aponte Rummins’s warehouse! Had Lusielle taken leave of her senses? Did she know the risk she was running?


  Carfu read the concern on his face. “The master is not due for a few days yet, but rumors fly like pigeons. The mistress shouldn’t be out and about. But she is. Because of you.”


  “I have to find her.” Bren tried to get up, ignoring his body’s weakness and the pull of the stitches on his back. But it was the sudden blow he took to the head that had him seeing white flashes.


  “The mistress said not to let you out of that cot.” The little man wielded a hefty club between his hands. “It’s nothing to me if I break your proud lord’s head, but by her orders, you’re staying there.”


  “You didn’t have to clobber me!” Bren rubbed his throbbing head. “I want to help her.”


  “You think you can help?” Carfu said. “Well, you don’t help. The mistress works. The mistress helps. But who helps her? Nobody but Carfu and Elfu will help her.”


  “If you care about her so much, how come you stayed with her beastly husband to work in his warehouse when he turned her over to the magistrate?”


  The man’s scowl revealed that Bren had scored a low blow. “Elfu and I, we found out about the trouble when it was too late. The warehouse was far from the mistress. She placed us here, so we wouldn’t make trouble with the master. The way he treats her. It wasn’t right.”


  Bren found himself in the odd position of agreeing with the strange little man and equally angry. “Why didn’t you leave?”


  “We wouldn’t think of it while the mistress was married to him. After she was taken, we had few options. My brother and I, we don’t have another place to go. Nobody hires us, on account that we’re foreigners. We heard she had escaped. We thought maybe she would come back for us. And she did.” He smiled, a blood-chilling grimace on his ugly face.


  Enough talk. Bren wasn’t going to be held back by this sliver of a man who favored his club over his words. He was going to find Lusielle before Aponte Rummins or Orell’s men caught up with her. He planted his bare feet on the cold floor.


  “Perhaps if I break your knees …” Carfu said.


  Bren caught the club, threw it away and lunged toward his sword. He didn’t get far. The little man was on him like an owl on a mouse, locking his claws around Bren’s throat. The full shock of Carfu’s feet landed on his chest. Still weak from his ordeal, Bren tumbled back onto the cot under an avalanche of compact muscle and hard bone.


  It struck Bren that wherever Carfu hailed from, people were small of size but huge in strength. As long as Bren remained in the cot, Carfu’s grip relented, but if he tried to bolt, the little man was on him like a rabid skunk. For all his grit, he could have been one of his Twenty.


  “Stop!” Lusielle cried, running down one of the long, narrow aisles. “Carfu, get off him. He’s hurt, remember? I told you. He’s wounded!”


  “You told me to keep him in the cot.”


  “I didn’t tell you to hurt him.” Lusielle tried to disentangle the men from each other, succeeding only at adding her person to the growing pile of people straining the cot. “Let go,” she said to Bren. “Carfu won’t relent unless you do.”


  It took all of his self control to release the little man. That and the subversive punch Carfu managed to land on his wounded side, which left Bren reeling. Lusielle pushed Carfu off the cot, scolding him for his lack of consideration. Bren just lay there, catching his breath, clutching the blanket, staring at the flashing lights.


  “Sorry.” Lusielle’s face came into his field of vision. “Carfu is a bit stubborn about his chores.”


  “More like mulish if you ask me.”


  “Do you feel better?” The mossy green eyes were on him, a window to his childhood’s vast steppes. Her face was flushed. Her lips were moist. Her hair had escaped her braid and was now in full disarray over her shoulders.


  “Aye,” he said, if only to dispel the concern darkening her eyes. “Much better.”


  She exhaled the sweetest of breaths. “I thought you were done for a while.”


  “And I thought you’d flee from me faster than the wind.”


  The look on her face betrayed a trace of guilt. She had thought about it.


  “I brought you something to eat,” she said. “Will you eat?”


  “Like a famished wolf.”


  The smile she shone on him would have warmed the whole of Laonia. She set out to ladle the soup, handing both Bren and a stone-faced Carfu a full bowl each. Taming the tremor in his hands, Bren put the bowl to his lips and drank. It was as if the warmth of her smile had reached down to his belly and was working its way into his veins. He washed down a larded slice of bread with a hearty cup of tea.


  “This is good,” he said.


  “I brewed it myself,” Lusielle said. “It helps with the fever and pain.”


  “The root of the Cargot weed,” Carfu mumbled, from his place at the corner. “Passiflora, valerian, chamomile, lavender, a touch of hairy roots and honey bells sweetened with a cube of dry crushed beets.”


  Lusielle smiled. “He knows all my secrets.”


  For a moment, Bren wished he did too. Then he remembered. “I’ve got to go.”


  “I know.” Her smile waned. “Teos.”


  “How long have I been out?”


  “A week and a half,” she said. “You’ve been very sick.”


  “I can’t waste any more time—” He tried rising from the cot, but couldn’t.


  “You’re not strong enough yet.”


  “I have to—”


  “I know, and you will, but please, trust me. The weather’s foul. You can’t go anywhere tonight. Tomorrow, perhaps.”


  “I can’t … think very well. I’m so … tired.” He couldn’t find the strength to be angry. “It’s your tea, isn’t it? You’ve made me so sleepy I can’t go.”


  “You’ll have to trust me on this. Better yet, you might just want to rest well tonight so that I’m not inclined to feed you more of my tea tomorrow.”


  He had to chuckle. “You wouldn’t do that to Laonia, would you?”


  “I’d prefer that Laonia prospers, but not at the expense of your life.”


  It was such a silly thing to say, yet no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t muster the efforts to dispute her skewed priorities. The tea had done its job rendering him useless, emptying him of all his anger, all his worries.


  It was very strange. It seemed to Bren that for reasons he couldn’t begin to fathom, the gods had granted him a reprieve. He was still weak and not a little sore, but he lay beneath a roof, on a clean cot, warm, with a full belly.


  Her hands were gentle when she changed his bandages. Her touch was pleasant. The small, even stitches he spotted when he craned his neck were flat and clear of pus. Afterwards, she sat on his cot and urged him to rest his head on her lap while she massaged his temples with a few drops of fragrant oil.


  She wore a clean skirt, soft and light green like her eyes. She smelled fresh, like the open prairies, like the new dew-sprinkled greens sprouting freely in a spring dawn. Maybe the tea had made him weak and careless. Maybe it had cleansed his rotten soul of all urgency. Or maybe this was the way a man would feel if he wasn’t cursed, he thought as he fell into a blessedly dreamless sleep.


  Chapter Thirty-one


  LUSIELLE INITIATED THE PROCESS OF LOADING the barge well before the sun came up. She saw no other choice. Word was out on the river that the Chosen of Teos had rowed upriver a week or two ago and the White Tide would come any time. Carfu helped out, not just carrying and situating the precious cargo, but keeping track of the laborers she had hired to finish quickly. The laborers, too, would be gone with the night. They doubled as the crew of a seafaring vessel scheduled to depart in the early morning. They wouldn’t be back to Bovair for three years. Their imminent departure and long absence suited Lusielle’s plan well.


  Carfu helped her load the sling with the sleeping lord onto the barge. They settled him on the captain’s wide berth, the only suitable place aboard for a sick man. When it was all done, Carfu locked the warehouse’s riverside padlock and joined her on the barge. His only luggage was a small, weathered satchel and a heavy club almost as tall as he was.


  “I don’t understand why we go to Teos.” Carfu waved his amulet before his face, dispelling the evil that just the mention of the name conjured in his mind. “It’s a vile place, an island full of wickedness, where Suriek’s betrayers plot with each other.”


  Lusielle shared in some of his fears. “I told you before, you don’t have to come. I can do this on my own. It’s a dangerous journeys and I can’t offer you or Elfu any guarantees.”


  “But we’ll be gone from there quickly, right?” Carfu said. “After we drop off the lout, we follow your plan and go on to set your free tradeswoman’s shop at one of the Sea Port Cities.”


  “That’s the plan, although it won’t be easy to accomplish.”


  “Then we’re coming,” Carfu said. “We can work hard. We can help you with your shop, even if we have to go to that awful place beforehand.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure,” Carfu said. “The master will be very unhappy when he learns of this. Elfu and I, we’d prefer if he thought us dead.”


  “You and Elfu talked about it?”


  “I added a couple of dead dogs to the warehouse to encourage the notion.”


  “You must think I’m very wicked doing this.”


  “Mistress, we only wished you would’ve done this a long time ago.”


  Lusielle took a last look at the warehouse she had labored for ten years to make into a thriving business. In the windowless building, the flames wouldn’t be seen for a while yet.


  * * *


  Lusielle calculated that Bren wouldn’t wake up until well past midmorning. Good. She still had some very important work to do. She took a look around the cabin. When they had first arrived at the ship, the so-called cabin had been a tiny, filthy compartment standing mid-ship on the upper deck, jammed between the main mast and the gunwales. It was crammed with an oversized berth that occupied most of the cabin’s small space. Built to overhang the barge’s port side, the cozy berth spoke loads about its owner and his preferences. The lumpy mattress was covered with an exotic zebra hide and a pile of gaudily embroidered cushions whose tiny mirrors shimmered under the light of the single porthole above the berth.


  The only other furniture that fit in the crowded room was a smallish desk and a shelf stuffed with the captain’s self-proclaimed keepsakes from his many journeys, including a collection of exotic and lewd unmentionables that Lusielle had coaxed—with the help of a long stick—into a box and out the door. This had been the captain’s private lair, the space that, according to him, gave him his stellar reputation with the ladies.


  Lusielle had kept a straight face.


  It was obvious that the limited funding she had managed to raise to hire barge and captain made no allowances for luxury, comfort or cleanliness. She embarked in a thorough cleanup. With two squeamish fingers, she seized the zebra hide by the tail and stuffed it under the berth along with the cushions, before she made the bed with a double set of fresh linens and a pillow she had brought from the warehouse. Clean was to health what filth was to illness. She swept the floor and wiped every surface she could reach with an infusion of crystallized pine resin, dry citrus peels and lard ashes. It took a while, but it had to be done.


  Now a collection of ready and fragrant brews dangled in tiny sacks from pegs on the wall and the infamous shelves were full of her expanding selection of oils, tinctures, salves and balms, all of which she had concocted in her efforts to mend Laonia’s wounded lord. As she looked around, the cabin’s transformation was noteworthy and the smell of clean satisfied her discerning nose.


  She sat on the berth next to the senseless Lord of Laonia and laid her hand on his forehead. He was still feverish and very much asleep. She might have been a bit overzealous with her calming brew’s proportions the night before, but she couldn’t risk having to deal with him on top of everything else. He needed to regain his strength for all that was about to come.


  He looked boyish when he slept. His sharp features softened and the lines on his face relaxed, giving him a peaceful expression she hadn’t seen before. Her fingers tripped over the roped scar on his cheek. No salve could erase that mark from his face, or the pain and suffering the burn must have entailed. She looked closely at the scar’s tear-shaped center. It was strangely familiar to her. Where had she seen something similar?


  Lusielle dug under the covers and followed the chain around Bren’s neck to the ring lying on his chest. It rose and fell with his respiration, beckoning her like a charm. She reached out to touch it, but Bren stirred, startling her. She had to still her heart from the fright.


  Foolish wench. Why would anyone be afraid of a trinket?


  She waited until the man settled back into his sick sleep. This time, when she grabbed the ring, she did it decisively, turning it between her fingers. The silver ring was heavy to her hand and warm with his body’s fever. It was beautifully designed, composed of five stacked, soldered, half-round rings and crafted with stylistic flare. The flat, tubular top would likely cover the whole knuckle of Bren’s middle finger if he wore it.


  Why didn’t he?


  Because he wore it on his face instead.


  The answer, shocking as it was, came suddenly to Lusielle. She had been too busy to make the connection before, but now she held the lordship ring next to the scar on his cheek. The scar matched the tear in the center of the ring exactly, and so did the intricate roped filigree edging the elaborate tear.


  Why would anyone force a burn like that on someone else’s face? Had he been attacked? Tortured? Branded? He had spoken before of battles, purges and such. Was it an act of vengeance or was it yet another gruesome tradition unique to the grisly house of Uras?


  The knock rattled the door and her nerves.


  “Mistress.” Carfu’s face peeked from behind the door. “The crook’s asking for you.”


  “Very well.” Lusielle tucked the ring back under the covers and rearranged the blankets around Bren’s shoulders. “I suppose it’s time to set him straight.”


  “Take this.” Carfu slipped a small blade into her hand.


  “Thanks.” Lusielle noticed the jeweled handle before she tucked it into her sleeve. “Where did you get this?”


  “Neverus,” Carfu said. “Come, mistress, the man’s waiting.”


  Lusielle followed Carfu out the door, but she turned at the threshold to take a last look at the lord resting on the berth. She had a lot of questions for him when he woke. They all needed answers.


  * * *


  The so-called captain was a greasy bandit, a pirate who used his barge and crew to steal from the lawful traders who navigated these waters. He was slick, expensive, secretive, suspicious by nature, and down to the ground dishonest. He was exactly the type of captain that Lusielle needed.


  “Did you find everything to your liking in the cabin?” he asked, eyes straying from her face to her bosom.


  “The cabin is adequate,” Lusielle said. “Now, if I could just lay down a few simple rules to make our journey profitable and pleasurable for all involved.”


  The man flashed a sly smile. “You realize, mistress, than once aboard my barge, you’re under my care.”


  “We rely on your expertise to sail us down as quickly as possible to our destination.”


  “You haven’t said, mistress,” the captain said. “Where’s that?”


  “South for the moment. I’ll let you know when the time to disembark comes close.”


  The man had the gall to laugh. “Disembarking is always a difficult job.”


  Was she supposed to be scared?


  “The people I hire are always most careful to please me,” she said. “I’m a demanding mistress, one who always gets her way.”


  “I know many ways of satisfying a demanding mistress.” The sly smile again. “I reckon I might try some of them on you.”


  The sword was out of the scabbard. Time to unsheathe her own blade.


  “It would be such a shame to lose your fine barge to carelessness,” she said. “See that man over there?” She gestured toward Carfu, who sat cross-legged by the cabin door with his heavy club on his lap, looking as unfriendly as always. “My associate and I have planted a number of my special mixtures along this barge. Have you heard about flaming powders?”


  “You mean explosive salts?”


  “The casks where we mixed the flaming powders are unmarked, undistinguishable in appearance from all the others and very delicate to handle.”


  “Are you insane?” The captain said. “You can’t have those on a barge!”


  “I assure you, each cask is carefully packed and prepared, scheduled to react at different times to ensure our comfort and safety. Some of those times, along with the location of those mixtures, are recorded in my mind. Some are only stored in his.” She pointed to Carfu again. “It would be good if you and your crew kept us happy and unharmed. Should Carfu and I fail to handle such cargo with the care that only we are trained to provide, I’m afraid a great calamity could occur, and your ship, along with the lives of all in it, will be destroyed.”


  The man’s wide eyes had found a steady target on her face. She saw the fear in his gaze, and watched as he chewed his lips, pondering the risks. She was counting on him having made his own inquiries. If he had, he must have learned that she was a most able trader and a well-known mixer of remedies and concoctions of all types. He might have even heard about her death sentence.


  The captain must have decided she was telling the truth, because his face shifted into a forced grimace. “Mistress, I live to serve you.”


  “Good then. I’ll be speaking to you later.”


  With precise, even steps, Lusielle walked back to the cabin, leaving the captain with a perfect view of her very straight back. Her tale was not entirely untrue, but it was by far the tallest she had ever told. She chalked it up to necessity. Of course, there was a fundamental weakness to her story. She was counting on the fact that the captain wouldn’t notice a small, obvious problem with her proposition: If she or Carfu blew up the barge, they would also die.


  If the captain spotted the tiny break in her logic, she hoped she had persuaded him with her attitude that she was reckless and would blow up the ship regardless. She knew that despite her warning, within minutes, the captain and his crew would be scouring the cargo hull looking for the deadly casks. They would be careful, and given the large size and the delicate nature of their load, a thorough search would take many hours. By her estimation, Lusielle only needed a few.


  The barge was moving swiftly downriver, propelled by the strong current which made the Nerpes the land’s main and fastest throughway. The pace was also aided by the favorable northerly wind filling the huge square sail. The barge advanced four times as fast as a galloping horse and, unlike the horses, it didn’t need to stop for rest, water and food. She knew they had a chance, if she could keep it all together.


  “Well done,” Carfu whispered when she opened the door.


  She smiled.


  “I’ll be looking out.”


  “Perfect.”


  She closed the door and opened the tiny porthole to allow some light into the murky cabin. She went over the plan in her mind one more time, while she brewed a couple of versions of her favorite teas on the little brazier she had set up on the desk. She didn’t know which one she was going to need.


  Bren stirred. Delaying matters wouldn’t help, so she might as well tell him. “Good morning, my lord, I hope you’re agreeable to enjoying a few days on the river.”


  “The river?” He struggled to sit up on his elbows. “What by the Twins are we doing on the river?”


  “We’re going to Teos,” she said. “To pay Laonia’s tribute.”


  Panic flashed in his eyes. “Has the White Tide come?”


  “Not yet, but soon, I hear.”


  He opened his mouth and closed it, struggling to get his bearings. He looked at her, surveyed the cabin, strained to see through the porthole and then lay his head back on the pillow, kneading the bridge of his nose. She could almost read his thoughts as his expression changed, the systematic path of a trained intellect, the emotions he never shared, surprise, disbelief, pride, fury, and perhaps a little tiny flicker of hope tucked in the deeper recesses of his whirling mind.


  “The ingredients,” he said. “You’re using your ingredients?”


  “Aponte’s ingredients.”


  “Won’t he miss them?”


  “I’m not proud to say that there was an unfortunate accident. The warehouse burned down.”


  Simply put, he was speechless. She had no idea what he was thinking. Perhaps he thought her behavior was beyond reprehensible, scandalous. Perhaps a highborn lord like him wouldn’t want to have anything to do with a woman capable of stealing from her husband and burning down his warehouse to conceal the theft. Perhaps he was right.


  His silence was unnerving.


  “I realize my methods weren’t … lawful,” she said. “But I couldn’t think of anything else and time was running out. Orell was seen near Bovair the day before yesterday and rumor is that the Chosen rowed upriver over a fortnight ago. I swear. No one was harmed. This was just one of three warehouses. Aponte won’t be ruined.”


  “Aponte?” The scar on Bren’s face flickered like a squirming fish. “You even thought to preserve that conniving bastard’s interests? He owed you much more than a load of ingredients for your ten years of slave work. The bastard turned you over to the magistrate!”


  “So you don’t think I did wrong?”


  He stared at her in disbelief. “What kind of man do you think I am?”


  “The type who consorts with thieves and arsonists?”


  He actually smiled, a feeble grin on his pale face. “You did what you had to do. You did it for the right reasons. Too much is at stake. But I worry about you. Won’t he be able to trace his ingredients to Teos?”


  “Possible but difficult,” she said. “First, the warehouse will burn very hot. Ingredients and such will turn to dust. Wooden casks and barrels will burn to cinder. It will be very hard to determine that the merchandise was missing at the time of the fire and difficult to prove.”


  She lifted another finger. “Second, we’ve started the process of wiping Aponte’s trade seals from the casks and barrels and substituting them with Laonia’s trading mark, one I hope you’ll be able to provide. We’ll need help with the task, but I think we’ll be able to finish in time. Third, and perhaps most important, I imagine that if it became necessary, a highborn like Laonia’s lord might be able to furnish a few witnesses who’ll account for the distant journey to acquire such stores.”


  “You’re incredible,” he said. “How did you manage this whole, complicated, dangerous feat?”


  She told him.


  “You did what?” He gawked when she told her about her most recent conversation with the captain. “A pirate? That wretch could have slit your throat with his thumbnail!”


  “You underestimate my resolve.”


  “I’m terrified of your resolve,” he said. “It’s going to kill you. Soon.”

  He stared at her.


  Lusielle couldn’t fathom what he was thinking, so she held the cup to his lips and fed him some tea.


  “There’s something I need to understand,” he said in between sips. “I don’t want to seem … ungrateful. It’s just that … you ought to hate me, Lusielle. You ought to be afraid of me.”


  She set down the cup. “I’m not daft, but I can’t lie either. I don’t hate you and I’m not afraid of you.”


  “It’s hard to believe. What you’ve done. Nobody else has ever done anything like this for me—for Laonia. I find it very hard to understand and even harder to justify.”


  “You saved my life.”


  “It wasn’t nearly the same thing.”


  “How?”


  “The risks you took—are taking, they are monumental.”


  “So were the ones you took. You almost got killed this last time.”


  “Is that why you did all this? Because you felt guilty about me getting wounded?”


  She shrugged. “It was part of it, I suppose.”


  “What’s the other part?”


  “I guess I—I feel like I have to help you.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you’re in trouble. Because Laonia needs you. Because Riva’s injustices will take over the land if Laonia falls.”


  He just stared at her. There was something new in his eyes, a curious, expectant, almost hopeful plea to his gaze. “Is that all?”


  She threw her hands in the air. “What do you want me to tell you? That I seldom get to meet people whose sense of duty is greater than their sense for self-preservation? That I’m glad I lived to meet a man who isn’t willing to bow down to Riva and his goons?” That I think your half-smile is cute even though you are too stingy with it? She didn’t say that aloud, and yet he looked at her as if she had.


  She sighed. “Maybe I’m here because I can’t be anywhere else at the moment. Or maybe it’s because I’m a coward, afraid of leaving my old life behind and taking the next step. Maybe I’m just spiteful and I did all of this to take revenge on the man who wronged me.”


  “You could’ve set fire to all of Aponte’s warehouses.”


  “I could have, which is why maybe I’m being true to myself and I want to help you because you’re a good man and these days, good men are rare.”


  The grief was back in his eyes. “I’ve told you before, I am not a good man, especially not when it comes to you.”


  “Let me amend that: You’d be a very good man if you didn’t have to kill me.”


  There it was. She had said it. She had given him the opportunity to say that no, he wouldn’t kill her.


  He raked his dark hair with his fingers. “You don’t understand.”


  “I’m certainly trying,” she said. “Of course, you could explain.”


  Nary a word made it through his tightly pressed lips.


  “Can you tell me what this is about?” She reached out for his hand.


  He shrank from her touch as though she were a river viper.


  “Why did the Pious say you’re wicked?” she asked. “Why was he so interested in my mark? Why were the magistrate and Orell so intent on it? Why do you hunt a mark like mine?”


  “Lusielle … I can’t—”


  “I know. Oaths, honor, consequences and lives.”


  “It’s worse than you think.”


  “Then perhaps you can answer this question: Why did Nelia want to kill you?”


  His pallor turned gray. He didn’t answer.


  “If this was revenge as she said, how did she find you?”


  “Easy,” he said. “She just had to linger about one of Orell’s camps to keep track of his destination and she knew she’d find me.”


  “She got there before Orell.”


  “But just barely. She probably left as soon as she found out where they were going. She traveled alone, whereas Orell incurred delays gathering his party and searching the bog.”


  “But why did Orell kill her?”


  “He killed her to frame me, to justify him killing me on sight.”


  “She must have befriended me on purpose when she saw me with you,” Lusielle said. “The eye, the mule, it was all a ruse to get to you. But why did she want you dead?”


  Exhaustion crumpled his face. “I wish you wouldn’t ask so many questions.”


  “Then I’ll just ask one more question.” Lusielle braced to face her fears. “Did you kill Nelia’s sister?”


  He gagged. He scrambled weakly to the edge of the berth then held there, panting like a woman in labor. The anguish she spotted in his stare was more than any soul could endure.


  “Bren,” she said. “Did you kill a woman called Godivina?”


  “I did,” he said, before vomiting at her feet.


  * * *


  Lusielle had just finished cleaning up the mess when Carfu came to the door.


  “It’s time,” he announced.


  “I’m coming.” Lusielle dumped the cleaning rags in the bucket.


  “What happened here?” Carfu took in the wet floor and the dirty rags. “I thought he was getting better.”


  “Sickness flows from anguish well,” Lusielle said. “Some ailments can’t be so easily cured.”


  She carried the dirty linens and the bucket outside. To say that Bren had experienced a relapse was an understatement. He had vomited with such force that he had burst some of his almost-healed stitches in the process. He had had very little food in his stomach, expelling back whatever liquid she had managed to put into him, mixed with loads of yellow bile. He had ended up losing consciousness in a convulsive fit that had frightened Lusielle to the core.


  It had taken a lot of care and patience to settle him after that, because even senseless, he was hurting himself in his restlessness. Lusielle had brewed him a calming potion with an extra helping of shredded cargo root to calm his stomach and his nerves. As she disposed of the bucket contents and readied herself for the next part of her complicated plan, she knew one thing for sure—innocent men didn’t suffer anguish like his.


  Chapter Thirty-two


  THERE.” CARFU’S SHORT FINGER POINTED TO a dark shape among the riverbank’s tall weeds.


  Lusielle’s eyes narrowed on the spot, ignoring the jagged outline of the Tolonian mountains in the distance, and the unnatural silence ruling this stretch of river.


  “Closer, please,” she said.


  The captain steered the barge until it edged the Nerpes’s east bank. Lusielle had to smile when Elfu’s short figure emerged from behind the grass, wearing a little satchel and holding a large club, looking nearly identical to his brother Carfu. Standing next to him, tripling the little man’s height, she saw the man called Hato.


  “I take it we’ll be taking on a passenger,” the captain said without enthusiasm.


  “Passengers,” Lusielle corrected him. “Twenty-two more in all. With horses.”


  “Do you think I’m a cattle barge?” the captain said. “A manure transport? We’re fully loaded as it is, and you didn’t pledge payment per person.”


  “You’re right; I promised payment by the load. When the journey is over, I’ll pay you the balance fairly.”


  “Right.”


  Elfu was the first on board. He bowed to Lusielle and greeted his brother. “There’s good in darkness.”


  “There’s truth in lies,” Carfu answered.


  A hesitant Hato limped onto the barge. “The little man said that the Lord Brennus was with you. It’s the only reason we came.”


  “He’s right,” Lusielle said. “Your lord is with me, on this barge.”


  “We want to see him, before we board as the little man suggests.”


  “Your lord is safe. He’s sleeping in the cabin. You can see him at your leisure, but please don’t delay our journey. We’re on our way to Teos.”


  Hato’s stoic face couldn’t conceal his surprise, but he made up his mind quickly and signaled for the other men to board. The captain was less than pleased, knowing himself trapped in service by the presence of these violent-looking, well-armed, highborn warriors. Hato eyed the man with a suspicious glare.


  “Tell your men to be alert,” Lusielle said. “Our captain is a well-known pirate. I’m hoping your presence here will give him pause. It’s why I asked you to come.”


  The boarding went quickly. The large Laonian horses were walked over planks onto the barge. Lusielle was happy to see the Twenty carried oats and hay to feed their animals. One less thing to worry about.


  “Where’s my lord?” Hato said when all the men were aboard.


  “This way.” Lusielle led him to the small cabin. Standing shoulder to shoulder, the two of them hardly fit in the tiny room.


  Hato looked down on his lord. “What’s wrong with him?”


  “He was badly wounded, but he’s been on the mend for the past few days. I think I can make him well, provided he allows himself the time to heal and the rest of you don’t tax him beyond his strength. The guilt wants to kill him too. That, he chooses to fight by himself.”


  This time, Hato’s highbrow stare swooped down on her. Either he couldn’t understand a word of what she was saying or he was unwilling to believe anything she said. Either way, she didn’t think he liked her much.


  “What do you know of his guilt?” he asked.


  “It’s sort of evident, don’t you think?”


  “What did he tell you?”


  Lusielle glimpsed a chance and seized it. “Everything.”


  Hato’s brow was up again. “I don’t believe you.”


  “‘Cause you don’t think he’d trust me?”


  “‘Cause I don’t think he’d betray Laonia.”


  The gods forgive her, but if she was ever going to discover the mysteries surrounding Laonia’s lord, this might be her only chance. She wracked her brain for bits of information she had. It wasn’t easy. She had gotten a strong sense for Bren during their time together, but she knew very little that was helpful or concrete. She would have to improvise.


  “I know about Godivina,” she said.


  Hato paled.


  “I know about Ali the Craftsman too, and about the riddle.”


  “Did he tell you about his brothers?”


  “They’re dead.”


  Hato plopped down on a stool, visibly upset.


  “Did he … ?” Hato paused. “Did he tell you about the blight … ?”


  “Hato?” Bren’s eyes fluttered open. “Is that you?”


  A wide smile split Hato’s long face. “My lord, it’s good to see you.”


  “The others?” Bren asked.


  “All here,” Hato said. “We’ve fared better than expected and it appears you’ve managed to survive without us.”


  “If I’m alive, it’s only because of Lusielle here.”


  “She tells me she’s learned some interesting things about you.”


  “Did she now?” Bren’s black gaze fell upon Lusielle. “She’s a curious one. Isn’t she?”


  “Might she be one to take advantage of an old man, my lord?”


  “She’s a woman, a crafty one at that. Aye, I think she’d try.”


  The lord’s body might be convalescing, but his mind was neither idle nor slow. The two men stared at her as if she were a wicked thing. She turned to the shelves and got busy pouring a cup of her most effective healing tonic.


  “It’s time for you to take your medicine,” she said. “If you’re good, and you drink it all, I’ll disappear for a while. I’m sure you two want to catch up.”


  “Indeed,” Hato said, leaving no doubts that he wanted her gone.


  Chapter Thirty-three


  THE SIGHT BEFORE HATO WAS AS unlikely as it was miraculous. It seemed impossible that after all those weeks he had found his lord, alive no less. As he waited for the woman to finish her ministrations, he recalled the strange sequence of events leading up to this moment.


  In all truth, he had not been expecting any visitors to the barn that evening, let alone the strange little man who had insisted on sticking to Severo. He was by far one of the strangest creatures Hato had ever met. No taller than an overbred mastiff and similarly dangerous looking, the odd little man approached him without fear.


  “There’s good in darkness,” he said. “There’s truth in lies. I’m Elfu. She says you must come.”


  “Who says?” Hato asked.


  “The mistress says to follow me. If you want your lord to live, you and your men must come now.”


  “How do I know you’re speaking the truth?”


  “You don’t,” Elfu said as he started down the road.


  Hato had been conflicted about ordering his men to follow the strange little man. In the end, he stalked the messenger on foot while the Twenty saddled their horses and broke camp, limping after Elfu despite his swollen knee.


  “Wait!” Hato tried to keep up. “I’m an old man.”


  “So what?” Elfu said. “I’m an old man too.”


  “Who’s your mistress?”


  “She who brews life from remedies,” the little man said. “She who he wants to murder.”


  “Lusielle still lives?”


  “She’s not so easy to kill.”


  “Slow down.” Hato wheezed. “Why should I follow you?”


  “She said you’d be stubborn.” Elfu dug a hunting knife out of his belt. “Here.”


  It was Bren’s hunting knife. Hato was sure. “How did you get this?”


  “She gave it to me.”


  “Why didn’t you give it to me before now?”


  Elfu looked him straight in the eye. “‘Cause I don’t like you.”


  United by duty and mutual distrust, Hato and Elfu led the Twenty out of the kingdom, on a ferry across the Nerpes and back into Tolone’s southern wilderness, where they had somehow made the unexpected rendezvous that had reunited Hato with his lord.


  Hato watched as the woman finished making her preparations and feeding the potion to his lord. She seemed competent, firm but caring, learned but also devoid of pretense. There was no question his lord had suffered a deadly wound. He had lost weight during this last ordeal and was very pale.


  But something had changed about him. Perhaps just rest had done the trick. Perhaps those remedies the woman wielded so expertly had something to do with it. Hato couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but his lord looked more relaxed, less aggrieved, as if he had finally come to terms with his fate and made peace with his duty.


  “What news?” Bren asked as soon as the woman left the cabin.


  “Several things, my lord.” Hato summarized the events of the last few weeks, his search throughout the kingdom, his latest reports, his brief interview with the lords of Barahone and Konia, and a little about his encounter with King Riva.


  “You’ve got balls, old man, showing up like that at Riva’s doorstep,” Bren said. “I don’t know that I like it. You gambled your life at a banquet.”


  “It had to be done.”


  “It could’ve been a trap, you know, a plan from Riva to bring you in.”


  It had been a trap. His lord was keen to sense it, although Hato hadn’t told him about Riva’s proposal.


  “You said that more than half of Riva’s army is missing at the Narrows?”


  “Gone without leaving behind the slightest speckle of dust. We’ve been trying to track them, but so far, no success.”


  “And then there’s the matter of the ferry ships,” Bren said. “I want you to send urgent orders to reinforce all the borders and call out the full reserve.”


  “But my lord, it’s the harvest season—”


  “I know Hato, but I’ve got a bad feeling about this one.”


  “You don’t think Riva will find easy landing on Konia’s shores, do you?”


  “Konia’s rocky shores are hardly conducive to extensive landings and Lord Arnulf isn’t likely to extend Riva a gracious welcome.”


  “Can you be sure that Arnulf is loyal to our side?”


  “He was the one who told you about the ferries,” Bren said. “He has been a steadfast friend to Laonia over the years. But you’re right, we can’t take anything for granted and with his son dead, Arnulf could change his mind. I must answer his summons and make sure that our alliance stands, especially if Riva’s troops managed to cross the Nerpes. We need to make sure Konia remains on our side.”


  “If not Konia, then who is giving landing to Riva on the east bank?”


  “I have a feeling that it could be Tolone.” Bren told Hato about Lusielle’s conversation with Eleanor and Tatyene.


  “I’m not surprised.” Hato told Bren about the seal he had spotted on the envelope on Eleanor’s desk. “But if Tolone has allied with Riva, that would be treason, my lord. You’ve fulfilled your part of the bargain. You’ve supported Tolone and Eleanor as agreed.”


  “But I’ve failed at the rest. Eleanor has waited for a long time, Hato. She has cause to be worried. I’m sure that Riva has been pressuring Tolone to join his league with a fair combination of enticements and threats. Send scouts. Make sure they’re not seen. I want us to look along Tolone’s shores for a concentration of ferries.”


  “Any landing on Tolone could lead to an invasion of Laonia in mere weeks.”


  “That’s why we have to look hard and fast.”


  “Perhaps the Lady of Tolone needs to be reminded of her oaths,” Hato said. “If what the woman said is true, there’s no doubt that Eleanor instigated her escape.”


  “Lusielle doesn’t lie,” Bren said.


  “Then what was the crafty wench doing when you woke, my lord?”


  “Lusielle doesn’t usually lie. She’s not very good at it either.”


  “For someone who’s not very good at lying, she had me going there at the end. She almost tricked me into telling her about our plight.”


  “That’s different,” Bren said. “She’s smart that way. She knows something’s off. She says she wants to help.”


  “Do you believe her?”


  “Sometimes, I think I do.”


  “Why would she want to help us?”


  “She doesn’t want Laonia to fall. She doesn’t like Riva’s rule. She thinks I’m a good man.”


  Hato frowned. “She said that?”


  “Is it so difficult to believe that she could actually like me, Hato?”


  Could any woman muster true affection for a cursed lord?


  The answer bode badly for his lord and cast doubts on the woman’s intentions. Was she a plant? Was his lord succumbing to his plight’s loneliness? How could a baseborn chit even begin to understand, let alone appreciate his lord’s better qualities?


  Hato didn’t like the turn that the conversation had taken, so he strove to change it. “There’s something else, my lord, something important. Lambage found a curious script in Bausto’s archives.”


  “Let me see it.”


  Hato fetched the small binder from his bags and handed it to his lord, relating the conversation he’d had with Ernilda.


  Bren inspected the strip. “Remarkable vellum. I’ve never seen anything like it. But if what the Lady Ernilda told you is true, it predates the curse by a full ten years. How can it be useful to us now?”


  “Wait until you read it. The style, the tone—”


  “Let’s command a search for vellum such as this, just in case.”


  “Done,” Hato said. “If it exists anywhere in the Free Territories, our agents will find it.”


  “Well done. I can always count on you.” Bren stared at the first line and frowned. “By the Twins. Doomed and damned are the souls of the wicked. I’ve heard these words before!”


  “What? Where?”


  “At the Temple of the Lesser Gods, in Liliaveth’s shrine. The relic spoke.”


  Hato worried about his lord. Was he perhaps remembering some of his sick man’s hallucinations? Worse, was he going mad?


  “Look at my fingers.” Bren stretched out his digits in the air. “I’m not going mad yet. Whether the relic spoke or the Ascended were running a scam, I can’t say, but I swear, the relic uttered this very line.”


  “Did the relic say something else?”


  “It said to kill her.”


  “Meaning the woman?”


  “Who else?”


  “Have you considered that perhaps that’s what you needed to hear, my lord?”


  “Hato, I’m telling you, I wasn’t hallucinating. It wasn’t me, or my imagination speaking. It was the relic.”


  “All right, my lord. I believe you. I hope the relic was more successful than I’ve been in getting through to you.”


  “I’ve made up my mind,” Bren said. “You bring them to me, and I’ll do it. Bring me five women tomorrow, ten the day after tomorrow, bring me thirty with the Goddess’s mark and I’ll put them through the trial and kill them all.”


  “Numbers always increase the odds,” Hato said. “Are you reverting to Harald’s strategy?”


  “I want to do good for Laonia. When I die, I want it to be known that I tried to defeat the curse.”


  Hato hated the way his lord was talking, coolly, with surety, as if he knew the future, as if he wasn’t going to be sitting across from him tomorrow or the day after tomorrow. “I’ll send word right away, my lord. I know the trial is a great burden on you. I’ll do everything in my power to test the women thoroughly before they get to your trial. Would you like for me to test Lusielle again before you proceed?”


  “That won’t be necessary,” Bren said. “I’ll try as many other women as you can find who bear a tested mark, old, young, whoever you decide. But I won’t kill her. I won’t kill Lusielle.”


  “My lord!” Hato gawked. “You can’t afford to disregard any leads at this late stage—”


  “She doesn’t match the riddle in any way,” Bren said. “Her death would be a waste.”


  “But my lord, what if she’s—”


  “I’ve made up my mind. I’m willing to play out my fate all the way to the end, but heed me, Hato: There is one thing I will not do. I will not kill Lusielle.”


  Hato reeled. “Please, my lord. We’re desperate. Time’s short. You can’t risk what could be your only chance to—”


  “I’m a cursed man. She’s alive.”


  “But—”


  “I’ve learned something new in the past few days, something important.”


  “What’s that, my lord?”


  “No matter how desperate, a man—even a cursed man—has to come to terms with his soul and make peace with his heart.”


  Hato beheld his lord’s dark eyes. He was shocked by the strength he saw there, the newfound wisdom, the sheer depth of Bren’s mind and will. Hato had to admit defeat. Regardless of the consequences, he didn’t think he could change his lord’s mind. Not at the moment, anyway.


  Chapter Thirty-four


  LUSIELLE TROMPED ACROSS THE DECK WITH her hands fisted and her nails digging into her palms. She was angry at Hato, who had caught her in the act of trying to manipulate the truth out of him. She was angry at herself too, for feeling this strongly about something she couldn’t understand, for staying in a situation that wasn’t in her best interest. But she was most furious with Bren, because he had not answered any of her questions except for one, the one where he openly admitted to murder. It was as if he wanted her to run from him. It was as if he wanted her gone.


  She made for the foredeck, where beneath the little awning that Carfu and Elfu had rigged, she had set up a makeshift counter to prepare her remedies. A variety of infusions, elixirs, tinctures and extracts were already in the works. She had scoured Aponte’s warehouse for the things she might need, bringing aboard a couple of small braziers, pestles, ladles, measuring spoons, sifters, mortars, tongs and other useful wares, including a variety of earthenware containers and bottles in different sizes. She had loathed the idea of letting the useful implements go to waste in the fire and, with her gone, Aponte wouldn’t have any use for them.


  The Laonian men fired sullen looks in her direction as she passed. They were an intimidating bunch, all towering brutes armed and fit for battle and hostile to boot. They probably blamed her for their lord’s injuries. Lusielle didn’t care. At least Bren had some credible protection now. With a little luck, she would deliver him to do his duty and claim her freedom in the days to come.


  She checked on the strengthening tincture she had been distilling for almost two weeks. It was her mother’s recipe, her most effective remedy to restore a person’s wellness. It entailed several steps and lots of work, since it required preparing several complex mixes of herbal extracts in advance, including a puama bark tincture, a schisandra berry extract and a bitter herb cordial, among other ingredients.


  Once all of the base mixtures were ready, she had added the most important ingredient, the essence of the fruiting body of the dry white toad mushroom. It was one of the rarest and most expensive ingredients in the world, available to the Lord of Laonia courtesy of Aponte Rummins’s warehouse. The combined ingredients had been macerating in wine along with several digestives to sweeten the potion’s flavor. By sight and smell, she could tell it was almost ready. It was the second batch she had prepared, and this time, she had made enough to keep Laonia’s lord supplied for another fortnight.


  Lusielle surveyed the contents of her food basket. She had financed the first half of the journey through a small, discreet sale of ingredients to one of Aponte’s competitors. The coin had served her to hire the laborers and pay an advance to the captain, but there hadn’t been much time or coin left to buy food at the end. She would have to work marvels with just a bunch of wilting turnips.


  She set the water to boil on the open air brazier and rummaged through the ingredients she had added to her much augmented stores. The warehouse had provided ample choice. Not only was her new remedy case recently resupplied, but she had packed a selection of useful ingredients and brought them aboard. Substance may lack, but a good remedy mixer knew that flavor was never a problem when ingredients were at hand.


  “What are you doing?”


  A pair of large boots parked in front of her. A number of other boots came to stand behind the first pair, surrounding Lusielle like a forest. She looked up. The man called Severo towered over her with a frightful frown on his face.


  “I’m cooking,” she said. “For your lord?”


  “We care for our lord,” Severo said. “We make our lord’s meals.”


  The other men grunted in agreement.


  Lusielle was not about to be intimidated by a horde of Laonian thugs. “Well, since you haven’t been around lately, I’ve been doing your lord’s cooking.”


  Severo eyed her ingredients. “How do we know you’re not poisoning him?”


  “He’s alive, isn’t he? By all accounts, he shouldn’t be.”


  “Perhaps your witchery is slowly weakening him.”


  “You’re a charming chap.” Lusielle began to chop the turnips. When the thug refused to go away, she looked up, and keeping up with her chopping, spat out a single word. “None.”


  “None?” Severo said.


  “The number of girls you’ve dated this year. Why, with such a sullen disposition it’ll be a wonder if you ever manage a kiss.”


  Severo scowled, but his friends had a laugh at his expense.


  “There are rumors.” Severo waved an accusatory finger. “That you took away his strength. With your brews.”


  “Rumors are true.” Lusielle added the turnips to the boiling water. “Your lord doesn’t sleep well or often enough. He’s sick. I’m getting very tired of saying this: he needs his rest.”


  “No man wants to be rendered useless by a woman,” Cirillo said.


  “But for their own good, some men need a woman to do just that for them.”


  Severo took a knee next to her. “Are you Greada sworn?”


  “No, I deal in remedies. But I know a little about how to tend to a sick man, and since your lord is a wanted man in the kingdom, I thought it safest to care for him myself.”


  “They said he suffered a hack to the liver.”


  “Close.” She crushed the salt rock in her little mortar. “Your lord is lucky.”


  “Our lord is not lucky.”


  “He could have died and he didn’t. He could’ve been locked in King Riva’s dungeon. Instead, he’s on his way to Teos, tribute in hand. He’s got loyal friends, like you louts. He’s not banished or alone in this world. He’s not forsaken of his own people.”


  She shut up as soon as she realized that her eyes had grown watery. She pitched the crushed salt into the pot. Where had all these treacherous emotions come from?


  “Why don’t you make yourselves useful?” she said. “Since you’re so eager to serve your lord, and since I’ve already started his dinner, why don’t you go help Carfu and Elfu in the cargo hull below? The trade marks on the casks and barrels need to be wiped off and replaced with Laonia’s seal, and the captain and his crew merit some serious watching.”


  There was some hesitation among the planted boots on the floor, but to her surprise, six pairs of boots broke out from the rest and disappeared below deck.


  “Do you intend to feed our lord that green gunk?” Severo said.


  Lusielle had had it with this fool. “Even a thick-skulled bully like you might have noticed that I’m not a wealthy woman. Whatever resources I’ve been able to muster are stowed below deck to pay for Laonia’s tribute. Leave me alone. I’ve given your lord the best I can.”


  She kept her gaze on the pot, but watched from the corner of her eye as two by two, the boots finally went away. She exhaled a long breath. She commended the men for being loyal to their lord, but not when it entailed harassing her.


  What happened next shocked her.


  A salted chunk of bacon landed on her lap, together with a bunch of brown potatoes and a pile of recently picked wild carrots. The boots returned, and more food offerings rained on her, a bag of wild rice, a bucketful of green beans, a fresh lamprey, newly netted from the river.


  Lusielle stole a glance at the men peopling the forward deck. They were rummaging through their bags, pooling their resources, gathering whatever food they had managed to acquire during their journey.


  “Thank you,” she said, holding a skinned rabbit at arms’ length.


  “It’s for our lord,” Severo said.


  “Of course.”


  That’s how she ended trading up to a larger cauldron she hassled from the barge’s greasy cook, and preparing the largest, most diverse stew ever conceived in the kingdom. That’s how she ended up feeding not just Bren and Hato, but his twenty men as well, Carfu and Elfu, and quite a few of the crew who followed the scent to her pot. That’s how her first skirmish with the Twenty ended in a stalemate.


  Chapter Thirty-five


  BREN STROLLED THE LENGTH OF THE deck, if only to get his muscles moving and his cramped joints loose. Even a convalescent man could only take so much rest. He had spent the afternoon talking to Hato, considering the verse on the parchment strip and planning their next steps, including the upcoming visit to Teos. The day had concluded with a surprisingly flavorful and hearty supper, which had restored a good measure of strength to his body.


  He stretched his arm, testing the wound. It was healing remarkably well. Above him, the sail bloomed like a summer lily against the night’s stunning backdrop. The moon and the stars were engaged in a contest of brilliance. It was a close thing. The blue twinkles of a thousand stars echoed on the river’s dark surface, challenging the crescent moon’s silver radiance. A man would have to follow the night’s full journey to declare a winner.


  He couldn’t remember the last time he had paused to enjoy the night like this. He inhaled a rush of cold, refreshing air. He couldn’t recall the last time his mind had been in tune with his heart either. Convoluted as they were, the events of the last few weeks had given him some things he had been sorely lacking—clarity, purpose and peace.


  He checked on the horses, said good night to Hato and the rest of the men camping on the foredeck, and then made the rounds, exchanging a few words with the night watch. There were always pirates on the Nerpes. Tonight the enemies could be coming from inside the barge as well.


  A swirling column of white smoke alerted him to the captain’s presence. The man was waiting for him, leaning against the gunwales, smoking something sharp and spicy from a coiled pipe. Bren would have soon ignored the ruffian than talk to him, but the captain didn’t know better.


  “Nice evening, my lord,” the captain said. “I’m glad to make your acquaintance. I’ve dealt with the woman thus far, but I gather you’re the boss around here.”


  “Is that so?”


  “I thought we ought to have a talk, from one entrepreneur to another, man to man.”


  Bren smelled the stench, and it wasn’t only the stink rising from the man’s pipe.


  “In about a half an hour or so,” the captain said, “we’ll have ourselves a most extraordinary opportunity.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “Have you heard about the port of Asuari?”


  Bren had heard.


  “It’s right ahead on the kingdom side. The king has quite the thriving business there. His procurers are eager to engage with any seller who brings merchandise to the port, more so if the quality of the goods is high.”


  “And you think we have such products on board?”


  “I do, my lord. We might not have volume, but we certainly offer quality. The two monkey men are ugly and old, but they look strong enough to bring in some coin. The woman, on the other hand, is an entirely different matter. She would fetch us an excellent price. She’s of the right age, you know, not a child but not too old either, with many productive years ahead of her, not to mention the additional earnings that breeding fees could add to the sale. She’s got skills. She’s got the face to set a high starting bid and the curves to break the auction house ceiling.”


  “And you think I’d benefit from such transactions?”


  “It’d be no effort to you, my lord, other than providing a small armed escort for me. Asuari is not entirely safe. I’d do all the work and split the proceeds with you. Fifty-fifty.”


  The anger flushing the scar on his face must have warned the captain.


  “Forty-sixty?” the fool stammered. “Thirty-seventy?”


  “You might collect the balance of your fee and your barge at the port of Valenia.”


  “Valenia? That’s at the mouth of the Nerpes!”


  “How long do you think it’ll take you to swim there?”


  Bren’s fist collided with the captain’s face. Something hard snapped beneath his knuckles, the idiot’s jaw maybe, or perhaps his nose. The captain stumbled over the gunwales and fell into the water with a splash. Both Bren’s men and the crew came rushing at once.


  “Man in the water!” someone cried.


  “Not to worry.” Bren rubbed his throbbing knuckles. “There’s a town coming up just ahead. The captain can swim, I hope?”


  * * *


  Bren returned to the cabin with a solid sense of accomplishment. The barge was secured and en route. Hato and the bulk of his men were well fed and resting, and best of all, the captain was gone. Nothing like a righteous fray to make a man feel useful. The rat deserved what he got. Lusielle hadn’t heard the commotion, but she welcomed him into the cabin with a hand on her hip and a raised eyebrow.


  “Have you been overexerting yourself?” She examined his face. “You didn’t bust a stitch, did you?”


  “Nay, nothing like that,” he said. “I’ve been good, I swear.”


  “Then why do you remind me of a fat fox stealing out of the chicken coop?”


  He laughed, a sound so satisfying that it took him by surprise.


  “Really, my lord, you ought to stay out of the cold. You still run a fever now and then.”


  “I’m fine, better than I’ve been in a while.”


  “Then why don’t you drink your evening tea and get back into the berth where you belong?”


  “Only if you stop hounding me.”


  “By all means.”


  She poured two cups from separate brews and handed him a steaming cup. Obediently, Bren kicked off his boots, stripped his shirt and, setting down the cup on the desk, stretched out on the berth. The knotted muscles on his back and shoulder confirmed that perhaps he had overdone it a little, but a quick memory of the captain thrashing in the river reminded him that it had been well worth it.


  Lusielle was busy, straightening the tiny room, perching the stool on the desk and spreading her blanket on the floor.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “Making my bed,” she said as if it should be perfectly obvious to him.


  “On the floor?”


  “I don’t mind it. In fact, I prefer it.”


  “You prefer to sleep on the floor?”


  “I’m used to it.” She rolled her cloak into a pillow.


  “You mean your husband made you sleep on the floor?”


  “I stole away to the floor after he went to sleep.”


  Bren was a cursed man. He understood why no woman would want to share his bed. But he couldn’t understand how any man fortunate enough to secure a good woman to his name would waste a night away from her.


  How cruel and selfish did a husband have to be for his wife to flee his bed?


  “I don’t think you should sleep on the floor anymore.”


  She flashed him a glance askance.


  “I mean it. You should take the berth.”


  She gave him that tilted-head, narrow-eye look that only she could give, the one that dismissed what he was saying as he was saying it.


  “I insist.”


  “And what about you, mister convalescent genius? If I take the berth, where are you going to sleep?”


  “I’ll sleep with my men.”


  “You mean outside?”


  “I like sleeping outside.”


  “In the wet and the cold?”


  “I’m used to the wet and the cold.”


  “Is it the green cough you’re courting? Or are you wanting to add the lung disease to your ailments? No. Let me guess. You want to undo all my hard work in a single night. Is that it?”


  She was pretty when she was flustered. Her cheeks flushed with passion. Her face offered the quick range of free and unguarded expressions he was learning to decipher.


  “How about we both sleep in the berth?” he said. “It’s large enough.”


  “You want me to sleep with you?”


  “In the same bed,” he said. “That’s all, I swear.”


  The little line between her brows deepened. “I’m not sure what I should designate as the cause of my affront: that you want me to sleep with you, or that you don’t really want to sleep with me.”


  Had there been a suggestion in her voice, a distant contemplation that she would in fact consider sharing a bed with a cursed man like him?


  “I think I’m going to stay on the ground,” she said. “It might be best, for your sake and mine.”


  The gods were teasing him tonight. He was not above teasing them back.


  He took advantage of the moment when she turned to shed her blouse and skirt. Quickly, he swapped the tea cups. By the time she was done, wearing only her linen shift, he was leaning against the pillow, sipping on the soothing brew.


  “Delicious,” he said. “I’m going to sleep good tonight.”


  “Me too.” She downed her tea in a series of little gulps then blew out the lamp and settled between her blankets on the floor.


  Bren waited, pondering the strange turn his life had taken. Either he was a desperate man or he was becoming increasingly creepy. Both, he decided, smirking in the dark. The rhythm of Lusielle’s respiration had evened by the time he stole her out of her makeshift bed. She wasn’t very heavy. The brew did its job well. Her body was warm and relaxed in his arms. As he placed her on the mattress, she hardly stirred.


  He hesitated. If he were an honorable man, he would either take to the floor or go sleep with his men. But he wasn’t an honorable man. He was a cursed man with very little time left on the candle clock of his life. He squeezed in next to her, almost afraid to let his body touch hers.


  He propped himself up on one elbow and watched her sleep for the longest time. The silver moonlight breached the cabin’s darkness in a single beam that landed on the side of her neck. He could see her pulse, beating lazily at the rhythm of her appeased heart, and the length of her throat lay before him like an open road. He traced the light with his fingertips and then turned to caress her lips.


  She sighed, a long, wistful exhalation that swelled her breasts. The dark outline of her areolas strained against the thin linen fabric. It didn’t help that she shifted in her dreams, turning toward him, laying her head on his shoulder and cuddling against him.


  The contact was unbearable, and yet this was exactly what he had wanted, a soft woman by his side, an almost willing partner. These days, he had to be careful with his wishes. The gods were likely to kill him with the shock of their capricious wish-granting.


  He sank his face in her hair, inhaling her scent. She smelled a bit like the remedies she wielded, wholesome, like the nilla beans she liked to grind and distill; delicate, like the golden crumpled petals she added to his brew.


  He fell asleep with the scent of her perfuming his lungs and his arms full with her body. And for once, he didn’t care if he died tomorrow.


  Chapter Thirty-six


  THE BARGE WAS BOARDED EARLY THE next morning.


  Lusielle had just woken up. She had been shocked to find herself on the berth, entwined in Bren’s arms like a bride on her wedding morning. For a moment, she wondered if she had been sleepwalking again. Then she remembered what he had said the night before, how she had gone to sleep faster than ever, deeper than usual.


  By the gods. Why had the devious lout gone to the trouble of switching their drinks around?


  Because he wanted her to be comfortable. Because he always had to have his way. And because he had really wanted to sleep with her.


  For reasons she couldn’t understand, she smiled.


  “Do you always wake up smiling in the morning?” he murmured in her ear.


  “Hardly ever, my lord.” She tilted her head to meet his gaze.


  His lips landed on her mouth naturally, as if they had been greeting each other with a kiss every morning for many years. The smell of him pervaded her lungs, the sum of all her remedies, the fresh fragrance of healing infused with his essential scent like the richest of oils. The heat traveled from her lips to her belly and all the way down to her toes.


  Was she was still dreaming?


  The pounding on the door startled them both. Carfu and Elfu followed Hato as he burst into the cabin. The frown on Hato’s face turned to astonishment when he saw them kissing on the berth. He gawked, struggling to overcome his shock.


  “We’ve got company,” he finally got the words out. “The king’s river wardens. They’re rowing in our direction. They’ll be asking for the captain next.”


  “Well then, we better give them a damn captain.” Bren was already out of the bed, donning his shirt. “You two.” He pointed to Carfu and Elfu. “Under the bed. Lusielle, stay here. If they come in the cabin, pretend you’re asleep. Say nothing. Understand?”


  Lusielle nodded because her throat was too dry to make words.


  Bren looked through the shelves and held up a flask. “Is this the strengthening tonic you’ve been feeding me?”


  “Aye.”


  He uncorked the flask and took a swig. “Mind if I take this?”


  She shook her head. “Go ahead.”


  He kissed her hard, but only with his eyes. He tucked the bottle into his belt, grabbed his sword and rushed out the door, with Hato in tow. Lusielle pulled the blanket to her chin and willed her heart to stop pummeling her breast bone. Had the king’s wardens come to nab Bren? Were they perhaps after her?


  The moments went by excruciatingly slowly. Heavy steps echoed on the deck. Banging and tapping rose from the cargo hull beneath. Men spoke and sometimes laughed. So far, the encounter appeared to be amicable. Would it remain so?


  “You should’ve alerted us, my lord,” a man said, outside the cabin’s door. “Had we known you were attending the tribute, we would have gladly provided you with an escort.”


  “As you can see,” it was Hato’s voice, not Bren’s, “I travel with my own escort. Low profile is always best these days. I’m sure the king’s wardens are very busy, with so many pirates on the river.”


  “You’re right, my lord. Pirates, thieves, raiders, con artists, they all like the Nerpes. We’ve even had a case or two of arson lately.”


  Lusielle cringed.


  “But still, for a Tolonian lord to pass by without us having the opportunity to pay him the king’s respect ….”


  The warden was nothing if not respectful, but Lusielle wasn’t fooled. King Riva claimed jurisdiction over the Nerpes, a claim the Free Territories and Teos had been disputing for years. With all the trade and wealth dependent on the river, whoever controlled the Nerpes controlled the land.


  Riva wanted to know who was using the river and why, especially if it entailed a highborn from the Free Territories, traveling with an armed escort. His river wardens served as a net to catch the kingdom’s fugitives and spy on other territories. This was why Hato spoke to the wardens instead of Bren. This was also the reason why Hato was posing as a traveling Tolonian lord with powers of river passage. But wouldn’t the wardens find fault with a cargo hull crammed with goods marked with Laonia’s trade seal?


  “We’re nearly done with our inspection,” the warden said. “The Tolonian trade seal has been verified. Your cargo appears to be in order.”


  In order? Lusielle realized that Carfu, Elfu and the Twenty had replaced Aponte’s merchant seal not with the Laonian trade seal as she believed, but with an authentic Tolonian trade seal, which was most likely provided by Eleanor herself. Notwithstanding her distrust of Tolone’s lady, Lusielle found reason to be grateful.


  “Is it your lord’s practice to board all vessels sailing the Nerpes these days?” Hato said.


  “Only if there’s cause for suspicion,” the warden explained. “Your barge is similar in description to one belonging to a well-known pirate prowling these waters under the guise of a lawful entrepreneur.”


  “An unfortunate coincidence,” Hato said.


  “Your papers are sealed and in order,” the man said. “I make no claims on this vessel.”


  Lusielle was impressed. The Laonians had been well prepared. They traveled with lawful Tolonian river passage letters. What other tricks did Bren carry in his saddlebags?


  “Would you mind if we take a look in your cabin?” the warden asked.


  “We’ve got nothing to hide.”


  The door opened. Lusielle caught a glimpse of Hato, followed by the warden, wearing the king’s crimson colors. Of Bren, she saw no sign. She closed her eyes and pretended to sleep, a difficult feat given her heart was beating too loud.


  “You didn’t mention a female among your passengers and crew,” the warden said.


  “I picked this one up at Asuari last night.”


  The man leaned over to inspect Lusielle. “She must have cost you a fortune.”


  “She’s fair enough,” Hato said. “A man ought to have quality entertainment when he travels.”


  “Rightly so, my lord. She’s a heavy sleeper, I see.”


  “It was a long night for her.”


  “Can I ask, my lord, did you check her papers when you bought her?”


  “Of course,” Hato said. “She was a ruined cobbler’s daughter, new to the market, the way I like it. No sense in paying prime coin for used merchandise.”


  The warden laughed. “You wouldn’t happen to notice a mark on her body, did you? A pair of butterfly wings?”


  Hato’s laughter managed to sound both condescending and offended. “I inspected the woman thoroughly. I wouldn’t have shelled out the price I did if she was marred in any way.”


  The warden hesitated. “Would you mind if I take a look?”


  Lusielle suppressed the shriek that bolted to her lips.


  Hato’s voice rose a notch. “What do you think the Chosen of Teos will say when I tell them than more than just inspecting my crew, my men and my hull, you also wanted to undress my whore?”


  “My lord, forgive me,” the warden said. “I—I meant no offense.”


  “I think even King Riva will agree that you offered it well.”


  “I see we have overextended our welcome.” The warden made for the door. “I’m just a humble servant doing the king’s bidding.”


  “We shall see about that.” Hato followed the man, slamming the door on the way out.


  Pride, arrogance and haughtiness were highborn traits she despised, but today, Hato had used them well. Lusielle sat up on the berth, still clutching the blankets. How close had she come to returning to the magistrate’s cruel hands?


  “At least we know they’re not after us.” Carfu’s whisper came from under the bed.


  “But they know it was arson,” she whispered back.


  “We don’t know they were talking about our arson, mistress.”


  He was right. She took some consolation in knowing that it was her they wanted, not her friends. King Riva was hunting the mark and after all this time, she still didn’t know why.


  Lusielle waited until she heard the sounds of the wardens departing the barge. Only then did she stand on the berth and looked out the porthole. The king’s galley rowed upriver and got lost behind the river bend.


  As soon as the ship was out of sight, the barge shifted in the current, veering towards the river’s east side, where the banks of Konia wavered in a series of high and low cliffs. Lusielle hopped down from the berth, tripping over Carfu and Elfu, who were just now coming out from under the bed.


  The banging of heavy hooves on wood rattled the deck. Lusielle barely got herself dressed in time to run out the door. The plank was already down. Petrus trotted Bren’s gray stallion over the plank and jumped it onto the shore. The horse thrashed briefly on the bank and then surged up the low hill. A group of five riders and an extra mount galloped after him. Lusielle’s heart shrunk watching them go. Where were they going at such punishing pace?


  She marched over to the gunwales, where Hato stood overlooking the river bank. “Where’s Bren?”


  “He’s somewhere over there.”


  “What?” Her heart skipped a beat. “You mean he stole into the river and swam to shore?”


  “He’s a strong swimmer,” Hato said. “I taught him myself when he was but a toddler.”


  “He could drown,” Lusielle said. “He is still weak from his wound.”


  “I suppose he could’ve stayed on board to welcome Riva’s wardens. They have such affection for our lord and such an instant attraction to the scar on his face. Or perhaps you would’ve preferred a battle, my dear, lots of blood to add to the sacred tide and shorten our journey?”


  “I didn’t think about—”


  “You die when you don’t think around here,” Hato said. “You spill lots of blood when you forgo your brain. Bren did exactly what was best for him, for his men, for all of us. I would hope that confronted with odds like his, you, too, would choose to think.”


  Lusielle felt like a scolded child. She started to leave, then hesitated. “Will you answer one question for me?”


  “You should know better than to ask me.”


  “One question only. I promise.”


  Hato shrugged.


  “The scar on his face,” Lusielle said. “Who burned his face with his signet ring?”


  “Oh, that.” Hato looked away. “I suppose I could answer. It’s no secret after all.”


  “Well?”


  Hato’s brutal stare met her eyes. “He did it to himself,” he said. “Bren branded his face with the heated ring so he will never forget who he is.”


  Chapter Thirty-seven


  BREN WAITED FOR HIS MEN A good half a league inland, at the base of the stacked rock formation he had spotted from the barge. The massive boulders piled upon each other like teetering blocks, distinctive to the eye even among Konia’s crumbling hills. Swimming downriver had been the easy part of his plan. Finding a place to get out of the water as the Nerpes entered the deepening canyon had been a challenge. In the end, he’d had a good wrestle with a rocky slope and won. His knees might be sore from the skirmish, but his body was glad to be moving.


  His men found him dry and rested, stretched on a rocky ledge enjoying the midmorning sun and the stunning views. They brought breakfast, a crusty loaf and a sausage, which he wolfed down as they rode the maze of narrow roads crisscrossing the corrugated landscape. Ribbed waves of sand, ocher and red, rose and fell in endlessly undulating hills that stunned the eye and quickened the heart.


  Despite the tangle of confusing gorges and gulches, Bren knew his way around by heart. As a youth, he had spent many joyful days with his friend Marcus—son and heir to Arnulf, lord of Konia—tracking the canyon’s ghost lions and hunting the elusive three-horned goats that inhabited the cliffs.


  Whatever joy he felt returning here fled when he remembered Marcus. He had not been cursed, and yet he was also gone. Given Bren’s situation, it would’ve been easy to sail by the banks of Konia and forget the old lord. But Bren treasured his friends and honored his elders, and the alliance with Konia was vital to Laonia’s security.


  Bren’s wound bothered him little. Lusielle had done a remarkable job at mending him. The extraordinary potion was restoring his strength much faster than he expected. He had no trouble riding his horse and, after his skirmish with the cliffs, he was confident he could take care of himself in a fight if the need arose.


  The seed house of Konia dwelt not in the famed heights of its astounding rock formations, but rather in the cradled safety of one of its narrow valleys. It opened suddenly at his feet as his horse topped the next ridge. It was strange. No sentries were posted there. He spotted horses at the stables, but no grooms. At the edge of the cliff, the entry tower was unguarded.


  “Something’s not right.” Bren unsheathed his sword and hopped down from his mount, signaling a sequence of commands that sent his scout galloping back to guard the trail and his men deploying around the entry tower.


  “Nobody in here,” Old Petrus announced after sweeping the small chamber.


  Bren didn’t like the feel of this. He looked down the narrow shaft. A set of permanent ropes dangled all the way to the bottom. They weren’t cut, tangled, or rigged as they might have been in the case of a sudden attack. He hooked his foot in the loop and his fingers around the handle.


  “Let me go first,” Petrus said. “You’ve been sick, my lord.”


  “I was feeling a lot better until now.”


  “Is it wise for you to go down there?”


  “Wise?” Bren said. “No. Necessary? Yes. Wheel me down.”


  The ropes dropped a thousand spans down the shaft. The slow, cumbersome access was a drag to the valley’s inhabitants but a source of pride for Arnulf. The lord of Konia boasted often that the entry to his seed house could be protected by a single man against thousands. As Bren spotted the ground below, he hoped the Lord of Konia had been right.


  The guard at the bottom of the entry tower was curled in the corner with his forehead on his knees as if asleep. But he wasn’t asleep. He was dead, sitting in a puddle of his own congealed gore. Cautiously, Bren stepped out of the tower. An eerie silence welcomed him to the little vale. The birds chirped. The chickens clucked. The goats in the pens bleated hungrily when they saw him. But not a single human voice could be heard in the hollow.


  One by one, his men landed at the base of the tower. When they were all together, Bren led them towards the seed house.


  “Attacked, you think?” Petrus said.


  “No evidence of battle,” Bren said. “Nothing’s burnt. Nothing’s missing. Nothing has been looted or stolen so far.”


  The gates to the stately villa were open. Bren signaled for his men to split up and scout the place. Alone, he crossed the courtyard and mounted the steps without spotting anyone else. An old mastiff wagged his tail when he entered the hall. An awful stink scented the air. The flies had already arrived. Bren thought he had stumbled into one of his nightmares.


  The bodies were neatly lined up in rows on the stone floor. Some were covered with sheets, tablecloths or rags. The rest remained uncovered. By his estimation, they accounted for at least half of the seed house’s population.


  How? When? Why? Bren saw no signs of violence on those bodies, no battle wounds, pox marks or plague boils.


  The incongruent sound of a child’s giggles echoed through the hall. The old dog got up, nails clicking on the floor as it pawed its way down the corridor and up the steps. Bren followed. He paused on the landing and had to rub his eyes. Was he seeing right?


  Dressed in the finest green silks, a little red-haired toddler stood at the top of the stairs looking down on him. The child’s wide eyes were fixed on his sword.


  “Hello.” Bren tucked his sword behind his legs. “I reckon you must be little Marcus. Is your grandfather here?”


  The little boy turned around and trotted away. Bren mounted the last step just in time to watch him stand on the tip of his toes in order to reach the knob and open the massive door at the end of the hallway. The door clicked shut behind the child and Bren was alone again. Had the little boy been a ghost?


  He stole through the gallery and put his ear to the door. He heard rustling, then nothing. Cracking the door open, he glimpsed an expansive, airy chamber paneled in polished blond woods. A massive bed draped in translucent netting stood against the far wall. Bren approached the bed and swept the netting aside with the tip of his sword. Mouth gaping in rigor, frozen face painted with death’s ashen gray, the lord of Konia lay under the covers.


  “I know you’re there.” Bren faced the sumptuous drapes. “I won’t hurt you. Come out.”


  A girl stepped out from behind the curtains, a plump youngster of maybe ten or eleven. She held the toddler in her arms. A freckled-faced little girl of maybe five clung to the older girl’s skirts. Moving cautiously, the frightened little group edged around Bren and came to stand by the bed.


  “I tried to close his mouth,” the older girl said. “But it wouldn’t close. I started to line them up downstairs. But they’re too many.”


  By the turd of the Twins. “Is … Is everybody else dead?”


  “Dead, yes, or gone,” the girl said. “The last of the servants left when grandfather died yesterday. They were afraid of the sickness.”


  “Why did they leave you behind?”


  The girl held up her braid. “Three red-haired siblings in one household. It’s bad luck. We’re bad luck.”


  Damn Konian lore and old superstitions. The children had been purposely abandoned. Bren took a knee before the girl and looked her in the eye. “You’re not bad luck. In fact, I wager you’re good luck. You’re alive, aren’t you?”


  “They said we survived ‘cause we are demons.”


  “Is that what you think?”


  She shrugged.


  “What are your names?”


  “I’m Irina,” the girl said. “This is my sister Caryna and my brother Marcus. Who are you?”


  “I’m Brennus.”


  “Brennus, Lord of Laonia?”


  “Aye.”


  “My grandfather said you’d come,” Irina said. “Are you going to kill us?”


  “I’m here to help.” Bren sheathed his sword and patted the toddler’s curls. “I was friends with your father when we were both as young as this little rascal.”


  Much to his surprise, the boy threw his arms around his neck and affixed himself on his hip, clinging to Bren with dogged grit, even as he stood up to further survey the chamber.


  “Can you tell me what happened here, Irina?”


  “We had a party,” the girl said. “The night before last. To celebrate Grandpa’s return. Even the guards and the stable grooms were invited to attend. Everybody started to die at the party. The nannies died too.”


  “When did your grandfather die?”


  “He lasted the longest. But he was too sick to go for help. He told us. Stay put. Hide from the crimson colors. Don’t give them the box. Give it to Brennus, Lord of Laonia. He’s bound to come.”


  “What box?”


  “Konia’s box.”


  The girl pulled a round bejeweled box from behind the curtains where they’d been hiding and gave it to Bren. He beheld the testament box in his hands. The lord of Konia had been too sick to lead his grandchildren to safety, but the old fox had lasted long enough to make his final preparations.


  “My lord?” one of his men called. “There’s something here you ought to see.”


  Fear widened the children’s eyes as Bren started to leave the chamber. He couldn’t begin to imagine how they felt about being abandoned in this isolated lair with the dead.


  “Come,” he said, balancing the boy on his hip and the box under his arm while offering a hand to the girls. The girls clung to him with little warriors’ grips. He worked his way down the stairs, skirting the main hall, trying, albeit unsuccessfully, to shield the children from the horror of so much death.


  “What is it?” he said when he reached the kitchens.


  “This.”


  A large barrel stood by the door, a sample of cooperage excellence, built of the finest pale Quercus wood. Several pitchers were on the table next to the barrel. Bren sniffed an empty cup. Wine, fragrant, sweet and spiced. Excellent quality. A dog lay dead by the barrel, where the bung was slowly leaking and a pool of wine stained the floor.


  A shiver iced Bren’s gut. “Did you children drink of this?”


  “We’re not allowed to drink wine,” Irina said.


  “Nanny said we’d grow beards if we drank it,” Caryna added in her little girl’s voice.


  “I think these people have been poisoned, my lord,” Petrus said.


  “You might be right,” Bren said. “Can you manage to turn the barrel?”


  It took three men to shift the barrel and confirm the worst of Bren’s fear. He understood on the spot why Arnulf had been certain Bren would come to Konia. On the back of the barrel, at the bulge of the girth, the talons of the high grassland falcon crossed to form Laonia’s seal. Stamped right below it, as if it were a drop of blood dripping from the clenched talons, was Bren’s personal seal, the house of Uras’s tear.


  Chapter Thirty-eight


  HATO SCOURED THE RIVER BANK FOR signs of his lord. It was still early, but Hato kept hoping Bren might change his mind about answering the Lord of Konia’s summons. Arnulf had to know that Laonia had not attacked his back borders. Messengers had been exchanged. Inquests had been conducted. Even Teos’s Chosen had found the evidence against Laonia inconclusive. But Bren had a soft spot for the old lord of Konia. It troubled him that Arnulf could believe that under his rule, Laonia would break the code and attack Konia.


  “A day’s ride,” Bren had said. “A minor detour.”


  “We don’t have time for detours,” Hato had argued.


  “The call hasn’t come yet. It’ll only take me a few hours.”


  “What about the woman?”


  “I told you, I’m not killing her. I’d sooner use every available moment to ensure our alliance with Konia and further Laonia’s cause. This could be my last chance to set things right with Arnulf. I’ve got to take the swim anyway, on account of those wardens rowing our way.”


  As his lord had slipped into the river, Hato hadn’t had any more time to persuade Bren from his course. The lad was right. Rebuilding the alliance with Konia was a strategically vital necessity for Laonia. And as long as Bren lived, he would do well for Laonia.


  Still, Hato didn’t like his lord riding around Konia with only a few men for protection. He had wanted to ride alongside, but one look at Hato’s swollen knee and Bren had forbidden him to come. Old men shouldn’t be required to follow young men’s orders, even when they made sense.


  Hato decided to leave the looking out to younger eyes and return to the space he had claimed for himself in the cargo hull. He had set his pallet down there, along with a makeshift desk where he could spread out and do his work. He had more instructions he had to write to his agents, inquiries to make, leads to follow, sentences to study. He limped over to the ladder and, hobbling down the troublesome steps, made his way among the tightly packed rows of casks and sacks to the back of the hull.


  The woman stood by his desk with her hands clasped as if she had been patiently waiting for him. She smiled at him, as if a pretty smile could conceal the deceit in her eyes. Everything on the desk was intact, exactly as he had left it, yet he knew better. The minx had been going through his things. He didn’t know if he should admire her for her craftiness or scorn her for her recklessness. In any case, he knew how to play the game too.


  “Did you lose your way in the cargo hull?”


  “Lost? Me?” she said. “No. I’m precisely where I want to be.”


  “Is that so?”


  She brushed her hand against the Tolonian trade seal marking the cask closest to her. “An impressive feat and a generous ally.”


  “Laonia’s is a resourceful lord.”


  “But is Tolone really a faithful ally?”


  “It could be, if what you told the Lord Brennus about the lady encouraging your escape isn’t true.”


  She didn’t even bother responding to that. “I overheard the men saying that the Lady of Tolone has granted permission for Riva to land his army on her shores.”


  “It’s a theory at the moment.”


  “But if it were true—”


  “Laonia could be done.”


  “On the other hand, there’s this.” She pointed to the Tolonian trade seal. “What does the Lady of Tolone get in return?”


  “Why this sudden interest in highborn politics?”


  “I’m curious, that’s all.”


  “If you must know, the Lady of Tolone and the Lord of Laonia are betrothed.”


  A fist to the belly may have been kinder. She tried to absorb the blow, but Hato saw her flinch. He got a perverse sense of satisfaction from the pain he spotted in her eyes. Perhaps she would remember to fear him now. On second thought, could Bren be right? Could she really harbor feelings for his cursed lord?


  She was resilient; he had to give her that. She pulled herself together and kept at it. There was more to her than met the eye.


  “The birthmark I bear,” she said. “What does it mean?”


  “I thought you said he told you everything.”


  She had the grace to blush, but she wasn’t about to give up. “It’s important, to him, to King Riva, to the Pious, to you.”


  Hato said nothing.


  “You’re a hunter, too.” Her eyes detoured briefly to his desk. “The chief hunter. Or maybe you’re more like a collector. But what is it that you collect, my lord? And most importantly, why?”


  Her neck was surprisingly strong under his grip. Her pulse beat wildly against his palm, but she didn’t yell or scream when he slammed her against the wall. “Don’t presume to play with me, girl. I’ve got no patience for common wenches like you. He might be smitten with you, but I’m immune to your wiles and impervious to anything but my lord’s interests.”


  Her lips moved, but no words made it through his tight grip. Hato was furious at Edmund for getting them into this mess, at Bren for refusing to do his duty, at himself for all the time wasted without tangible results.


  The woman had little value to him now. She had become a liability for his lord, an impediment to his progress instead of the opportunity she had been meant to be. Hato squeezed harder. This is how Bren must feel right before he killed them, bursting with power, stronger than the Twins and superior to the Thousand Gods.


  “Are you a plant?” He shook her. “Are you working for Riva? For Orell? For who?”


  She shook her head. Her lips made the word “no” several times.


  Hato was reluctant to believe her. He had no hard evidence that she was a mole, but the uncommon kindness she had shown to his lord and the fact that she had stuck around this long were enough to sustain his suspicions.


  She croaked an improbable sound. “Hill—i—ssssssel.”


  “What?”


  “Hill—i—sssel.”


  Hato’s grip relented.


  The woman fell on her knees, gasping for air.


  “How do you know that name?” He clutched her chin. “I asked you a question!”


  The wheezing wench had the gall to smile.


  “You have very little regard for your life.”


  “On the contrary,” she said. “My life seems to be acquiring more meaning by the moment. Because, Lord Hato, I have something for you.”


  * * *


  Hato read the strip in his hand for the third time, drinking the words as if he was gorging on sweet Laonian wine.


  
    The highest will plummet,


    The lowliest will rise,


    A venomous battle decides.


    The damned can’t be freed but the free can be damned


    Just as surely as the wicked will win.

  


  His old heart pounded a good ruckus. The vellum. The decorations around the edges. The writing. The tone. The last sentence. This strip matched Lambage’s in every way. It was part of the same document. He was sure.


  “Where did you say Hillisel found this?”


  “In the thirteenth temple’s archives,” Lusielle said.


  “Do you know who Hillisel is?”


  “Your agent?”


  She didn’t know. “What else did Hillisel say?”


  “I already told you, we didn’t have a lot of time to talk.”


  “Much is riding on the shoulders of fools.”


  “Hillisel said that the last line was supposed to be familiar to me.”


  It was this last line that had Hato giddy with excitement, the sentence that directly linked this newest verse to Robert’s riddle and Lambage’s verse.


  “Why is the verse important?” she said.


  “It’s none of your concern.”


  “What do the words mean?”


  “Nothing to you.”


  “Maybe I could help—”


  “Nobody can help,” Hato said. “Those words were never meant to be understood by reason.”


  She frowned. “What do you mean?”


  “Exactly what I said. Now, go away. I’m busy and you’re wasting my time.”


  “I wonder,” she said. “Is there room in your world for other people to be loyal to your lord as well?”


  There she went again, pretending to care. “What do you know of my lord and his struggles? What do you know of the betrayals we’ve suffered, the setbacks we’ve endured? Do you think you can bat your eyes at him—at me—and have us eating from your palm? Well, think again. The day he decided to spare you, you became worthless to me, an inconvenience, dead weight on an uphill road. We’d all be better off if you disappeared. Be off with you, and stop pestering me. There’s nothing you can say or do that can make a difference to anyone.”


  “Lord Hato.” She curtseyed and left, face blank, back straight, displaying the dignity and grace of a highborn lady.


  Hato took in a deep breath. He shouldn’t have lost his temper like that, but his frustration had gotten the best of him. The woman was hurting Laonia’s cause, distracting his lord from his duty, endangering his life. The unexpected delivery of Hillisel’s strip had further thrown him off kilter. How he loathed surprises. They killed the unwary all too often.


  He wished she would have never happened to Bren. She would bring more pain to his lord’s life, he was sure. But as she mounted the steps, cool and elegant as a queen, he caught a glimpse of her strength and understood what his lord saw in her.


  The realization didn’t help. On the contrary, it made his old heart ache.


  * * *


  Hato turned to his work. He laid down the two new strips and, opening his journal, reread the last sentence of Robert’s riddle aloud. “The wicked shall prevail.” Next he read the last sentence of Lambage’s strip. “The wicked will be upheld.” Finally, he reviewed the closing sentence of Hillisel’s find. “Just as surely as the wicked will win.”


  The three verses closed in the same way and shared the same reference to the wicked. They belonged to the same voice. The form lacked the discipline and consistency of a trained poet, but it had a rhythmical quality to it, a pleasant if not regular ring to the ear.


  Hato moved the two strips around, placing one on top of the other, then reversing the order. The jagged edges didn’t match. Hato wagered the two verses belonged in the same scroll, although not consecutively. What were the chances that Robert’s riddle would have fit neatly in between?


  A memory of Robert formed in his mind. Hato recalled the young man’s fiery hair, his freckled face and wide smile. If there had been an optimist among Edmund’s brood, it had been Robert.


  A scholar at heart, Robert had spent the last years of his life scouring libraries throughout, in the hopes of learning how to defeat the curse. It had been Robert who had first discovered the manuscript Hato had stolen from Tolone’s library. Hato wondered what Robert would have made of his theft. The kid would have probably gotten a good laugh out of Hato’s tale.


  Hato set aside the verses and thumbed through the old manuscript on his makeshift desk. Mythology of Curses. The title itself was worrisome, but the pages offered a unique account of different types of curses and spells, as well as some discussion on the requirements and structure of a proper curse.


  It was an ancient manuscript, succinct, straight to the point and only a few pages long. It had already been crumbling by the time Robert had found it in Tolone, handwritten by someone called Shehana and, sadly, unfinished. It was hardly a reliable source, but it was the best they had been able to find. Robert had been thrilled.


  Hato flipped to one of the heavily marked pages. By studying the different accounts, Hato and Robert had been able to identify three different ways of defeating a curse. The first way involved what Hato termed the simple solutions, which entailed either burning the written curse or attempting to kill the curse’s conjurer, both perilous ventures that usually ended in tragedy for everyone involved.


  The second way of defeating a curse involved redeeming it. This was by far the most popular choice in the accounts that Hato read. It also required knowing the identity of the conjurer and understanding why the curse had been cast in the first place, in order to be able to right the wrong powering the curse. Unable to figure out who had conjured Edmund’s curse or why, redeeming the curse had been impossible.


  The third way of defeating a curse was more rare and vague than the other two, but also more promising in Hato’s estimation. It entailed defusing the curse by identifying remedy clauses within the curse or, better yet, by finding a related curse by the same conjurer which contained specific provisions capable of defusing all of the author’s curses. But Hato and Robert had never been able to find another curse by the same author. Until now. Could these verses belong to the same author? Could they somehow neutralize the original curse?


  Robert and Hato had quarreled endlessly about Shehana’s manuscript. In the end, the theory had yielded no practical applications to defeat the curse, only general knowledge. Unbeknown to Hato, Robert had turned his scholarly attention elsewhere. He had found a riddle hidden in his father’s library. Robert had been convinced that the riddle was either part of the original curse or the defusing curse he had been searching for. He had not told Hato about his find right away. Instead, he had studied it in detail, convincing himself that it was stylistically connected to his father’s curse and therefore capable of neutralizing it.


  However, Robert wasn’t about to dismiss the simple solution. Since part of him believed that the riddle could have been a lost verse from the original curse, the temptation of getting rid of the curse proved too strong to resist. Without consulting Hato, Robert burned the strip the day before the first anniversary of his brother Ethan’s death. When he didn’t die as everyone expected, he told Hato and his brothers that he had defeated the curse.


  If Robert’s strengths had been his optimism and his scholarly brilliance, his weakness had been his bloated self-confidence. He fell ill the next year, on the second anniversary of Ethan’s death, dashing everyone’s hopes and imposing a new grim death schedule on the line of Uras. His illness followed the same pattern that had killed Ethan. On the night of Robert’s death, Hato had rushed to jot down the words of the fateful riddle that only Robert—in the grips of his madness—could accurately interpret.


  “The search for the cure is the hunt for the Goddess’s mark upon a woman,” Robert had said, right before he went into the rigor. “The mark must be true and tested. If the mark is true, then the woman must undergo the trial. If she survives, well, then, perhaps there can be some kind of hope.”


  Hato had been in shock when Robert explained what the trial entailed. Harald had been mortified. Bren had been horrified. Then Robert had died his terrible death, leaving Harald, Bren and Hato with the abhorrent task of unleashing the hunt’s tragic legacy.


  “I wish you hadn’t burnt the strip, my lad,” Hato murmured, setting the manuscript aside and staring at the pieces of vellum stretched on the table. But talking to the dead wasn’t going to bring back the missing strip. It wasn’t going to save the line of Uras either. How many other verses belonged in the scroll? Where were they? And could they really comprise the basis of a defusing curse?


  The strongest evidence that the riddle and the related strips mattered came from Robert’s madness, from the ague-fueled revelations that confirmed the connection. On the other hand, if Ernilda was correct, the strips predated the curse by at least ten years. What if Robert was wrong? What if there was no connection between the curse and the scroll? What if Hato was wasting valuable time pursuing a madman’s dream?


  He had to concentrate on the facts. An extraordinary scroll. A collector’s item for sure. When and how had Edmund acquired it? Was it already in strips when he got it? Or had Edmund cut it to pieces? And if he did, why? Had Edmund sent the strip that Hillisel had recovered from the temple’s archives at the same time that he sent the strip to Ernilda?


  Hato tried to remember. It would have been almost twenty years ago. Who was the Pious at the thirteenth temple then? His memories were as stiff as a rusted wheel. He saw the man’s face in his mind before he remembered his name. Pious Odolorus. He had been a great friend of Edmund’s. If Hato was correct, then Edmund had chosen to send strips of a fine manuscript to his good friend and his lover, both people he trusted.


  Ernilda considered her strip a parting gift. Pious Odolorus had passed a long time ago, so Hato couldn’t ask him. Had Edmund sent portions of the scroll to other friends as well? And considering the complications of highborn politics, who had Edmund trusted outside of Laonia in addition to Ernilda and Odolorus?


  It was a question Hato couldn’t answer with any kind of certainty. He needed a new angle. He decided to make a list. He dipped the quill in the ink pot. What was happening in Edmund’s life nearly twenty years ago?


  Edmund had been Lord of Laonia for twenty-three years back then. He would have been forty-five years old. All his children had been born. His wife was already dead. He had just defeated Riva for the second time at the battle of the Narrows. A peace council was called at Teos. The crops had been good for many years in a row.


  Hato remembered that, after the second battle of the Narrows, he had been away from the seed house for a while. He’d had problems with his estate. A wandering spouse, lack of supervision and a bad administrator had weakened the estate’s yields. It had taken him some time to set things to order. It had been a better year for Edmund than for Hato.


  Edmund, you fool, why didn’t you confide in me?


  Line by line, name by name, Hato scribbled down everything he could remember. When he was done, he double-checked to make sure all of those names had been part of Teos’s inquiries. They had.


  Exasperated, Hato returned his attention to the verses, rereading the sentences, trying to make sense of each word, knowing that no matter what he thought he was reading, without the madness, the verses made no sense. Waiting for the madness to understand the verses might have been palatable if Edmund had had twelve sons and if Hato didn’t care for any of them.


  As it was, Edmund had only one son left, and Hato didn’t think his old heart could endure the pain of losing yet another lord.


  Chapter Thirty-nine


  LUSIELLE MARCHED OUT OF HATO’S LAIR and up the steps, rubbing her neck. The old man had a violent streak. As soon as she arrived at her counter beneath the awning, she began to work on a couple of new preparations, even though she couldn’t put what Hato said out of her mind.


  Hato had given her more information than he knew. Sure, he had been rough and his insults cut deeply, but that hadn’t been what shocked her.


  No.


  Her own visceral reaction to learning about Bren’s engagement to Eleanor is what had taken her by surprise. Lusielle knew better in her head. The code, the law, common sense all said that those two made for the ideal alliance—the perfect highborn union.


  Why had they waited this long? And why did the knowledge bother her so?


  News of the engagement tempered the thrill of her other discoveries. First, Hato had said that Bren was “smitten” with her. Smitten. As in besotted.


  How could he be smitten with her, when he was engaged to someone as striking as Tolone’s lady? What could he see in a baseborn remedy mixer like her?


  Lusielle was not beautiful, or wealthy, or powerful. And yet, reason aside, she could sense the attraction that bound them, the need in him, the storm that her presence seemed to unleash in his eyes.


  Was smitten the same exasperating feeling that had been pestering her, keeping her from making good decisions for herself? Was it this softening of the heart, making her care for a stranger and muddling her wits? Was it this reckless disregard for reason, eroding her will and weakening her resolve?


  She should leave. Now. Before things got even more complicated.


  But no matter what Bren said, he was not a cold-blooded killer. Cold-blooded killers didn’t suffer when they caused harm. Cold-blooded killers didn’t punish themselves by branding their faces with heated metal.


  Hato was wrong.


  Bren hadn’t burned his face to remember who he was. He had branded himself as a warning to others and to remember what he was, a man who hated himself, a man whose duty was in conflict with his conscience.


  Her last discovery of the day was by far the most shocking, and it melded nicely with her first. Bren wasn’t going to kill her. That’s what Hato had said. For reasons Lusielle could still not understand, the decision grated on Hato. She tried to look at the whole situation with caution and yet she couldn’t prevent the sense of elation coursing through her. He wasn’t going to kill her because—betrothal and all—he was smitten with her.


  Now, if she could only figure out why the verses she had spotted on Hato’s desk and journal were important to Bren.


  Lusielle infused her devil’s claw tincture with the extract of the serrata tree and flavored it with ginger, turmeric and honey. The potion would alleviate pain and help reduce the swelling affecting Hato’s joints. In addition, she also mixed a eucalyptus rub. Hato might be a belligerent highborn, but he was hurting. She had seen how he limped when he walked.


  Some might think she shouldn’t help him, but Lusielle followed Izar’s ways and Hato was loyal to Bren. Besides, in a roundabout way, Hato had told Lusielle what his lord had not been willing or able to say. And after what she had learned from Hato, she had no place in her heart for grudges.


  Chapter Forty


  SEVERO WAS IN A FOUL MOOD. He hadn’t been able to ride with his lord to Konia. His horse was lame again. Having to stay behind was maddening enough. Add to that the boredom of passing the hours confined to the deck of a damn barge, and you had not just one very frustrated Laonian on board, but a whole bunch of them. It was time to furnish a little diversion.


  He walked up to the woman’s awning and stood above her, trying to unnerve her. “What foul poison is our resident sorceress brewing now?”


  She flashed him a sullen look. “This wicked concoction is bound to turn your lord Hato into a toad,” she said, continuing her work. “It might soothe the pain in his knee also, but that’s only secondary to the fun of watching him hop around.”


  “Do your potions heal animals too?” Severo asked.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never tried. Why do you ask?”


  “I couldn’t go with my lord,” Severo said. “My horse is lame again.”


  “And you proud fool can’t get yourself to ask nicely?” The woman scoffed. “Do you want me to take a look?”


  “Only if it suits you,” Severo said with an inward grin but a blank face.


  He watched as she murmured a few words over her preparations and then poured the elixir and the rub she had concocted for Hato into some earthenware containers. She was efficient. You had to give her that. But she was also strange, odd in ways Severo couldn’t explain, and uncommon by any standard.


  And that dream—that dream where she had come to him, urging him to betray his lord— it was a nightmare Severo wouldn’t soon forget. Or forgive.


  What gave her the right to intrude in his dreams? How had she managed to capture his imagination like that? What strange power did she hold over men that she could seduce them without even trying?


  Severo shook off the shiver chilling his bones. He wasn’t going to allow a mere woman, a common baseborn at that, to frighten him whether he was asleep or awake.


  She asked one of the monkey men to deliver the remedies to Hato below deck, with instructions to drink the potion with all his meals and rub his knee with the oil every night. Then her witch’s eyes fell on Severo.


  “Alright,” she said, standing up. “Let’s take a look at your horse.”


  Severo escorted the woman to the aft deck where the horses were kept and where, with the exception of the men on guard duty and the ones who had gone with Lord Bren, the balance of the Twenty were lounging about. He winked to the men, then stood aside and let the woman through.


  Severo’s steed was a dark beauty with hooves as wide as saucers and haunches taller than the woman’s head. He was damn proud of it. He took excellent care of his horse. Other than the limp, the beast appeared to be in perfect health. It scented the air as the woman approached, contracting its nostrils as if she stunk, following her progress with a fractious black eye.


  “He seems surly,” the woman said, “kind of like you.”


  The other men laughed.


  “Funny,” Severo said, wondering who was going to get the best laughter.


  The beast’s lustrous coat quivered beneath the woman’s hands when she leaned over to examine its foreleg. The swelling rose above the fetlocks. She reached out to feel the swelling, but as she landed a hand on the leg, the horse nipped her on the arse, sending her squealing, right into Severo’s arms.


  The men cackled. Severo laughed so hard that his belly ached. “That was just too easy,” he said, between chuckles. “You should have seen your face ….”


  She rubbed her aggrieved posterior. “And you should’ve told me that the beast bites.”


  “All beasts bite, sweetheart,” Severo said, still laughing. “And so that you know, I’ve stolen quite a few kisses from the ladies this year.”


  “Liar.” The woman shoved him aside. “Get out of my way.”


  Severo was still laughing. “What are you doing?”


  “I’m going to continue my exam,” she said. “Not for you, mind you, but because of your poor horse. And for your lord as well. He deserves a little more than a bunch of ill-equipped jesters for company.”


  Ouch. That hurt Severo’s pride.


  Any other wench would have stomped away and locked herself in the cabin, but not this one. Severo was mildly impressed. He had concocted the entire thing as a trick to pass the time and relieve the Twenty’s boredom. Well, maybe he had done it to take revenge on her too, for intruding in his dreams. But this woman was of a different mettle.


  A little crowd gathered around her as she returned her attention to the horse.


  “It’s hot,” she said palpating the swelling. “Have you been putting compresses on it?”


  “Four times a day,” Severo said.


  “Has the swelling gone down any?” she asked.


  “It’s gotten bigger.”


  “Did it start as a knot?”


  “The size of a cherry.”


  “How long ago?”


  “About two months ago.” Severo shifted impatiently. “Why do you ask all these questions?”


  “Were you anywhere near the kingdom’s Deadlands?”


  Clio gasped.


  Severo scowled. “What are you now, a damn seer?”


  The woman raised her brows. “Well?”


  “I scouted a lead out there seven weeks ago,” Severo admitted. “I wasn’t there very long.”


  “I gather you traveled across the mudflats?”


  His hackles went up. “How could you know that?”


  “Yeah,” Clio said. “How can you know that?”


  “Well, if you must know,” she said, “two years ago, a mother brought her child into my store, looking for a remedy to cure a strange swelling above her son’s ankle. The child limped, not because of the pain, but rather because his foot felt numb, he said. It turns out the child had traveled with his father to the Deadlands a few weeks before.”


  “And?” Severo said.


  “It was a mud mite.”


  “A mud mite?” The words ran through the little crowd like flames on tinder.


  Severo’s attention was riveted to the woman. Was there really a way to cure his horse?


  “The mudflats harbor this particularly nasty critter,” she explained. “It likes to steal into healthy bodies and mooch off blood.”


  “You mean like a leech?” Severo said.


  “Only it likes to live inside the body.”


  “Can you cut it out?”


  “If you try, the critter will dig itself deeper in the flesh, until you can’t reach it at all.”


  Severo’s hope died as quickly as it had been born. “So my horse can’t be cured?”


  “Not with a knife, it can’t.”


  “I knew you’d be useless,” he muttered.


  “Poor Severo,” the woman said in a teasing tone. “By your expression, one would think this horse is your firstborn.”


  Severo glared at her. He didn’t like being mocked, but in a way, she was right. After giving up his homeland, his kin, and his young man’s dream of having a plump wife and tidy estate in order to join the Twenty, his horse was the only thing he had left that was his.


  He took pride in the beast, and yes, why not, he had affection for the noble animal that had carried him half way across the world. A lame horse would have to be put down. If his horse failed him, he would be failing his lord. Aye, the woman had been cruel to give him hope.


  She flashed him a smug smile. “You happen to be sailing on just the right ship,” she said. “There are a few casks of limber lout root right beneath us in the hull.”


  Severo frowned. “That stinking, expensive root healers use to induce vomiting?”


  “I can make a poultice out of it. You might gag at the stench, but your horse won’t care. The mud mite, on the other hand, might be bothered.”


  This time, Severo wasn’t proud about asking. “What will it cost me for you to make the poultice?”


  “A bath.”


  “A bath?” Severo scratched his head, knowing for sure that she was both strange and mad.


  Chapter Forty-one


  THE POULTICE WAS DIFFICULT TO MAKE. Lusielle had to handle the root carefully, because the juice was poisonous to the skin and the vapor deadly to the lungs. She wrapped a cloth over her nose and mouth and put on gloves before she began to grate it.


  “We can help, mistress,” Elfu said. “We can do the foul grating.”


  “No, thanks,” she mumbled through the cloth. “This is tricky. Stay away from here.”


  Her eyes watered with the sting, but at least she managed to grate the root without poisoning herself. She packed the gratings into her strainer and pulled down the lever to squeeze out the reminder of the toxic juice. She funneled the yellow liquid into one of her little bottles and capped it tightly. She wouldn’t waste all the work that went into separating solid from liquid, especially when a drop or two of the juice could be helpful someday.


  Now came the nastiest part. She boiled the foul gratings into a hefty thickness. The stench poisoned the wind. By then, with the exception of Carfu and Elfu, everybody else on the barge was avoiding the awning and walking around with kerchiefs pressed against their noses. Lusielle was feeling a little light-headed, but she was almost done. She checked the texture. It looked good.


  She cooled the mixture with a half cup of water and dashed to the back of the barge, holding the little pot before her at arm’s length. People were dodging every which way as she passed. By now Severo and his men had a very good idea of why she had required the bath as her only price.


  She brushed the stinky poultice on the swelling and smeared it up and down the horse’s leg. Within moments, the swelling rippled beneath the horse’s skin. The beast barely took notice. The growth bulged, stretching towards the horse’s knee then back towards the hoof. It froze at the fetlock and began to quiver until suddenly a pair of long serrated antennae broke through the distended skin, followed by the well-fed body of the largest giant mite she had ever seen.


  The mite launched out of the lesion. Lusielle ducked, tripped and fell on her bum, scooting backwards. The massive bug lunged for Lusielle’s foot. She kicked, but the mite kept coming. It locked its clicking jaws onto her boot’s heel, stabbing the tough leather with an oversized fang as if the sole of her boot was but a thin layer of butter.


  Lusielle shook her foot. The stubborn mite held on. The little beast’s long antennae tickled the exposed skin above her ankle. Sensing the vulnerable spot, the bug charged. A vision of the mite boring into her leg and crawling beneath her skin had Lusielle screaming.


  Crack. Severo stepped on the mite. A burst of gore splashed on the deck. The horse’s ordeal—not to mention Lusielle’s—was over.


  “Um, thank you,” she mumbled, still shaken.


  “No,” Severo said, extending a hand. “Thank you.”


  Lusielle took Severo’s hand and got up. Unsteady on her feet, she stumbled back to her brewing awning and dropped the little pot in a basin of vinegar water. She started to clean up, but the world swirled as if the barge had been caught in a powerful eddy.


  “Mistress?” Carfu’s face swelled and shrunk before her eyes. “Are you feeling sick?”


  Awning. Sail. Sky. That’s what she saw as she toppled over.


  “Are you all right?” Severo’s face came into her line of vision.


  “It happens sometimes.” She managed to sit down. “The bath?”


  Off they went, Lusielle carried by a host of brawny arms to the improvised bath site the men had fashioned behind the cabin. She stumbled through a curtain of cloaks. After undressing, she bundled up her clothing and, sticking it between the cloaks, handed it off to Carfu.


  “Boil it, please.”


  She climbed onto the barrel and lowered herself into the blessedly warm water. She dunked her head underwater several times until her mind began to clear. When her stomach settled and her lungs stopped burning, she noticed the additional offerings. A blob of soap, a pot of river sand, a sponge and a drying rag sat on a stool next to the barrel.


  She suspected Carfu and Elfu had contributed the rarer offerings, including the bowl of lavender petals they had probably fetched from below and a splotch of the freshly mixed nut milk and rosemary oil-based cream she liked to use when she washed her hair.


  She was beginning to breathe with ease again when a pair of hands landed on her shoulders and shoved her underwater. Lusielle tried to scream.


  Instead, a rush of lavender-scented water gushed down her throat. The barrel’s dark planks swam before her eyes. Her breath streamed out in a surge of bubbles.


  She planted her feet on the bottom and tried to leap out, but the strong arms holding her down didn’t yield.


  She kicked on the barrel walls. Hard. She kicked again. The water sloshed all around her. The barrel teetered. She kicked a third time. This time, the barrel keeled over, spilling the water—and her—onto the deck.


  Gasping for air, she heard the sound of someone scrambling over the gunwales and shortly after that, a splash as someone dove into the river.


  Severo got tangled in the curtain of cloaks. Carfu reached her first. He snatched one of the cloaks and threw it over her. Together, they stumbled on the soapy deck and made it to the gunwales in time to see a man thrashing toward the shoreline. Severo skidded to a stop next to Lusielle.


  “What just happened?”


  Carfu looked up at the towering Severo. “Someone just tried to kill the mistress.”


  Chapter Forty-two


  HATO LINED UP THE BALANCE OF the Twenty and walked down the row, glaring into each man’s eyes. Most of the men stared straight ahead. Severo looked particularly nervous. None of them could conceal their embarrassment.


  “The Lord Brennus charged you with the protection of this barge, including goods and lives,” Hato said. “You knew the crew to be a murderous lot. What do you think he’s going to say when he returns and finds out that, while under our watch, that filthy cook tried to kill the woman?”


  Everyone winced in shame. A few pair of eyes shifted to the floor.


  “What if the murderer would have targeted our lord instead?” Hato said. “What if he had succeeded? We wouldn’t be standing here like a bunch of buffoons, would we?”


  Severo took a step forward. “I was in charge of the watch. I should be punished.”


  “That’s up to our lord. He’ll decide who should be punished and how. But let me warn you. If something else goes amiss on this barge, I won’t wait for our lord to dole out discipline. I’ll do it myself, and whoever is the recipient will regret it sorely. Understood?”


  Hato noticed some of the men prodding Severo to speak up.


  “My lord.” Severo hesitated. “On behalf of the Twenty, may I speak?”


  “Go ahead.”


  “Would it be so bad if the woman died, my lord?”


  “Come again?”


  “She’s slated to die anyway. She’s just a distraction to our lord. Wouldn’t it be better for my lord, for all of us, if she was out of the way?”


  Hato stared at Severo, then at the rest of the men. He reminded himself that they were men of honor, that through their pledge they were deeply engaged in their lord’s venture and that they had his best interest at heart. They were far from mutineers. They were thinking highborn who loved Laonia and their lord and who understood failure’s catastrophic implications.


  Hato slapped Severo’s face, a hard, loud whack.


  Severo staggered, holding his cheek in shock.


  “That blow serves as a reminder,” Hato said, “so that you won’t forget—will never forget—that this is our lord’s plight, his hunt, his test, his trial. We are at his command. Think if you must. Speak up as honest men do. But don’t forget: It is our lord who decides who dies and when, for it is he who must do the killing.”


  Chapter Forty-three


  LUSIELLE SAT ON THE STOOL, TWISTING the water out of her hair. The day’s events replayed in her mind. After hearing the tales of all involved and accounting for every man on the deck, Hato had concluded that the greasy cook, a close confidant of his pirate captain and the man that Carfu and Lusielle had seen thrashing in the river, had tried to kill her. Murder was fitting revenge for thugs like the captain and his cook.


  Lusielle glanced out of the porthole. Dusk was in full progress. The barge had been anchored south of the port town of Anean for over three hours. Bren had been gone for a long time. She worried. What urgent matter had sent him and his men out in such precipitous haste?


  A shiver ran the length of her spine when she recalled waking up next to him. She had been so contented in his arms. He too had seemed different. The half-grin on his lips had softened his features, imbuing his face with a kinder expression. For the first time since she had met him, he seemed younger, lighter, as if some unseen weight had been lifted from his shoulders.


  Had that been the moment in which he had decided to forgo her murder?


  By the gods, she was losing her wits. She had to put an end to this, and soon. It wasn’t going to lead to anything good, for her or him. She was baseborn. He was highborn. She was banished. He was betrothed. He was Lord of Laonia, she mistress of nothing. He worshipped the Twins. She worshipped the Thousand Gods.


  How much different could two people be?


  A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts. Lusielle tied the belt of Bren’s robes, a garment she had borrowed while her clothes dried. Clio stood at the threshold. His face was flushed crimson.


  “May I come in, please?” he more or less begged.


  Lusielle waved him in.


  “Sorry to bother you, ma’am.”


  Well, at least she had acquired some sort of a civilized address from Clio out of the stinky poultice affair.


  “I’ve got a problem.” He wrung his hands. “I thought perhaps you could help, on account of the horse today.”


  “Thanks for your confidence, I think.”


  “I’ve got the burning bumps,” Clio blurted out. “They’re killing me, mistress. It’s torture when I ride. Might you give me some of that stinking potion to get rid of them?”


  Lusielle managed to keep a straight face. “These bumps, have you had them for long?”


  “They started when I joined the Twenty.”


  “Are they small?”


  He shrugged.


  “Are they watery?”


  “Well, with all the men around, putting my head between my legs is out of the question.”


  “I understand,” Lusielle said. “I can’t recommend a cure unless I know what ails you. I’ll need you to drop your trousers, please.”


  If his face had been red before, it was now purple as well. “I don’t think the lord would like that.”


  “Do you want the burning bumps gone?”


  Clio sighed and, after turning around, undid his cords and bared his arse for her inspection, apologizing all the while.


  “Hmm.” The lesions weren’t large but they were inflamed and widespread and therefore capable of causing great discomfort. An infusion of comfrey, calendula, yarrow and oats should work well—


  The cabin door opened and shut with an alarming slam. Bren stood there, hands cocked on his hips, looking at her, as if he had just found a demon pissing in his pot. The expression on his face would have been frightening if it wasn’t incongruent with the sight of a red-haired toddler clinging to him like a cat dangling from its claws.


  “What’s this?” he said in a stern tone.


  “Well ….” Lusielle tried not to laugh. “In case you haven’t noticed, it appears there’s a child attached to your person.”


  “I know that!”


  “Hush, you’re frightening the boy.”


  “He’s a brave boy,” Bren said. “He’s not easily frightened. What’s Clio doing here?”


  “Poor Clio has a burning itch.”


  “Why are his trousers down?”


  “‘Cause they were covering the troubled location?”


  “I don’t like you looking at other men’s asses!”


  “Oh, well, err … my lord may remember, I’m a remedy mixer. I get to look at people’s parts all the time.”


  She thought for sure his head was going to explode.


  “Get your ugly ass out of my sight,” he barked at Clio, whose face had gone from red to white in a snap.


  “S-sorry, m-my lord.” The young man snatched his trousers back on and, tripping over his feet, lunged toward the door.


  “Don’t go,” Lusielle said.


  “No?” Clio froze, staring from Lusielle to his lord in obvious confusion.


  “I’m not done yet,” she said firmly. “Have you been wearing underpants under your trousers?”


  “What kind of question is that?” Bren said.


  “An important one,” Lusielle said, turning her attention to Clio. “Well?”


  Clio stole a look at his lord.


  “Answer the question and get out!”


  Clio shook his head.


  “I thought so.” Lusielle selected the packets she needed out of her remedy case. “Boil these ingredients in water then let them cool before you sit in the mix every day for a few moments. Afterwards, pat your seat dry and spread a thick coat of this salve where it burns.”


  “Thank you,” the mortified young man said.


  “Clio?”


  “Yes?”


  “Those leather trousers you wear might be nice to look at, but they rub too hard on the skin. Don’t forget to wear your underpants, especially when you ride.”


  “But the others said that a true rider only wears underpants—”


  “—when the horse he rides wears a skirt,” Bren said. “How many horses have you seen wearing skirts, Clio?”


  “None, my lord.”


  “Which it’s about the same amount of riders you’ll find not wearing underpants among the Twenty, minus one.”


  Clio gawked. “A prank, my lord?”


  “It only goes to show that you really belong.”


  Clio’s tenuous smile spread on his face. “You think so, my lord?”


  “I do,” Bren said. “Now, for the last time, get your ugly ass out of my cabin.”


  “Yes, my lord.” Clio stepped out of the door. “Thank you, my lord. Thank you, ma’am.”


  The door closed. Lusielle made a show of washing her hands. The boy hanging from Bren’s neck made no sound.


  “How are you feeling?” she inquired politely.


  “I was fine until I got back and found out that in one single day you’ve managed to get bitten by a surly horse, almost killed by a filthy potion, attacked by a giant mud mite, and nearly drowned in a barrel of water.”


  “News travels like the plague around here.”


  “As if all of that wasn’t enough, I find you kneeling behind Clio’s bare ass, only to have you defy my commands in front of one of my men?”


  “I wasn’t finished, that’s all. I thought you’d be safer if all your men were healthy and ready to ride at your command, instead of squirming in the saddle like badly diapered babies.”


  The glower in his eyes flickered. In a blink, it turned from angry into something else.


  “You’re wearing my robe.”


  “Let me explain—”


  “I like it.”


  She gulped, although she had no spit to swallow. His moods waned and ebbed too fast to keep track.


  “I’ve brought you something.” He opened the door. Two red-haired girls stood outside, one younger than the other. “Irina, Caryna, this is Mistress Lusielle. Mistress Lusielle, may I present the lord and ladies of Konia. They’ll only journey with us for a day or two,” he added, as if apologizing.


  Lusielle realized that things had gone very badly in Konia if Bren had brought the children along. “It’s nice to make your acquaintance,” she said. “Have you girls eaten?”


  “Only a little on the way,” Irina said.


  “Well, then, we should correct that.” Lusielle called on Elfu and Carfu. “Elfu, could you please prepare some pallets for these children down in the hull where it’s warm and dry? Carfu, could you take these young mistresses to the aft deck and feed them some of the soup I made earlier today? I’ll be over presently.”


  “Don’t you think Elfu and Carfu are bound to scare the girls?” Bren said as he watched the foursome leave.


  “Elfu and Carfu may scare grown men, but they helped raise me. They’ll be great with the girls. I can’t think of anyone on this barge better for the job. Now, what about this young lordling stuck to you?”


  “He won’t let go,” Bren said. “He’s been on me for hours on end, even as we rode back.”


  Lusielle approached the little boy and, offering her arms, tried to lure the child away.


  The boy buried his little face under Bren’s neck and clung to his cloak with a desperate grip. “Dada.”


  “Oh,” Lusielle said. “He seems a little—er—confused? Unless he’s—”


  “No, nay, he’s not mine,” Bren said. “But believe me, after all the things he’s seen, he’s got the right to be confused.”


  “He must like you very much. He looks tired. Why don’t you try rocking him to sleep?”


  “How do I do that?”


  “Sit here.” She patted the berth. “Rock back and forth. Maybe you can sing him a song?”


  “What kind of a song?”


  “A lullaby?”


  “Don’t know any.” He shrugged. “Maybe you should be doing the singing?”


  “All right.” Lusielle tried to remember one of the lullabies she used to sing to her brother when he was little.


  
    “Little boy of the forest, it’s time to rest.


    Little boy of the village, come home from play.


    Little boy of the mountains, the sun has set.


    Little boy from the prairie, come find your rest.


    The light in the forest has dimmed to gray.


    The lamps in the village are bright awake.


    The sun in the mountains has gone away.


    The moon on the prairie has found its way ….”

  


  Before she was done with her song, the boy was out. As was Bren, although he was still rocking back and forth, following the song’s slow cadence. After fleeing the king’s river wardens and traveling back and forth to Konia’s seed house, he had to be exhausted.


  Lusielle took the sleeping child from Bren’s arms, settled him on one side of the berth and coaxed Bren to lie down. There was something evocative about seeing the present Lord of Laonia and the future lord of Konia sharing the innocence of a restful slumber.


  Looking at the pair, she could see the man the child would become and the child the man had once been. She mouthed a little prayer that the child should grow to be strong and rule his land in justice; that the man should endure to rule long and live in peace.


  Quickly, she dressed in her now dry garments and carried the toddler down to the hull, where Elfu had just finished making the pallets. Leaving the sleeping boy in Elfu’s care, she bustled on to give comfort to Konia’s orphaned girls.


  Chapter Forty-four


  BREN OPENED HIS EYES AND BLINKED, trying to remember how by the Twins he had come to be asleep so soundly. Had Lusielle managed to feed him some of her soothing tea again? A memory of her sweet song teased him back into a relaxed stupor. Then he remembered the events at Konia and the murderous wine cask, which he had destroyed before leaving. He sat up. He couldn’t afford to sleep now.


  He marched out of the cabin and spotted a bank of fog traveling upriver. He gave the pilot instructions and checked with the watchman to make sure he was alert. He found Lusielle and the Konian girls in the forward deck, huddled together around the brazier, giggling and clapping while Carfu played a flute.


  Bren paused beyond the shadows to watch the cozy scene. The girls seemed happy. Lusielle had an easy way with them. It was nice to see the girls at ease despite the horror they had witnessed. What would happen to them?


  Bren knew he had to protect his best friend’s children from Teos’s heartless designs and Riva’s ambitions. His circumstances were hardly favorable to take on additional responsibilities, but he had to find a way to care for Irina, Caryna and little Marcus. He had to make sure they were safe.


  Lusielle’s eyes met him across the fire. He motioned for her to come over. Her smile as she got up warmed his belly much better than the fire. He had a memory of her sleeping in his arms last night, of the kiss they had shared before he’d had to leave this morning. They were the same memories that had sustained him through the difficult day and quickened his return journey’s pace.


  “Everything in order?” he asked when she joined him.


  “They’re nice girls,” Lusielle said. “Except for the fact that they think they’re cursed.”


  “Cursed?” Bren choked and went into a coughing fit.


  “There, there.” Lusielle thumped on his back. “I’ll have to mix you a tonic to help with the dry throat. Is that better?”


  “Thanks.”


  “Those Konian highborn are very superstitious,” Lusielle said. “Is that so with all highborn?”


  “You could say that,” Bren said, trying to sound casual.


  “Would you like some soup?”


  “No soup.” He made a conscious effort to soften his voice. “Maybe later. I have to speak to Hato.”


  “I’ll save you some for later then.”


  “Later then,” Bren said, before turning to the girls. “The fog’s coming in. Time to go below deck. You ladies ought to be in bed.”


  “We’re going to have a slumber party with Lusielle,” Irina announced. “It’ll be fun.”


  “It’ll be like having an adventure,” little Caryna said.


  “We’ll see about that,” Bren said, a bit too sternly. “Off with you, to your pallets.”


  “Do we have to go to bed?” Caryna clung to Lusielle’s hand. “He’s no fun.”


  “Oh, he’s not so bad.” Lusielle hugged the little girl. “He’s all roar and no fangs. Now go with Irina. I’ll come to tuck you in as soon as I clean up here.”


  Bren watched the orphaned girls mosey on to the steps. Leave it to Lusielle to befriend and comfort them so well. In just a few hours, she had won them over. The girls in turn seemed to have put a claim on her.


  Bren wondered why he found himself resenting that claim. The answer was easy, but as he went on to find Hato, he was surprised all the same: He was dead set on later and the girls were not the only ones who wanted to have a sleepover with Lusielle.


  Chapter Forty-five


  SEVERO KEPT WATCH BY THE STAIRS, listening to the wind blowing on the sails and the water rustling against the hull. The bruise on his cheek throbbed. Lord Hato might be old, but he was still strong and there was nothing wrong with his hand.


  Severo wavered between outrage and acceptance. He accepted admonishment for failing to prevent the murder attempt, but he didn’t appreciate Lord Hato making an example of him in front of the others, especially when he was by far the best scout in the troop.


  The murder attempt on the woman baffled him. He had been watching over her, paying attention. He could have sworn by his house’s seal that he had taken all the precautions necessary to keep the woman safe. How by the damn Twins had anyone gotten past him?


  As to the wench, she was also a puzzle to him. Simply put, she was the most uncommon woman he had ever met, especially considering that she wasn’t even highborn. Perhaps she wasn’t as useless as he had first believed. Perhaps there was something to her talents after all. Maybe she knew what she was doing.


  She had cured his horse and in doing so, she had done him a great favor, even after he’d made her life difficult and teased and mocked her to his heart’s content. And all she had wanted in exchange was a bath?


  Then there was the matter of his lord. He had actually survived a blade that should have killed him. By all accounts, the woman had saved his lord’s life and cared for him almost as well as he and the Twenty would have done, maybe even better. Severo couldn’t decide on the nature of her talents, but it was reasonable to assume that she was a very effective healer.


  A new set of questions burned in his mind: Could her talents assist his lord in his quest? Could her craft help the Lord of Laonia to survive his plight? Severo had been so sure when he found her that she had been a fake or a plant. Now he wondered: Could she be what his lord needed?


  Damn the Twins. He was getting carried away. Severo knew better. Just because she was a good healer didn’t mean she could help defeat the curse. Theoretically, she could still be a trap. The gods would have to be mighty generous to the house they had betrayed for her to be anything other than the competent remedy mixer she appeared to be. Given that the Twins had been so glaringly absent and detached from Laonia lately, he didn’t think miracles were likely.


  In any case, the wench was growing on him. She was pleasant to look at, competent at her trade and smart. True, she still frightened him sometimes, but as long as she cared for his lord, as long as he wanted her around, Severo was willing to stand her.


  Steps echoed on the deck before Severo spotted the Lord of Laonia coming out of the mist wrapped in his black mantle. He gulped. No matter what, this wasn’t going to be pretty.


  Lord Bren stood before him and clasped his hands behind his back. “The Lord Hato told me everything that happened while I was gone.”


  “Sorry, my lord,” Severo mumbled.


  “Sorry is for fools,” the lord said. “You were in charge of the watch when it happened.”


  “I was but steps away from the woman.”


  “Mistress Lusielle.”


  “My lord?”


  “You will not call her ‘the woman,’ ‘the wench,’ ‘the little witch,’ or any other pet names you and the men think might be funny,” the lord said in an exacting tone. “You will call her Mistress Lusielle.”


  “As you wish, my lord.”


  “I won’t have idiots on my watches, so I aim to punish you in the worst possible way.”


  Severo stared at his feet. “I guess I deserve punishment, my lord.”


  “I’m going to make your life difficult, miserable in fact. You’re going to beg me for mercy, but don’t bother, because you won’t have it.”


  The blood drained from Severo’s face. “I can take thirty lashes, my lord.”


  “Thirty lashes?” The lord smirked. “You are going to wish you had been put to the lash when I’m done with you. I guarantee it.”


  Fear tightened Severo’s loins. His lord had never spoken to him like that.


  “From now on,” the lord said, “for as long as you live, you’re going to watch over Mistress Lusielle.”


  “Me?” Severo stammered. “Watch over her?”


  “Yes, you,” the lord said. “You’re going to be responsible for her safety and her life. You’re going to make sure she suffers no offense, harm or injury, physical or otherwise, under any circumstances.”


  “B-but my lord, the woman is known to be reckless—”


  “Precisely, Severo.” The Lord of Laonia flashed a bitter smile. “Atone for your shortcomings and arm yourself with resolve, because starting immediately, you’re going to be a wretchedly worried man.”


  Chapter Forty-six


  BREN FOUND HATO IN THE BACK of the cargo hull, poring over his journals and documents. Hato was looking haggard these days. Loose folds of skin hung like hammocks beneath his eyes. Deep lines flanked his thin lips like feeble sentinels. Yet he smiled when he saw Bren, a hopeful smile Bren hadn’t seen on his mentor’s gaunt face in a long time.


  Hato had obviously been awaiting Bren’s return from Konia. He had reported all of his findings as soon as Bren made it back to the barge. In exchange, Bren had summarized the day’s events for Hato, bringing him up to date.


  “Any news from Cirillo?” Bren asked.


  “No news as of yet,” Hato said. “He has a difficult charge. Commandeering another vessel in these busy waters will be hard. The trip upriver to Laonia will be long and few will want to accept a charge of Laonian soldiers along with the three children, as you propose.”


  “I can’t think of any other place but Laonia where I can ensure the children’s safety.”


  “Not even at one of the temples?”


  “After the Pious, I don’t think the temples are safe.”


  He placed Lord Arnulf’s box on Hato’s makeshift desk. “The code requires that when a highborn lord dies, his testament box is opened in the presence of two or more highborn who must witness the contents. Whatever is stored here could very well shed light on the massacre at the Konian seed house. It could either clear or blame Laonia for the tragedy. Do you think that the two of us are sufficient to witness Lord Arnulf’s testament?”


  “I won’t lie to you,” Hato said. “I’m curious to know what’s in there. By the code, we’re sufficient, but ….”


  “But?”


  “I think we should be cautious. Both of us hail from Laonia. If highborn from other territories are not present when we break the seal, people will find reason to raise accusations against us. They’ll say we changed the contents to our advantage, that we took out or added things that favor our cause. On the other hand ….”


  “Yes?”


  “If you choose not to break the seal, we won’t know what’s in the box. And if Arnulf believed that you furnished the Laonian wine that killed his people then the alliance between Laonia and Konia is over.”


  Bren agreed. He took a deep breath. “What do you think will happen to Laonia when I die, Hato?”


  “It’s not something I want to think about, my lord.”


  “I have to think about it. Do you think there’ll be a war of succession? An invasion from Riva? Will the territory just break apart? Will the people give up on the idea of a united Laonia?”


  Hato shrugged. “I think war in some scenario or another is the likely outcome.”


  “That is, providing that Teos doesn’t rebuke the territory’s charter, a scenario possible if Laonia is censured for acts of war.”


  “True.”


  “The way I see it, if I can’t defeat the curse, the least I can do is leave the Laonian people some choice about their destiny. As long as the territory isn’t censured and the charter is intact, Laonians will have a say in their futures. For as long as I live, I can’t allow Laonia to be censured. Laonia has to be my priority.”


  Bren’s fingers caressed the seal on the box. It was so tempting. Perhaps he could stack the odds to Laonia’s benefit …. But lying to tell the truth was still lying. It would only serve to muddle the facts. His hand curled into a fist.


  “We are not going to open Lord Arnulf’s testament box,” Bren said. “The seal must remain unbroken until fair witnesses are available. Justice for Laonia takes precedence above all else.”


  “Yet you seem uncomfortable with your decision,” Hato said.


  “You’ll be uncomfortable with my decision too when I tell you about my conversation with Irina, the oldest of the Konian girls.”


  “You talked to the girl?”


  “I asked her if she was about when her grandfather sealed the box. She said she had to help him because he was too ill to do it. I asked her if she knew what he put in the box.”


  “What did she say?”


  “She placed the items in the box herself,” Bren said. “There were two letters, one large roll—I’m guessing that’s Konia’s charter—Arnulf’s lordship ring, the key to his vaults and one other thing.”


  “What?”


  “A small leather pouch with what she described as a little roll of ripped vellum.” Bren took a deep breath. “She said it was addressed to me.”


  Chapter Forty-seven


  ONCE ALL THE CHILDREN WERE ASLEEP, Lusielle wrapped her cloak around her shoulders and tiptoed up the stairs. The day had been long, the night was coming to an end and her mind was spinning with a million thoughts. She longed to clear her head, but as soon as she stepped onto the deck, she found her way blocked by a human wall.


  “Where are you going?” Severo said.


  “Where I go and what I do is not your affair,” Lusielle said.


  “I think you’d be better off staying inside, mistress.”


  “Mistress?” Lusielle gaped. “Since when do you call the likes of me ‘mistress’?”


  “Never mind that, mistress. It’s coldest before dawn. You’ll catch a cold if you step out. Best stay warm inside.”


  “Are you ill?” Lusielle stood on the tip of her toes and put her hand to Severo’s forehead. “No fever. I’ll have to mix you something to alleviate your violent mood swings. They seem common to the Laonian blood. Now, please, let me pass. I’d like to take a stroll on the deck.”


  “It’s dark,” Severo said. “You could fall overboard. You could trip on the ropes and break your ribs.”


  “I could get hit straight on by a sparrow’s beak and lose an eye too, but it’s not likely to happen.”


  “Mistress, please, be sensible,” the man begged. “You could bump your head on the mast. You could slip on the deck and crack your skull.”


  “What is it to you if I do?” Lusielle said. “I know that you and the Twenty don’t want me around, but I’m not intimidated by the lot of you. Stand aside and let me be.”


  “But mistress—”


  “I’ll take it from here.” Bren stepped out of the shadows, startling Lusielle. “If the mistress doesn’t mind, I’ll keep her company so you can get some rest.”


  “Thank you, my lord.” Severo’s appreciation seemed strangely genuine as he took his leave.


  “I’ll have to keep an eye on him,” Lusielle said. “I’m sure he’s coming down with something.”


  Bren laughed, and although Lusielle didn’t understand what was so funny, she smiled, if only because she liked the sound of his laughter. He took her arm and led her over to the gunwales where the dark Nerpes murmured a seductive whisper as it carried the barge away. Lusielle shivered and hugged her cloak when a chilly breeze arose. She was surprised when Bren came up behind her and, wrapping his arms around her, gathered her body into the folds of his heavier mantle.


  “Is this better?” he said. “Do you mind?”


  Yes, she minded a lot. “It’s fine,” she said instead. “Although it’s probably reckless.”


  “Well, as long as we’re being reckless …” He swooped down and kissed her, a kiss that drew the strength from her knees. If her mind ever had the urge to refuse him, the charge was never relayed to her body. She went into his arms like a routed army, molding her back to his body like the river to the land.


  It was astonishing. For the first time in her life, she didn’t feel like an object trapped in her husband’s suffocating grip, like a broom grabbed and shaken for some purely utilitarian purpose. In Bren’s arms, she felt cherished and free, prized, savored and craved.


  How long the kiss lasted, she never knew, because when his mouth withdrew from hers she was as lost, confused and disoriented as a toddler abandoned in the woods.


  “I’m not going to kill you,” he said.


  “I know.”


  “Lusielle, I—”


  “Hush,” she said, turning around and facing him. “I’ve known all along that you weren’t meant to kill me.”


  He winced. When he spoke, it was in utter defeat, the final words of a crushed man. “I tried, I swear, I was determined, but I just … can’t. You have my word. You’re safe with me.”


  His words should have caused her joy, because she had learned that this man was true to his oaths. But the defeat on his face was hard to stomach. Instead of finding peace and reassurance, her belly churned with an increasing sense of dread.


  “Bren,” she said. “I want to help.”


  “You already have.”


  “If only—”


  “You can’t.”


  “There’s always something one can do.”


  “Stay out of trouble.” He kissed the top of her head. “Find your happiness.”


  “And what about your happiness?”


  He looked at her as if she were speaking a different language. “It’s not relevant.”


  Maybe it wasn’t important to him. But when had it become important to her? The time and the circumstances didn’t seem to matter at the moment.


  She stared into his dark gaze and ran her fingers over the scar on his cheek. He closed his eyes, then stole her hand and pressed it to his lips. Lusielle stood on her toes and kissed him, the first kiss she had ever given of her own accord, a tentative, shy contact that tested her courage and his willingness.


  “Lusielle,” he whispered. “I don’t know what to say to you.”


  “Then don’t say anything.”


  “This is… dangerous.”


  “It is rather inconvenient.”


  “I wish ….”


  “What, my lord?” Lusielle needed to know. “What is it that you wish?”


  “You don’t want to know.”


  “What if I do?”


  “There’s no future for us.”


  “That’s true,” she said, “but there’s this moment, and the moment that might come next, if one was willing to fight for it.”


  “And if we committed to this moment,” he said, “would you ever trust yourself to me?”


  She had known all along she couldn’t refuse him, yet she had tried and failed. Despite her well laid plans, despite her steadfast intentions, there was no force in the world that could prevent her from giving him whatever he needed from her.


  “The gods willing, my lord, I think I would.”


  Chapter Forty-eight


  BREN’S HEART STOPPED TO MARK THE moment in which his life acquired meaning. Then his heartbeat broke out into a wild gallop that couldn’t keep up with his spinning mind. She had said yes.


  Of her own accord, she had said yes. To him.


  He held her face between his hands and kissed her forehead, her brows, her eyes, her nose, her cheeks and lastly, her mouth. There was no reticence on the plush lips, no misgivings, no regret. They opened willingly, eagerly, lovingly. He knew this would be the defining moment that would bridge him between life and death. He knew now that he could die a good death.


  “Come.” He led her back to the cabin, where the single beam of silver moonlight streaming through the porthole imbued the little chamber with a magical quality. The gods were at it again. Bren wasn’t about to sit out the game.


  She went about undressing as she had done every night during their trip. She took off her cloak and her boots and hung them on the peg. With methodical efficiency, she folded her skirt, her blouse and her stockings, making a neat pile atop the stool. When she was done, she lay down on the bed, wearing only her shift.


  The door’s hard edges dug into Bren’s stiff back. A rush of fear knotted his parched throat. He couldn’t take his eyes off the woman on the bed.


  Perhaps this was a bad idea after all. Perhaps he couldn’t keep his promise to her. What if he ended up harming her? What if he made a mistake? What if he—


  “Are you cold, my lord?” she asked.


  “No.” He was burning like a roaring hearth inside.


  She eyed his cloak.


  “Oh.” He took it off.


  She was very still, looking up at him, waiting.


  He fumbled with his boots, which seemed to be clinging stubbornly to his feet, refusing to come off without a fight.


  Maybe this wasn’t the time or the moment. Maybe he was tempting fate. Maybe he was just too clumsy these days to do anything right ….


  The boots were finally off. Perhaps he should wrestle them back on and walk out of the cabin. But one glance at the woman on the bed was all he needed to know that he wasn’t leaving. His legs would never carry him away from her. His mind might have doubts, but his body was sure.


  She reached out for him, guiding him out of the panic, leading his hands to her shift’s laces.


  He inhaled a strengthening breath and pulled on the cords. With a soft rustle, the laces unraveled. The fabric retreated from her body. Then it was just her.


  He might have sobbed if he’d had the breath to do so. He might have cried if his sight hadn’t been entirely committed to her beauty’s spectacle. He had seen her before when he had tended to her wounds, but back then she had been battered and senseless and he had been numb from the hunt.


  This was different. She was healthy, awake and willing.


  He sat there, just looking at her, emboldened by the sight, entrusting to his memory every detail her body offered. All that time, she didn’t shrink from him, she didn’t try to shy away from his eyes or hide herself. It was as if she was there just for his enjoyment, as if she were a painting, or a statue, or a most delicate tapestry, displayed for his exclusive view.


  When she finally moved, it was to make space for him on the berth next to her.


  He lay down on his side, facing her. For a moment, he didn’t know what to do. Perhaps he had forgotten all the things that he had once learned about pleasing women. Perhaps he would botch the job. Perhaps his long neglected senses would only support the callous and selfish being he had become.


  She didn’t hesitate. She ran her fingers through his hair and kissed him, then traced the length of his throat with her lips until his hands finally gained the assurance to land on her body.


  Her skin was soft beneath his fingers. Her body was warm and flushed. Her breasts he left for last, wanting to meet them with his lips. There was no morsel as satisfying to his mouth as her flesh, no texture as delicate to his tongue as her nipples. She held his head against her breast as the kindest of nurses, murmuring something sweet and loving while he gnawed on her like the famished creature he was.


  He didn’t give her a lot of berth. When she tugged at his trousers, he kicked off his socks. When she tried to pull his shirt over his head, he clung to it as if his life depended on it.


  “Don’t you think it’s a bit unfair?” she whispered. “You, with all your clothes on; me, without a stitch on?”


  “Fairness be damned,” he whispered back. “I like this injustice fine.”


  He allowed her to plant a line of kisses down his neck and along his clavicle, but he wouldn’t allow her more. A man could only stand so much. He distracted her by running his hands down her back, learning the flexible road of her spine, following her body’s dividing lines.


  Engrossed in the myriad of choices her body offered to his mouth, he wandered freely, kissing her breast bone, her belly, her belly button. He kissed her thighs and her knees too, the long bone of her leg, her foot and each one of her toes. He encountered a bit more reluctance when he worked his way back up towards her body’s north.


  “My lord!”


  A shocked frown met his advances. She wasn’t familiar with his plan. She wouldn’t be, married to a beast like Aponte. The discovery was a gift, a first they could share.


  The taunting gods had to be in an extraordinarily indulgent mood, because she yielded to his coaxing and her body accepted his best caresses. It was more power than any man should be given, more torture than any man should be able to stand.


  He took her in the journey for as long as he dared, back and forth from the edge of madness, up and down desire’s steep hills, until her body was beyond restraint and shock widened her eyes. She cried out his name, not “lord,” not “my lord,” not “Lord Brennus,” but Bren. Just Bren.


  When she collapsed on the berth, she gleamed with a silvery sheen like a defeated goddess. He wanted to worship her. He wanted to place an offering at her feet and thank her for every touch, taste, kiss and gasp, for every single blessing that had ever befallen him in the course of his cursed existence. But she was crying.


  “Dear gods, Lusielle, did I harm you? Are you hurt?”


  “What was that?” she said.


  “What?”


  “What you gave me. What I felt.”


  “Pleasure?”


  “Pleasure.” She sighed in his arms. “You almost killed me.”


  Chapter Forty-nine


  LUSIELLE STIRRED IN BREN’S ARMS, DRIFTING in and out of a blissful state of satisfied languor, cradled in the wings of an astonishing flight. Something entirely new had happened to her, something she couldn’t understand, or explain, something that entailed her body mostly, but also her mind, because her body had just challenged her mind’s assumptions and won.


  Bren drew her closer. She had the same need to be close to him, the same craving for his arms that he had for her. He kissed the top of her head and closed his eyes. Lusielle couldn’t believe he wanted to sleep.


  “Bren?”


  “Mmm.”


  “Are you tired?”


  “Some.”


  “Too tired?”


  One of his eyes opened to look at her. “Would you like some more?”


  “No. Yes. No.”


  “Which one is it?”


  “The one that gives you whatever you gave me.”


  Both his eyes were wide open now.


  “Bren?”


  “Don’t worry about me.”


  It was hardly a fair way of looking at things. She lifted herself up on one elbow and stared at him. He tried to look away from her, but she drew his face toward her and kissed him.


  Oh, yes, the hunger was still there, the need was roaring in his body. She kissed his ear and caressed his neck, and then slipped her hand under his shirt and ran it over his back’s strong muscles, tripping over his latest scar, the one she had helped make.


  There was no pain to the touch, she saw, relieved, only a satisfied sigh from him, followed by another kiss. She enjoyed the heat of his skin against her fingertips, the shape of him, so new to her touch. But when she ventured beyond his taut stomach, he clutched her wrist.


  “What?” she said.


  “We’re not doing that.”


  His eyes were not in agreement with his words. Longing, need and passion exuded from him like an irresistible scent. He looked very vulnerable to her, but also scared and hesitant, all emotions she seldom associated with him, all emotions she could use for her own devious purpose.


  She kissed him some more, thumbing the raised scar on his cheek, undoing his shirt’s cords. There might have been a skirmish of fingers over those cords, but she didn’t care, because she was too far immersed in the feel of his mouth. Skirmish or not, she prevailed, pulling the shirt over his head and leaning her body onto his, pressing the swell of her breasts against his chest, a thrilling meeting of bare skin.


  Her body melted into his. Her breath was his breath as well.


  With a muted groan, he cradled her in his arms and rolled over her. One moment she was trapped beneath him. The next moment, she lay atop him. All the while they were moving together, swimming in each other’s arms, dancing a most intimate beat. She had never needed anybody like she needed him.


  He gasped when she touched him. “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I said so.”


  “What if I want to?”


  His eyes widened. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”


  “I know exactly what I’m saying.”


  The look he gave her could have an incinerating glower or a declaration of passion. “It can’t be.”


  She knew he wanted this. His body told her that he needed this. Yet here he was, denying himself, denying her the satisfaction of pleasing him. She wasn’t about to accept that.


  She didn’t allow him time to react, securing him quickly, shocking him with her swiftness. After all, she had learned some things in Aponte’s bed and even her tyrant husband had praised her talents on occasion.


  The feel of him was different, hardier, more vital than Aponte had ever been. She didn’t feel coerced, forced or pressured. She wanted to please and be pleased. His body’s reaction was encouragement and reward at the same time. Was this how it was when people were suited to each other? Was this how it should have been all along?


  He was still reluctant to come along on the journey, to surrender to her as she had done for him. Lusielle thought perhaps he might have been frightened of the consequences. She looked for ways to appease him.


  “I won’t get with child, you know.”


  His eyes went as wide as moons.


  “We’re both fit and healthy. Be at ease, my lord, you’re safe with me.”


  The sound at the bottom of his throat could have been a growl. “Lusielle, please, by the Twins, by the Thousand Gods, for the Triad’s sake, let me be!”


  She ignored him.


  “You don’t understand—”


  She understood perfectly well.


  “I can’t—” He gasped. “Stop this!”


  She would’ve prevailed. She would’ve brought his journey to a satisfying end if the door hadn’t rattled on its hinges under heavy pounding.


  “Trouble, my lord!” Severo shouted. “We’ve got company!”


  Lusielle met Bren’s eyes straight on. “This barge better be on fire.”


  Was it relief she saw in his eyes? Disappointment? Despair?


  She couldn’t tell, because he was up, dressed and out the door before she could blink twice.


  She donned her clothing quickly and slung her remedy case over her shoulder, just in case. The night was about to end. The sky had begun to lighten, revealing the distant horizon. A point of red light gleamed on the horizon and transformed into several beams executing the bloody dawn.


  Lusielle watched the sun begin to rise, all too aware that Bren wasn’t interested in the dramatic sunrise. His eyes narrowed, scouring the river. The sound of a mournful horn echoed from the bend.


  A commotion ensued on the river bank. A number of horned-tailed gators and web-hoofed river horses scrambled out of the water. A family of winged river otters crammed into their den. A pod of rainbow dolphins raced downriver, arching through the water at amazing speeds. A flock of gulls rioted over the bubbling water, where hundreds—no, thousands—of fish surged with the current in a veritable flight.


  Lusielle stammered. “Is it—?”


  “The White Tide,” Bren said. “The animals know that it comes. That’s why they’re getting out of the way. The river fast has started. The cycle has begun.”


  The dark silhouette of a mast strutting a golden sail broke into the rising sun’s outline, casting a strange shadow over the spectacle of the blazing sun bouncing off the horizon. Two more sails flanked the first in a tight formation. A host of ships trailed the galleys, the beginning of the White Tide procession.


  The bulk of the land’s highborn were on the move, answering the call of Teos, sailing their mighty ships down the Nerpes. A large number of baseborn—wealthy and modest alike—joined the procession in smaller crafts in a journey of faith that entailed riding the dangerous, yearling infested, high water currents to the sacred island.


  The yearlings’ migration brought hardship to beasts and people alike. The usually abundant fish fled to the sea and up tributaries in a frantic escape. The nets were empty. The water was forbidden. The migration required sacrifice for the length of the passage, to make certain that the yearlings blessed the waters with their passing, ensuring harvest, prosperity, and life. People prepared in advance for the river fast’s hardships, but the first sighting of the White Tide procession was a troubled time for the river lands.


  “Three supreme galleys,” Severo announced, targeting the approaching sails with a weathered scope.


  “Teos.” Lusielle’s heart clattered in her ears. “Can we run?”


  “It’d be less trouble,” Bren said. “But if we run from Teos’s galleys, we’ll be breaking the code and thus forsaking our river passage rights. This old barge will never be able to outrun those galleys. Two hundred rowers each, in addition to the sails. Ten hook-and-grapple long distance slings to catch us. Three very accurate hurlers capable of incinerating us with flaming spears from a good distance away. Believe me, Teos’s ships will chase after us and have us burning in the water within hours if they think we’re running.”


  “What do we do then?”


  “We’ll yield out of the way as the law requires.”


  “And if they approach us or try to board us?”


  “We’ll just have to hope they’ve got no proof or claim against us that may endanger our right of river passage.”


  What were the chances of that?


  “I think I recognize the lead galley’s standard, my lord.” Severo handed the scope to Bren. “The silver dragonfly.”


  Bren looked through the scope for several moments before he said, “Indeed.”


  “Who’s coming?” Lusielle said.


  He put down the scope and drew in a deep breath. “Hato’s past, catching up to the present.”


  Chapter Fifty


  HATO STUMBLED ONTO THE DECK, STILL buttoning his jerkin. He had been so sound asleep he hadn’t heard the White Tide’s arrival, Bren’s commands, or the commotion afterwards. Damn old age. He had spent most of the night studying the new verses. In the end, exhaustion won out. He fell asleep at his desk, where Severo found him slumped over his papers with the creases of his leather journal embedded on his cheek.


  He licked his palms and smoothed his sparse hair with his hands. Surely Severo must be mistaken. According to Hato’s agents, the Chosen Severo said was approaching at the head of the White Tide procession had not been sighted outside of the sacred island in recent years.


  Hato’s eyes swept the deck as soon as he mounted the last step. Roped together, the barge and the galley floated downriver like entwined lovers engaged in a carefully orchestrated dance. A whole division of Teos’s golden guardians lined the galley’s gunwales facing the similarly formed Twenty on the barge. A twin set of gilded steps had been straddled over the railings. The Chosen stood at the top of the steps, a bedazzling creature, appointed to impress but trained to do a great deal more.


  Every man in the barge took a knee before the Chosen. Everyone except Lusielle. She stood there, staring at the Chosen with open curiosity. It was only when Bren tugged on her skirt that she realized she was supposed to kneel before the Chosen. By then, it was too late. The Chosen had taken notice.


  The Chosen’s predatory stare fixed on Hato. For a moment, he withstood the weight of those eyes, until he realized that he too had forgotten to take a knee. In his rush, his knee suffered twice the agony, first when he forced his joint to bend, then when he banged it against the deck.


  He winced, resenting his aching bones and his heart’s frenzied ruckus. And yet he knew that it was only because of the woman’s potions that he could bend the knee at all. His eyes centered on the floor even as the Chosen’s heeled shoes clicked on the deck and came to stand before him. The sharp points of a pair of bejeweled slippers protruded from beneath the folds of a fine swath of gold-weaved cloth.


  “Rise.” The Chosen’s voice was as soft as rustling silk. The face was just as he remembered, dark and strong, marked by deeper lines these days, but beautiful nevertheless. The luxury of her lips matched the audacity of the exuberant salt-and-pepper curls escaping from her luminous veil. The gray eyes were as hard as a clobber to the teeth.


  “My lord Hato, how many years has it been?” She lifted a heavily ringed finger. “Never mind. That was a dull question. My lord Brennus.” She nodded as Bren approached. “We bid you greetings from Teos.”


  “My lady Khalia.” Bren came to the rescue of Hato’s stilled tongue. “Welcome to our barge. How may I be of service?”


  “Oh, but it is we who might be of service to you,” Khalia said. “We heard your servant Cirillo was making inquiries about hiring a ship for passage to Laonia. We invited him to travel with us. We were very interested in his accounts.”


  With a wave of her delicate hand, the ranks of the golden guardians broke to let Cirillo and his horse through. The man mounted the steps and, leading his beast by the reins, crossed over to the barge.


  “I’m sorry, my lord.” A visibly upset Cirillo bowed to Bren. “The Chosen commanded me to—”


  “You did right,” Bren said. “Take your place in the line.”


  Khalia’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “My lords may remember Ernilda, lady of Barahone?”


  Snowy hair piled atop her head, Ernilda descended from the steps like the sculpted mountainous presence she was. “My lord Brennus.” She extended a flowing hand and smiled as they exchanged kisses upon their respective rings. “My lord Hato. It’s good to see you so soon again. Such a coincidence, don’t you think?”


  Hato bowed, knowing full well that there were no coincidences in the stage of highborn politics.


  “What brings the lady of Barahone to the White Tide procession?” Bren asked.


  “Khalia and I rode our first White Tide together when we were fifteen,” Ernilda said. “We decided to ride the White Tide together one last time.”


  “One last time?” Bren said.


  “We’re not getting any younger.”


  “My lords will also welcome another guest.” Khalia waved to someone else standing behind the guards. “He was in need of quick transport to join his lord at Teos. You may remember Orell, Lord Riva’s champion?”


  Sharp gasps escaped from some of the Twenty. Hato managed to swallow the sour bile surging up his throat. Curse Khalia. After so many years, she too had yielded to Teos’s pressures and turned traitor. Wide shoulders erect, hand on his hilt, Orell stood by the gilded steps, daring Bren with a mocking display of bare teeth.


  Orell nodded ever so slightly. “How’s that hack to the liver coming along?”


  “How would you know about that?” Bren matched the brute’s leer. “Unless you talked to the woman who attempted to kill me right before you murdered her?”


  “Courtesy, my lords,” Khalia commanded. “We must all get along.”


  “If we were in the kingdom,” Orell said, “this man would be executed on the spot for murdering a defenseless woman.”


  “But you’re not in the kingdom,” Bren said. “You’re on the free-flowing Nerpes where innocent men are given a chance to defend themselves from baseless accusations.”


  “We shall address all matters of peace shortly,” Khalia said. “In the meantime, should either one of you engage in violence, you’ll be dragged behind the galley and given to the sacred yearlings for bait. It’s a slow death, you know, as the yearlings bore into your body and feast on your entrails from the inside out.”


  Hato shuddered. Khalia was capable of inflicting such a sentence and worse. He didn’t like the way of things. He was sure Orell had come to stake his claims against Bren and he didn’t trust Khalia, who had so easily agreed to give passage to his lord’s enemy.


  “We’re concerned that a number of claims have been made against you,” Khalia said. “We’ve also heard about the unfortunate events at the seed house in Konia. Word is the heir of Konia is safe and in your care. We came to investigate.” Khalia’s shrewd stare shifted to where Irina, Caryna and little Marcus clustered around Lusielle like frightened sheep. “Are those Lord Arnulf’s grandchildren? Can you account for their health and safety?”


  “See for yourself,” Bren said.


  “You’d do well transferring the children’s custody to us.” Khalia circled Lusielle and the children like the huntress she was. “They’ll be safe at Teos.”


  “I can protect them best in Laonia.”


  “Is there a testament box for the deceased lord of Konia?”


  “There is.”


  “Is the box presently in your possession?”


  “The box is safe.”


  “Has the seal been broken?”


  “No.”


  “Teos wants the children,” Khalia said. “Teos wants the box.”


  “I’m afraid I can’t hand over the children,” Bren said. “They are my godchildren. I swore an oath of protection to their father when they were born. They are now my kin.”


  Khalia smiled without joy. “A man in your position would be wise accepting the will of Teos.”


  “A man in my position has fewer choices than most.”


  “Are you so careless as to refuse us?”


  “Careless?” Bren said. “Nay. Careful is more likely.”


  “I should caution you that the penalties for the various claims made against you are very likely to endanger Laonia’s charter.”


  Hato’s anger got the best of him. “What proof do you have other than rumors and ill-conceived allegations made by Laonia’s enemies?”


  Khalia came nose to nose with Hato, staring into his eyes with a furious glare. “You righteous old prick,” she muttered, infusing his lungs with her hot and spicy scent. “Dare you defy the might of Teos? Had we wanted your fumbling lordling’s head, we’d have it by now, along with his balls, this burning barge and the tongues and ears of every fool on it, not to mention your shriveled Laonian ass. The word ‘investigation’ should suffice to elicit an arduous welcome from the faithful, if indeed any devoted faithful remain among you.”


  It was Bren who rose to the task of mending fences, because Hato’s temper was burning too hot. “My apologies, Lady Khalia. My lord Hato is sometimes a bit fervent in my defense. How can we assist in your ‘investigation?’”


  “We should thank the Triad that at least one of you retains your wits and manners.” She turned around and mounted the steps. “Shall we begin our inquiries?”


  Neither Hato nor Bren followed.


  Khalia’s stare darkened. “An innocent man doesn’t fear inquiries.”


  “What guarantees do we have that if my lord goes aboard your galley he’ll be free to return to his barge?” Hato said.


  “Guarantees?” She laughed. “The only assurances your lord has are in his soul.”


  “Then I can’t permit my lord to leave this barge.”


  “What is it you want?” Khalia said. “Old feuds revived? The past prevailing over the future? Highborn blood tainting the Nerpes and Laonia’s charter stripped off the ranks?”


  “I’ll comply with your demand,” Bren said, “but I require two conditions.”


  “You want to impose conditions on us?”


  Khalia’s trained face showed only harmless and mild amusement. Hato knew better. He flashed a warning look, but if Bren ever saw it, he ignored it completely.


  “You’ll lend us one of the faster ships in your procession,” Bren said. “You’ll grant it to my men for Laonia’s exclusive use. You’ll allow the Konian children to depart right away with a proper escort, and swear Teos’s sacred oath that nobody will interfere with the ship’s course.”


  “Why would we want to agree to that?”


  “Because you don’t really want the children,” Bren said. “You want me.”


  “My lord,” Hato said, “I strongly advise you against—”


  “If the Chosen agrees to my request,” Bren said, “I’ll relinquish Konia’s testament box for a joint and immediate seal breaking.”


  Khalia’s brows rose high on her forehead. The shrew was making her calculations. She had to know that there was a good chance Bren was using her for his purposes. But she was also bound to realize that Arnulf’s box was likely to contain Konia’s charter and the key to his extensive fortune. Whoever held the box at the end of the witnessing would also hold Konia’s profitable guardianship.


  “Am I to believe that you’ll relinquish the box and its contents to Teos without further claims or disputes?” she asked.


  “As long as you agree to release any items in the box that may be addressed to me personally.”


  “You do realize that the contents of that box could condemn you and Laonia to a swift and immediate judgment?”


  “I do.”


  Hato could almost hear the question in Khalia’s mind. What could the Lord of Laonia want so badly that merited such risks? He tried to object again, but Bren’s determined expression revealed he would not be persuaded from his course. Hato hated it when Bren bargained with his life, but then again, what else did his lord have to trade but his life?


  “Very well,” Khalia said. “Come along.”


  “I’ll come as soon as the Konian children are on their way.”


  Khalia’s lips quivered into a terrible scowl. Bren was pushing his luck. With a snap of her fingers, the Chosen could order their destruction. Instead, a visibly disturbed Khalia took a whiff of the diminutive crystal bottle hanging between her breasts. Her face settled into a peaceful expression. Her authoritative smile returned.


  “The lord requires trust for trust,” she said. “You shall have your ship within the hour and you shall see the children off to your satisfaction. After the children have sailed, you and the lord Hato will join us in our chamber. You’ll bring Lord Arnulf’s testament box and we’ll conduct our inquiry. You’ll proceed swiftly and you won’t waste our time.”


  “But, my lady,” Orell said. “He can’t be trusted. His word is putrid, his promises are trash. Will you favor him over me?”


  “All shall be heard, and all shall be equally measured,” Khalia said. “Lord Brennus, how can we be sure you’ll comply with the agreement once the children are gone?”


  “My word is still good.”


  “Just in case you’re thinking of betraying your oath or withdrawing your consent, we too require a condition to ensure the terms of our agreement.”


  Bren frowned. “A condition?”


  “Without it, our agreement becomes void and your destruction will become evident.” Khalia flashed the greediest of her smiles and pointed. “We’ll have her.”


  Hato followed the imaginary line of Khalia’s finger to Lusielle, who landed one hand on her remedy case and the other one on her breast. “Me?”


  “No,” Bren said.


  “It’s only for a little while you make your arrangements,” Khalia said. “We’ll give her back, if she wishes to come back.”


  “You can’t have her.”


  “But we will.”


  Every man of the Twenty straightened, every hand on deck reached for a weapon just as the golden guardians in the Teosian galley reached for theirs. The men of the Twenty could read the uncompromising determination on their lord’s face.


  The woman seemed very small and frightened kneeling among the Konian children, whispering reassurances in their ears and hugging all three at once. But when she stood, there was only resolve in her eyes. “I’ll go.”


  “You can’t go with her.” Bren grabbed hold of her wrist. “It’s not safe.”


  Hato heard the panic in his lord’s voice, the fear of being defeated by the woman’s stubborn will and Khalia’s ill intentions.


  Lusielle patted Bren’s hand and, reassuring him without words, pried his fingers off her wrist. “Send the children home.”


  “They need you,” Bren said.


  “They’re not the only ones who need me.”


  “Don’t do this.”


  “The lady vouches for my safety,” Lusielle said, even though Khalia had made no such assurance.


  “She doesn’t vouch for your return.”


  “I’ll be fine.” She disentangled herself from his lord’s persistent hold and, to everyone’s astonishment—Hato’s especially—climbed the gilded steps, brushed past a smiling Khalia and boarded the Teosian galley.


  Bren snarled like a cornered beast. “If you or anyone harms her—”


  “What will you do, Lord of Laonia, attack us? Kill us?” Khalia laughed. “No, you’d never risk Laonia’s charter with a challenge to Teos.”


  Hato grabbed his lord by the shoulder and held him back from committing just such madness. “The faster we do this, the sooner she’ll be safe,” he murmured. “Khalia is watching you like a raptor.”


  Bren shook off Hato’s hold and stomped away to huddle with his men. Hato met Khalia’s gaze for one last time before she disappeared behind her guards. Once upon a time, Hato might have been able to decipher her eyes’ subtle language. Now the gray eyes were a mystery to him. That’s because long ago, he had lost his connection with the only woman he had ever loved.


  He had lost faith in his wife.


  Chapter Fifty-one


  BREN’S CAREFUL PLANS UNRAVELED UNDER THE growing strain. Lusielle was aboard the sacred galley, with Khalia, who had no use or regard for her baseborn life, no sense of loyalty, and no qualms about using or harming others for Teos’s sake. Carfu and Elfu glowered at him as if he had willingly encouraged Lusielle to go with Khalia. Didn’t they know better?


  He had wanted to send Lusielle to Laonia with the Konian children. He had plotted to guilt her into safety. Damn the woman’s stubbornness. He felt like throttling her on the spot. Orell sailed on that same galley. The thought was like pouring vinegar in a howling dog’s wounds.


  Stomping back and forth on the barge’s deck, he watched impatiently as the smaller barge Khalia had promised was brought about. The barge came equipped with the crew that would sail the children to Laonia. Petrus, commanding five warriors of the Twenty, would travel with them to ensure their safety. Hato thought the arrangement left too few of the Twenty behind, but Bren wanted the children safe. Bren kept telling himself that he had struck a good bargain.


  If only Lusielle wasn’t involved.


  With so much to worry about, he didn’t notice the change until the shrill reverberations strumming his eardrum grew into an unbearable blare, jagged glass screeching against slate. Pain flared in his body, as if his veins were ablaze and his heart was pumping scalding steam. His vision sputtered, and he stumbled, clinging to the gunwales to keep his footing.


  By the turd of the gods. He knew exactly what this was. The curse’s ague. The beginning of the end. The pointer that cast the shadows over his life’s dial.


  Bren tried to keep panic at bay. He had seen the ague torture his brothers one episode at a time. He had watched helplessly as the ague had unraveled his brothers’ lives, smothered their hopes, destroyed their minds and ultimately killed them. Ethan had lasted only a day from the time the ague began. Robert had lasted two days. Harald, the tireless fighter, had lasted longer.


  How long could Bren last?


  He tucked his clenched hands in his pockets and dug his nails into his palms, avoiding Hato’s scrutiny as well as his men’s. No sense in alarming them.


  He swallowed the screams rising to his throat. He reminded himself that it wasn’t his life that mattered, but rather Laonia’s future.


  He curbed his fears with common sense. A man could die anytime. He could slip on the deck and crack his head. He could fall in the river and drown. His heart could stop beating without reason. His fate was only crueler because of the knowledge he harbored. A death announced was like a rusted blade to the gut. It festered in the most revolting way.


  If Laonia was going to have a chance—if Lusielle was going to be free—he had to function through to the end.


  The pain eased as suddenly as it had begun. The shrieks chiseling his brain retreated gradually. It was all he could do to hang on to the gunwales and lock his knees to avoid collapsing on the deck. Someone was tugging at his sleeve.


  Young Irina’s insistent voice broke through the haze. “What’s the matter with you?” she said. “Do you have a toothache or something?”


  “He looks like he’s about to cry,” little Caryna observed.


  “I’m fine.” Bren tried to shake off the residual pain and the toddler clinging to his leg, but the boy kept yanking at his trousers until Bren found the strength to bend over and pick him up.


  “He’s shaking.” Caryna’s sharp little eyes didn’t miss much. “Are you cold?”


  “Maybe he’s sad to see us go.” Irina wiped the tear pooling in the corner of his eye. “Don’t cry. We’ll be together soon. Lusielle said we had to be brave.”


  “She’s right,” Bren said hoarsely. “You’ll have a good home in Laonia.”


  “They don’t mind red-haired kids there?”


  “Laonians know better.” Bren motioned for old Petrus to approach. “Petrus here will take you safely to Laonia.”


  “Carfu is also coming with us,” Irina said.


  “Carfu?”


  “To take care of us.”


  “Lusielle told him he had to come,” Caryna said. “He didn’t want to, but she made him swear.”


  Of course Lusielle would add her protection to the children. It struck him that she could be as calculating as he was. By the sullen expression on his face, Carfu was not happy to leave his mistress.


  The barge was ready at last. Petrus and the others rowed the children to it. Irina waved, Caryna put on a brave little smile, and an inconsolable Marcus cried streams of thick tears, clinging to Carfu. As the crew turned the barge against the current and raised the sails to take advantage of the afternoon breeze, Bren realized Irina was right.


  He was sorry to see the children go.


  Even though he had only had them for a couple of days, they had brought a measure of innocence and hope to his life. The ague’s pain had long eased by the time he lost sight of the barge’s sails. He would never see the Konian children again.


  As he rushed to make his next set of preparations, he had no time to dwell on his fears or to grieve his most recent losses.


  Chapter Fifty-two


  THE CHOSEN’S QUARTERS IN THE TEOSIAN galley was a luxurious chamber built amidship around a large crystal basin, a perfect oval bolted into the floor and the ceiling that sheltered a strange purple fire. Lusielle had been told more than once while sailing in the barge that fire was a dangerous risk on any boat. She had been forced to use her braziers carefully. How, then, was this fire allowed?


  The room was hot. The air was thick with an overly sweet scent. The fire’s outer basin was filled with a translucent, sparkling liquid. Floating in the center, another concentric crystal basin held the fire. An attendant was pouring a combination of herbs, petals and powders into a long crystal tube which delivered them to the inner basin, where the fire flared into a stunning combination of pinks, whites and purples. As soon as she was done, the attendant departed, leaving Lusielle alone in the room, staring at the astonishing array of tones coloring the flames.


  “Tantalizing, isn’t it?” Orell stepped into the chamber, startling Lusielle. “Suriek’s witching fire, they call it. They say that if you look at it too long, you won’t be able to take your eyes off it. King Riva says that quite a few Chosen have died messing with the wretched thing.”


  Fear flared inside Lusielle, intense as the witching blaze. She stepped around the fire, keeping it between her and Orell. “What are you doing here? Where’s the Chosen?”


  “Leading the offering, which she must perform regularly during the White Tide procession to lead the yearlings downriver.” Orell smiled. “I’m here for a moment of—shall we say—contemplation?”


  “You heard the Chosen,” Lusielle said. “You’re not in the kingdom. It’ll be the yearlings for you if you spill blood.”


  “Oh, I know the code.” He stalked her around the fire. “I’m not here to harm you. I’m here to talk about the alternatives.”


  “What alternatives?”


  “Your lord Brennus won’t last much longer,” Orell said. “You’re a condemned woman in the kingdom. Your own husband rejected you. Have you given any thought to your precarious situation without the Laonian lord?”


  She had, even if she didn’t care to discuss her plans with Orell.


  “I have a gift for you.” Orell dangled a small pouch. “It’s a token from my lord Riva, one he hopes you’ll wear to redeem yourself from your crimes.”


  “Why would your lord take an interest in me?”


  “Mine is a merciful lord.” He wiggled a small hair comb out of the pouch, a five-pronged hair fastener lacquered in brown tones, an object of obvious but discreet quality. “Imagine what could happen if, by my lord’s grace, your crimes would go away. Your sentence could be commuted. You could live a long and happy life in the kingdom. Your marriage could be restored. Interested?”


  Lusielle couldn’t get herself to speak, so she nodded instead.


  Orell flashed a triumphant smile. “My lord thought you might possess a little bit of that utilitarian practicality you baseborn are known for. All my lord requires is that you accept this well-crafted gift and use it well.”


  Orell’s thumb clicked on the single dark crystal decorating the comb. As he did so, the comb’s middle prong lengthened into a tiny fang. A single drop clung to the point. The acrid scent of dragon’s breath poison tickled Lusielle’s expert nose. The comb was not so much a gift; it was an instrument and a commission for murder. Her stomach rebelled on the spot. She gagged on the mouthful of vomit she summarily swallowed.


  “It will only work if it breaks the skin.” Orell dried off the comb against the fabric of his ruffled cuff and, dropping it back in the pouch, offered it to Lusielle. “He’s going to die anyway. Why not profit from his death?”


  Lusielle hated the way Orell spoke about Bren’s death, as if it had already been accomplished. On the other hand, she had to be smart. If she didn’t take the comb, someone else with lesser scruples was likely to use it on Bren. A reckless coolness came over Lusielle, a strength she didn’t know she had. In five decisive steps, she snatched the foul thing from Orell and, opening her remedy case, dropped it in one of the pockets before she clicked the case closed.


  Orell was on her like a tiger on a kill, trapping her wrists in his hands, corralling her against the wall.


  “Do you know what I think?” His breath was hot on her face. “I think you liked it. I think you enjoyed what I did to you when I had you on the table.”


  “Let me go!”


  “You crave pain,” Orell said. “Think about it. Aponte Rummins. Brennus. Me.”


  “You’re mad!”


  “Do you think I don’t know what you are? You’re but a piece of hide ready to be tanned and stretched. You’re but a wild mare itching to be tamed and ridden—”


  “Dill seed,” Lusielle spat.


  “What?”


  “Dill seed,” she said. “For your breath. It stinks.”


  Orell lifted his hand to strike Lusielle, but the sound of his name stilled it.


  “Orell?” The lady Khalia stood at the door. “What are you doing?”


  “I was teaching this baseborn slut some manners, my lady.”


  “You’re not in the kingdom at the moment,” the Chosen said. “Your methods are not welcome here.”


  Reluctantly, Orell released Lusielle and bowed to the Chosen. “As you wish.”


  “Now leave,” the lady Khalia said.


  “But the inquiry—”


  “You’ll be summoned when the inquiry begins.”


  Orell sneered at Lusielle as he retreated. The business between them was far from over.


  The lady Khalia’s harsh stare was as intense as Orell’s and no less compelling than the witching fire’s glare.


  Lusielle didn’t think she would gain any advantages from avoiding the inevitable. As soon as the door closed behind Orell, she turned around and, after unbuttoning her blouse and undoing her laces, withdrew her arms from her shift and folded it down to display her bare back. “Is this what you wanted to see?”


  The Chosen circled around, perusing her with an appraising gaze that brought a blush to Lusielle’s face.


  “Modest, aren’t we?” The lady laughed. “Beauty is a commodity these days. We might be able to grant you a favor and a place in our household.”


  “I didn’t come here to beg for favors.”


  “Ornery too,” the lady said. “The offer stands. We do appreciate expedience when we find it, although most branded are not as obliging as you are.”


  “Branded?” Lusielle said. “Is that what you call those of us who display the mark?”


  “Seems appropriate.” The Chosen’s cold fingertips tickled her back. “It’s very well done.”


  “That’s what Pious Eligious said too.”


  “You showed it to him?”


  “He helped himself to the sight.”


  The lady sighed. “Eligious would.”


  “Does he work for you?”


  “The Pious is an ambitious man. Of course he works for me. He also works for Riva and for anyone else who pays well.”


  Was loyalty nonexistent among highborn?


  “The Pious thought maybe Ali the Craftsman did it,” Lusielle said.


  “And did he?”


  “Only if he did it when I wasn’t aware.”


  “Believe me,” Khalia said, “if Ali the Craftsman would’ve applied his skills to brand you like this, you’d remember.”


  “Could someone else have done it when I was a child?”


  “No child we’ve known has ever survived a branding attempt. It’s the process, you see, highly toxic and too painful to bear. We’ve seen grown adults die from it.”


  “Why would anyone want to fake the branding?”


  “Why indeed?”


  To trick someone else, Lusielle realized. To mislead, misrepresent and obstruct Bren’s hunt. Lusielle adjusted her shift and buttoned her blouse. “What does the mark mean?”


  “Probably nothing.”


  “Is it truly the Goddess’s mark?”


  “Why would the gods care anything about you?”


  “Then why are so many people, including you, so interested in it?”


  “Because we’re all a bunch of fools.”


  “The mighty will fight,” Lusielle said, “The wealthy defy, the mark of the Goddess reveals: Hunt, test, trial? Tease, chance, fate?”


  “Impressive.” Khalia smiled mirthlessly. “Where did you find that helpful bit? Wait. Don’t tell me. You got it from Hato, didn’t you? The old weasel would’ve never shared it with you, which meant you tricked it out of him. Very impressive.”


  “What is it that you’re all looking for?”


  “Peace is Teos’s only cause,” Khalia said, pacing around Lusielle. “Do you want to know what we find most intriguing about you?”


  “What is it?”


  “That you should be running from him and yet you’re not.”


  Lusielle kept her eyes on the woman. “You’re sniffing me as if I were one of your trial scents.”


  “Oh, but you are like a trial scent to us, because we don’t know what you are just yet.”


  It took all of Lusielle’s courage to ask. “Are you going to find out?”


  “It depends.”


  “On what?”


  “Not on what, child, but rather on who.”


  “I don’t know of anyone in this galley who could stop you if you decided to do so.”


  “And yet you still came on board. Voluntarily. Which tells me that just as we want something from you, you need something from us.”


  “I need answers to my questions.”


  “All this time, you’ve been asking questions and getting no good replies. What would happen if you required answers of yourself?”


  Lusielle frowned.


  “Come on, girl, give it a try. Why wouldn’t we do the same thing to you that the magistrate, Orell, Hato and Eligious tried to do to you?”


  “‘Cause it didn’t work,” Lusielle realized. “‘Cause whatever it is that they attempted to do didn’t achieve whatever result they were expecting.”


  “Very good.” Khalia clapped. “See? You’re not as dull as your average baseborn.”


  “Why didn’t it work?”


  “Perhaps you should try asking the same question in some other way,” the lady suggested. “What did all of those attempts have in common?”


  Lusielle tried to recall the details. Pain. Torture. Brute force. She’d had no say in the matter. She had been forced to withstand a variety of cruel ministrations against her will.


  Fear’s fingers strummed her spine when she met the woman’s knowing stare. “You want me to—?”


  The lady smiled. “Exactly.”


  Chapter Fifty-three


  THE LADY ERNILDA ESCORTED BREN AND Hato onto the sacred galley. Hato was hesitant about coming onto the ship, but Bren was in such a hurry that he trampled on the lady’s heels as they descended the steps leading into the galley’s elaborate interior. He clutched Konia’s testament box as if it could win him a battle, which of course, was a reckless bet considering that it could also lose him the war.


  Hato’s feet dragged, heavy as lead. The gods were a lousy lot. With all the eminent Chosen peopling Teos’s sacred rolls, why had Khalia been selected to lead the White Tide procession? And why did he have to face her again?


  He had already faced her once and lost. This time, it wouldn’t be so easy. Laonia was at stake. His lord’s life teetered in the balance. He would not allow the woman to distract him from his duty.


  Orell was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. Ernilda signaled for him to follow. Damn the man and his greedy lord. Was Khalia in cahoots with Riva?


  In the galley’s main chamber, the witching fire was already burning into a pink glow. Upon sighting the foul thing, Hato broke into a sweat. He hated the high heat and the overpowering scents. Khalia took a seat on her cushions, as cool and slick as the savage yearlings following in her vessel’s wake. Much to his lord’s relief, Lusielle was also there, apparently unharmed. By the expression of both women’s faces, they had interrupted an interesting exchange.


  “We shall finish this later,” Khalia said.


  Lusielle started to leave.


  “Stay,” Khalia commanded.


  “My lady?”


  “I’ve come,” Bren said. “You don’t need a hostage any longer.”


  Khalia pouted playfully. “‘Hostage’ is such a harsh word.”


  “She’s baseborn,” Orell said. “She’s worthless as a witness.”


  Khalia’s glare cut through Orell like a bloody blade. “Do you presume to teach us the code?”


  “Let her go,” Bren said. “She’s of no value to you.”


  “Sometimes we get headaches afterwards,” Khalia said. “We might have need of her.”


  Damn if Hato understood. There was something inherently ridiculous about an inhaler of sacred airs retaining the services of a common remedy mixer. But Hato had given up on Khalia a long time ago. With that surrender, he had also forfeited all attempts at understanding not just the Chosen’s quirks, but the intricacies of the female mind.


  Khalia signaled. Her servant stepped forward and inserted a long flexible cane into the crystal tube connecting to the fire. The translucent cane protruded from the larger basin, a long pistil dangling from a bloom. The servant deposited the end of the hose on Khalia’s lap.


  “We’ll begin with a puff of truth.” Khalia selected a ready pack from the tray the servant offered. The servant poured the powdery contents into the fire. It flared. Pink smoke filled the crystal basin and bubbled up the hose. Khalia waggled a finger at Bren and patted the cushion next to hers.


  Hato’s blood boiled, and yet he managed to restrain his anger. The woman was his wife in name only. No sense in ruining Laonia’s chances for something that had waned and died years ago.


  Bren handed Konia’s testament box to Hato and took his place next to Khalia. For a moment, Hato thought he might have seen his lord’s hands shaking. But when he looked again, Bren was anything but a shuddering coward. He sat with his back straight and his hands clasped, awaiting Khalia’s pleasure.


  Her lush lips pursed around the hose as she drew her first few breaths, summoning the wispy clouds into her lungs. Her eyes closed. Her face flushed. Her chest heaved, her breast strained against her dress’s golden fabric and her body swayed in a lewd, exquisite dance.


  Hato recalled his only experience with Khalia’s airs many years ago. She had used him in practice, but only because he had insisted. With a young man’s recklessness, he had wanted to know what she felt, how she made others feel. By now, her lungs would be filling up with the enrapturing scents that had torn her from him. Her senses would heighten with every draw. Indeed, when her eyes opened again, they were beyond gray, possessed by an opaque luminosity that contracted her pupils into dark blades.


  She kept inhaling, thirsty for the scents, famished for the airs, devoted to her formidable lungs and the flavors they so keenly filtered. Only after the fire’s breath had infiltrated every corner of her body did she relent on the hose. Even then, she drew in more of the airs she craved, before she leaned over to Bren and, cradling his head, covered his mouth with her lips and blew into him the poison she had brewed in her body.


  Hato watched as a river of her exhalations poured into Bren. His lord’s body instinctively rejected the treacherous gift, contorting even as Khalia persisted. Bren’s hands fisted at his sides. Hato remembered. His lord’s lungs would be burning by now, smoldering like a stove’s glowing coals. His lord’s mind would be hazy, his recollections detached, his vision blurry. Already his pupils had contracted into mere slits.


  Poor Bren had no chance against Khalia.


  Wisps of colored smoke escaped from Khalia’s nostrils when she spoke. “Did you plant the wine that killed the lord of Konia?”


  “No,” Bren mumbled.


  “Did you or any of your men have anything to do with the deceit that killed Lord Arnulf and many of his people?”


  “No,” he said again, louder, with more assurance.


  “Have you, by direct order, innuendo or any other means commanded ill against Konia’s back borders, its seed house or its rightful rulers?”


  “I’d never betray my friends—”


  Grabbing a fistful of Bren’s short hair, Khalia pulled hard. “Yes or no only. Did you or your men conspire against Konia?”


  Bren hissed between clenched teeth. “No.”


  Hato’s jaw locked in a clench as Khalia kissed Bren again, filling him with more of her dangerous breath.


  “Did you breach the seal of Konia’s testament box?” she asked.


  “No,” Bren said, repressing a coughing fit.


  Hato knew that a man could only stand a few truth-inducing breaths from an expert inhaler before his own breath was tainted with death and his burning lungs began to sizzle.


  “My lady,” Hato said, “he’s not looking well—”


  “Shut up, Hato,” Khalia said. “Peace will not be thwarted today.” She returned her attention to Bren. “My lord Brennus, did you murder a woman at, near or around the Thirteenth Temple of the Lesser Gods?”


  Puffs of pink smoke dribbled from Bren’s ashen lips. “I did not.”


  “Do you know who committed such murder?”


  “I suspect—”


  “Did you see who committed the murder?”


  “No.” The pink breath seeping from Bren’s nostrils glowed with truth’s healthy tones.


  “Have you knowingly committed a crime against Teos or your fellow highborn?”


  “No.”


  Hato exhaled in quiet relief. So far, his lord was doing well.


  But then Khalia asked. “Have you violated the code?”


  “No … “ A sudden flare of gray smoke. “Maybe … I—I don’t know.”


  Hato’s belly plummeted to his feet. He wanted to wipe off Orell’s knowing smile with his fist. Ernilda seemed to be fascinated by the darker bubbles trickling from Bren’s mouth and nose. Lusielle’s frank face betrayed open alarm. Khalia contemplated the wisps of gray smoke quickly dissolving in the air.


  “Interesting,” she said. “You seem to be confused, my lord. Allow us to help you. Have you violated the code’s first provision?”


  “No.”


  “The second or the third provision?”


  “No.”


  “The fourth provision?”


  A gray puff came again, together with a hoarse, reflexive croak. “No.”


  “This merits some further inquiry.”


  Hato could do nothing but stand by helplessly as Khalia’s blew more breath into Bren’s mouth, pushing the airs beyond his throat with pervasive huffs, until Bren’s eyes rolled to the back of his head.


  “Stop!” Lusielle said. “You’re going to kill him!”


  “Is that so?” A cruel smile warped Khalia’s lips. “Has he told you what the code’s fourth provision is all about?”


  Lusielle wrung her hands and shook her head.


  “You could find it interesting.” Khalia puffed out a sequence of colored rings, flaunting her lungs’ massive power as well as her breath’s incomparable endurance. When the last of her rings uncurled into fleeting strings, she bent over a nearly senseless Bren again, forcing her reserves into his lungs.


  “Do you want her?” she whispered in his ear. “Do you care for her?”


  “No—”A storm of black clouds seethed from his mouth.


  “You cannot lie to us,” Khalia said without pity or compassion. “We’ll ask again, Lord of Laonia, and this time, you better tell the truth or die by your lies. Do you have feelings for her?”


  “Aye,” he rasped, convulsing in her arms.


  With a shrug, Khalia shoved the senseless man off her lap. Lusielle rushed to care for Bren. Khalia took in a deep cleansing breath. Hato spotted the weariness settling over her. She always looked a few years older after a session, exhausted and vulnerable as she prepared to issue her verdict.


  Hato remembered the times, long ago, when he had nourished his then wife after a practice session or two. He had been a supportive fellow back then, ignorant of her true promise and unsuspecting of the rift her craft would cause between them. In honor of the naive young man he had once been, he poured a cool drink and handed it to Khalia.


  She nodded in gratitude.


  “Affection,” Hato said. “Even when it happens across ranks, it’s not a crime, you know.”


  “But it should be.” Khalia gulped down the drink. “The Lord of Laonia is innocent of the claims against him,” she said wearily. “He didn’t plot against Konia and he didn’t kill that woman at the temple. There’s no crime here to be punished. Suriek knew better than to regulate affairs of the heart. A highborn would have to enter into a marriage contract with a baseborn to break the code, and yet they always feel guilty anyway.”


  “Why do you think that is?” Hato asked.


  “Have you forgotten?” Khalia’s red-rimmed eyes fixed on Hato’s. “A deep affection is as destructive and compromising as the most terrible of crimes.”


  Chapter Fifty-four


  THE WORLD WHIRLED AROUND BREN. LUSIELLE’S concerned face hovered above him. He couldn’t quite remember what had just happened. He recalled the moments before the inquiry, but nothing more after the intense burning of the inhaler’s breath had penetrated his lungs. His heart sank. By the deeply carved lines on Lusielle’s usually smooth forehead, he gathered that the Chosen must have found him guilty of many, many crimes.


  The inhaler’s spicy breath wafted from his pores. His mouth was dry as ashes, but he managed to ask, “What happened?”


  “She’s found you innocent of all claims.” Lusielle’s face showed none of the relief he felt.


  She was right to be worried. Orell was on the brink of challenging the Chosen’s finding. Khalia looked like a sickly drunk. The Konian testament box still had to be opened. To top it all, the ague was screeching in his ears, growing into a full-on episode, right in front of all of these witnesses.


  “You need your strength.” Lusielle held the flask against his lips. “Drink.”


  The tonic moistened his parched mouth, refreshed his throat and warmed his belly, sending a surge of vitality to counter his weariness. It couldn’t overcome the ague’s debilitating symptoms—nothing could—but with his strength renewed, he could at least function through the pain and focus beyond the shrieking noise piercing his brain.


  “Are you all right?” Lusielle whispered.


  He winced. “I’m going to have to be.”


  Khalia appropriated Konia’s box from Hato. “And now, to the next order of business.” Using her most condescending tone yet, she snapped her fingers to get Lusielle’s attention and gestured towards a corner in the chamber. “Fix us a soothing potion for the headache.”


  Bren realized that Lusielle had been right all along. Highborn were arrogant and conceited, egotistical, self-important and downright stupid. Until this moment, Bren had believed that the ruling responsibilities of his class required absolute authority. But witnessing the Chosen’s behavior confirmed Lusielle’s view. There were no advantages to the ill-treatment of others, only empty posturing.


  With a slight widening of her eyes, Lusielle dissuaded him from taking action. She looked to the box instead, encouraging him without words to finish this, before she turned to the task of selecting her ingredients from her remedy case and from Khalia’s well-stocked shelves. It was wise counsel and he knew it.


  Khalia called on her attendant and picked out another packet from the tray. The servant poured the contents into the fire, which flared with blue sparks. Khalia drew on the hose then blew out a mouthful of blue smoke over the box. The smoke turned to ashes as it landed on and around the wax seal, highlighting every detail of it, settling into every nook and crevice. A light blue ring defined the seal’s unbroken edges, sticking stubbornly to the box.


  “The seal hasn’t been disturbed.” Khalia held up the box so that everyone would see. “What say you, my lords and lady?”


  Ernilda nodded, but Orell squinted, no doubt trying to find some evidence that might shed doubt on the Chosen’s conclusion. However, not even Orell could find fault with the precision of the inhaler’s ashes.


  “Let’s proceed.” With a stern tug, Khalia broke the seal and opened the box.


  Bren had to remind himself to take a breath. It was just as Irina had said. Two envelopes rested against the blue velvet, along with a large roll of parchment, Konia’s lordship ring, the keys to Arnulf’s vault and … there it was, a small leather pouch marked with Bren’s name in bold black letters.


  “Let’s see what harvest the old fox reaped for us.” Khalia picked up the first letter and read it aloud. “I, Arnulf, ruler of Konia, hereby decree my grandson Marcus to be my lawful heir before the Chosen of Teos and the Triad. I grant him to the Lord of Laonia’s guardianship and I beg of Teos the preservation of Konia’s rightful rule in trust until such time as the child becomes of ruling age.”


  “A guardianship and a rule in trust.” Khalia smiled as she folded the letter. “The old fox knew how to please. The gods don’t make men that shrewd anymore.”


  “Not a word about the girls,” Ernilda said.


  “He knew we’d take good care of them,” Hato said.


  “I wasn’t talking about them needing care,” Ernilda said. “I was talking about them needing rule.”


  Khalia unfolded Arnulf’s second letter. It contained only a crookedly written sentence. “The foe hides in friendship’s shadows, where we come to escape the sun’s angry glare.”


  “That’s surely an accusation against Laonia’s lord,” Orell said. “A deceitful ally hides in the shadows.”


  “Then why didn’t Arnulf just accuse Laonia’s lord of deceit outright?” Khalia said.


  “Because he knew that the Lord of Laonia would be the one to find the box,” Orell said.


  “And how did Arnulf know that?”


  “Because of the poisoned wine barrel which killed him and his people,” Orell said as if it should be obvious to everyone. “The barrel bore Brennus’s personal seal!”


  “The inquiry clearly established that Lord Brennus had nothing to do with Arnulf’s death, but for your lord’s sake, beware, Orell. Your lord detests fools as much as we do.”


  Bren was outraged at the inequity of it all. Khalia had never mentioned the details pertaining to the wine, the barrel and the seal during her inquiry. Orell had slipped. He could only know those details if he had planned the murders on behalf of his lord. Khalia wasn’t daft. Based on what Orell had said, she could have submitted Orell to the airs. But no, she was obviously protecting Riva’s dog. Peace was more important to Teos than justice and blindness was required to keep the peace.


  Bren knew better than to challenge the Chosen openly when so much was at stake, but he swore, if the gods granted him the chance, he would avenge Arnulf’s death. Orell and Riva would pay for their crimes and the Chosen would have to atone for her injustices.


  Khalia squeezed the bridge of her nose, wincing. “Where’s that soothing potion?”


  “Coming.” Lusielle poured and stirred at the same time she delivered the drink to Khalia, who didn’t even bother to thank her.


  Bren watched as Khalia took a few sips and set the cup aside. She lifted the massive key of Konia’s vault in the air, then unrolled and displayed Konia’s ornate charter for all to see. A witnessing was a formal affair. Bren knew Khalia would be thorough, but his heart skipped a beat when her fingers toyed with the pouch bearing his name.


  “And what might this be?” Khalia shook the little roll out of the pouch. “Don’t look so cross, my lord, it’s just an old verse. See? We’ve never seen such fine parchment before.”


  Bren glimpsed the same kind of luminous vellum that was used in Lambage’s strip, the same gilded edges decorated with the miniature gold and silver blooms, the same angular calligraphy and sparkling black ink that had dazzled his eyes before.


  He put out his hand. “You promised, my lady.”


  “We agreed to give into your possession anything in this box marked with your name.” Khalia fitted the little roll back into the pouch and dropped it in the box. “We didn’t say when we’d give it to you.”


  Bren clenched so hard his teeth ached. Only Hato’s clutch on his arm prevented him from wringing the woman’s neck on the spot. He didn’t have time for games. He found his outrage echoed in Hato’s eyes. Orell, on the other hand, looked quite smug at the moment.


  “You’ll get your fine parchment when we’re ready to part with it,” Khalia said. “Now leave, all of you, before we call the guards.” She lifted a single finger in the air when Bren tried to speak again. “We tire of so much unhappiness. You might yet end up with the yearlings.”


  Ernilda walked out of the chamber obediently. Orell strutted out the door like a peacock in courtship. Hato’s stern hand pushed Bren towards the door. Bren balked then reached out to take Lusielle’s hand and lead her out of the snake pit.


  “Lusielle can stay if she wants,” Khalia said.


  “She doesn’t want to,” Bren said.


  The look on Lusielle’s face told him that she wasn’t looking forward to Khalia’s company, but she was staying behind all the same.


  “No!” Bren struggled to keep his temper in check. “You can’t stay here. You can’t trust her either.”


  “Lusielle may be baseborn,” Khalia said, “but she’s free to choose. Who are we to stand in the way of her choices?”


  “You don’t care about anyone,” Bren said, “least of all, Lusielle or her choices—”


  Lusielle turned to Hato. “Take your lord to the barge, now, before it’s too late,” she said.


  “And you, my lord Brennus?” Khalia said. “What other endeavor inspires you other than saving your pathetic, worthless little life?”


  Bren opened his mouth. He started to tell Khalia that Teos had rotted her soul and obliterated her heart; that she was nothing but a splintered cog on a broken wheel; that the day she deserted Hato to climb Teos’s steep ladder she had joined the ranks of the lowliest, flesh-eating maggots devouring the land.


  He didn’t get to it.


  Only a croak made it out of his throat before Hato’s fist struck. Then there was darkness, overtaking even the realization that he might never see Lusielle again.


  Chapter Fifty-five


  LUSIELLE WATCHED IN SILENCE AS HATO dragged Bren out of the chamber. Better senseless than dead. A Chosen of Teos had little use for tolerance and Bren had been about to cross a tenuous boundary. Turning her back to the lady Khalia, Lusielle held up a single finger. One hour. That’s all she needed. As the door closed, she couldn’t tell if Hato saw or understood her discreet gesture. Either way, her life was at stake.


  With a wave of the Chosen’s hand, the attendant left the room and the door clicked shut. Lusielle was alone with the Chosen. The lady Khalia massaged her temples. The headache was still tormenting her. Lusielle went back to the well-stocked shelves and, after carefully selecting a few additional ingredients from her case, added them to her boiling brew, before refilling the Chosen’s cup and blowing on it to cool the mixture.


  The lady savored the warm drink, downing it in little gulps. “How do you manage to offer relief so quickly?”


  “Fast is to slow what the measure is to the whole,” Lusielle said, cleaning the counter and sorting out her ingredients. “It’s all a matter of timing and proportions.”


  “We really could use your skills. You’d enjoy the learning Teos offers.”


  Lusielle snapped her case shut and turned to face the lady. “I stayed behind for a very specific purpose.”


  If the Chosen had appeared weary just moments before, she now looked eager. She gestured towards the tray. “Bring it to me.”


  Lusielle picked up the copper tray and carried it over to the lady, who selected the single, largest packet, tore the elaborate stitches at the top and gave it to Lusielle. “Pour it in.”


  The strong scents emanating from the packet tested Lusielle’s nose. She must have detected the presence of at least some twenty different ingredients in the mix, some more familiar than others. She hesitated before pouring the coarse powder into the hose.


  “Is this a trial?”


  “Aye.”


  “Is it the trial that the verse I spotted on Hato’s journal spoke of?”


  “It’s similar in purpose but not the same.”


  “Have you done this before?”


  “Three times I’ve run the airs for this purpose.”


  “And?”


  “Nothing.”


  Lusielle hesitated. “Did any of them survive?”


  The woman shook her head.


  So much for a little reassurance.


  The fire flared with renewed intensity. A new kind of smoke rose through the hose and spilled out into the room, a vaporous, perfumed mist, shimmering with light flashes like an approaching storm. Within moments, a low fog crawled over the floor, swirling around Lusielle’s feet, sifting beneath her skirt, caressing her legs with lukewarm fingers.


  “I need to be able to see,” Lusielle said.


  “You’ll be in no condition to see anything,” the Chosen said.


  “You implied that the only way this had any chance to succeed was if I was agreeable to it,” Lusielle said. “I won’t volunteer unless I’m able to see everything that happens.”


  “The vapors have already been called. The doors are already sealed. What do you want me to do?”


  “Do you have a mirror?”


  “A mirror? Here? Of course not.”


  “We’ll have to make do.” Lusielle’s eyes fell on the tray holding the Chosen’s packaged mixtures. She dumped the packets on the counter and looked at her reflection on the highly polished copper. A frightened stranger stared back at her. What by the Thousand Gods do you think you’re doing?


  Lusielle propped the copper tray against the wall and sat on the cushions, adjusting her position until the tray was at the proper angle to reflect her back. The lady Khalia settled cross-legged beside her, placing a pair of small ram horn shells on the ground. The tightly curled vermillion beauties spiraled into delicate coils at one end. Stacking one shell against the other, the Chosen made sure the tiny trumpet-like openings were facing her.


  Lusielle eyed the shells with suspicion. “What are these?”


  “Shells, of course, the internal tools that the dwarf red squid uses to keep afloat, we’re told.”


  “I don’t suppose you’d take such care if they were common shells.”


  “Common?” She chuckled softly. “Nay, they’re a rarity from the Sea Port Cities. They always come in pairs. They’re Teos’s treasures.”


  “Why use them now?”


  “If you must know ….” The lady lifted the shell to Lusielle’s ear.


  What are these? Lusielle’s voice reverberated back from the shell, followed by the Chosen’s reply and their ensuing exchange, a perfect replication of their entire conversation moments ago.


  “Clever, don’t you think?” The lady smiled. “These pretty shells store our words for the future. In the absence of highborn witnesses, who are not always available or convenient, we have some recourse, just in case it’s needed.”


  Lusielle had not known such things existed. The Chosen had had her witnesses for Bren’s inquest, but for reasons Lusielle refused to dwell on, her inquiry required a different approach.


  “Are you ready?”


  Lusielle’s trembling fingers fumbled with her buttons. She really hoped she wasn’t going to regret this. Her fingertips stumbled and slipped as if coated with lard. The lady’s hands took over the task. One by one, the Chosen undid her buttons, her skirt’s fastening and her shift’s laces, pulling the shift over her head, undressing her as if she were but a helpless child.


  Indeed, Lusielle was feeling helpless. She tried to cling to her remedy case and her skirt but with a firm tug, the lady wrenched them from her hands and tossed them aside.


  “There’s no need for shame in beauty.”


  Easy for the lady to say. She wasn’t sitting naked before a stranger, risking her life based on a few shaky hunches. But as the vapors rose and thickened, Lusielle’s embarrassment began to subside. Her body was growing numb and her limbs heavy. Her fear, on the other hand, was surging with the dangerous mist.


  By the time the lady began to draw on the prolific hose, Lusielle sprawled on her back with her head resting on the crux of the Chosen’s crossed legs. The woman’s upside-down face hovered above her in the mist, lips joined with the bubbling hose, throat gulping compulsively, nostrils smoking puffs of the iridescent vapors raining down on her.


  It took some work, but when Lusielle finally managed to crane her indolent neck, she spotted her body’s golden reflection on the propped-up tray. Her limbs stretched limply about her. Her breasts rose and sank with her breaths. Her skin felt licked and stroked, numb yet excruciatingly sensitive.


  The translucent haze gathered about her body like a diligent colony settling to feed. The mist curled around her geography’s high points, nipping at her toes and nipples, teasing her lips and flirting with her nostrils. A pair of luxurious lips descended on Lusielle, a rubbery ring sealing around her mouth. Lusielle’s rigid jaw locked in place, but the Chosen’s fingers pressed on her chin until her tongue broke through her lips.


  A cloud of smoke flooded Lusielle’s mouth, a plume that coated her palate, gushed down her throat and poured into her lungs. Her body ached. Her back arched in a sudden spasm. Her lungs tried to reject the poison, but the Chosen persevered, forcing down the vapors with formidable strength.


  The moment lengthened beyond endurance. Lusielle’s mind began to flicker. Darkness enveloped her thoughts. She knew she had to break through the darkness if she was going to survive. Her body was giving up ahead of her mind, so she clung to her thoughts, hoping they could lead her through the ordeal.


  The mysteries of air inhalers were legendary. Teos had a monopoly on the old craft. Yet no one was better equipped than Lusielle to understand the impact the inhaler’s airs had on the body. She recognized some of the simpler ingredients by taste and smell. She could deduce the presence of other ingredients by noting her body’s responses.


  What was new, different and terrifying was the effect that Suriek’s witching fire had on the mix. An unfathomable magnification took place in the floating hearth, stoking potency and accelerating reactions in ways that could hardly be understood, let alone explained.


  An image of her mother bent over her annotation book overtook her mind. Lusielle knew that the sight was a hallucination, yet her mother’s presence felt real. As she looked up from the book, her mother smiled. The pages before her sparkled like jewels.


  “You’re dead,” Lusielle whispered. “You can’t really be here.”


  “There’s opportunity in death’s fringes,” her mother said.


  “Opportunity for what?”


  “Reason. Knowledge. Awareness.”


  An image sprouted from the parchment, taking shape out of the luminous haze. A familiar silhouette staggered out of the book and climbed onto her mother’s stretched palm. The broad shoulders. The muscular legs. The lean profile. She recognized Bren’s shadow, his proud body buckling under some immense weight threatening to crush him.


  “What’s the unholy, forbidden burden that turns the just into outlaw, robs the blessed from grace and grinds the dutiful down to dust?” her mother said. “What’s the ailment that cannot be spoken, the pox that cannot be healed, the sickness that cannot be cured?”


  Unholy. Forbidden. Unspoken. Lusielle forced her addled mind to churn. It was like pushing a wagon through the thickest mire. Incurable?


  “You can never see it,” her mother said, “but by the Thousand Gods, you can sense it.”


  A thought burst out of her mind like a sudden spark. “It’s not possible,” Lusielle whispered. “It’s trickery. It’s make-belief. It’s myth and superstition.”


  “Would Riva purge the kingdom to stamp out myth?” her mother asked. “Would Teos forbid the practice to eradicate superstition?”


  “Are you saying that Bren is ailed by … a curse?”


  Her mother crossed her lips with her finger, but her expression should have been enough confirmation. Lusielle couldn’t accept it. The airs were muddling her wits. After a lifetime practicing Izar’s enlightened ways, how was she supposed to believe in something as implausible and illogical as what her mother suggested?


  “It’s not possible,” Lusielle murmured.


  Perhaps in the old times charlatans, swindlers and pretenders had been able to sway the gullible into believing in love potions, lust hexes, money charms and retributions spells. But these days, the odd craft had been unmasked as fraud and proscribed. It wasn’t reasonable. No common person had the power to fuel something like that.


  “Spoken like Izar’s true pledge,” her mother said. “You’re right when you say that no common person has the power to fuel a curse. But you’re wrong about the existence of curses. Beware. Just as the airs open the mind’s eye to the unknown, the notion opens the gates to the unwelcomed. Be wise, daughter. You tread on a perilous path.”


  Her mother’s image burst into luminous drizzle. The droplets rained in the darkness, collecting into a pool of light. Lusielle looked down and saw her own face reflected on the water, gold and hazy, like her image on the copper tray. She found herself staring into a wide, almond-shaped eye, a lightless, menacing vision, a golden pupil floating in the dark iris.


  “Who are you?” A voice hissed in her ear. “How dare you enter my lair?”


  The darkness deepened, drawing Lusielle into death’s black well, a brutal plunge initiated by the inhaler’s toxic airs, but precipitated by the murderous force that had just discovered her.


  “You can’t win.” Laughter echoed in her ears. “Shiver when you hear my steps.”


  “Out of here,” her mother’s voice shouted in the darkness. “Now!”


  Lusielle’s body responded to her mother’s command. She gasped for breath, inhaling more of the vapors, but succeeding at re-engaging her scalded lungs. Hers was a journey in reverse, a flight from dark to light, from oblivion to consciousness. The toxic airs played havoc with her senses. She couldn’t tell reality from dreams. Her reason rejected her experience while her instinct clung to it fiercely.


  She forced her eyes to open. The Chosen’s face loomed over her. The lady’s eyes were closed.


  Lusielle forced the words through her scorched throat. “Lady Khalia?”


  A single tear sprang from the Chosen’s eye. It clung to her long eyelashes for an instant, before plunging into Lusielle’s eye with a searing sting. For a moment, all Lusielle could see were the tears running down Bren’s scarred face.


  “There’s no reprieve from the gods,” the Chosen wailed. “A fine one must perish.”


  The Chosen had succumbed to her airs. Just like Lusielle, the lady had been overtaken by a vision and the sting of her tear left no doubt as to who was the object of her dreams. Lusielle suddenly understood her fears’ vast scope. She also understood failure’s tragic consequences.


  “Wake up.” She shook the woman, first gently, then hard. “Wake up!”


  “What?” Puffs of iridescent vapors bubbled from Khalia’s mouth. “What is it?”


  “You were dreaming.” Lusielle struggled for breath. “Now you have to ask.”


  “You’re alive!”


  “Ask now or we’ll never know.”


  The look Lusielle spotted on the Chosen’s face was even more frightening than everything else she had learned this day. She seemed confused. Confused!


  The lady hacked, as if her inhaler’s poison had finally prevailed over her body. Why now? After thousand of sessions and hundreds of inquiries, the powerful Chosen didn’t know what to ask!


  The woman’s face was pale with fear. Her tone had the unmistakable sound of an apology. “We’ve never gotten this far.”


  “The riddle,” Lusielle rasped. “Ask from the riddle.”


  “The one Robert found?” She pondered the idea for an instant. “Yes, you’re right.” She drew on the hose, inhaling great quantities of vapor then expelling it over Lusielle’s body. “What are you?” she asked. “Mark, tease or fate?”


  Lusielle’s body contorted with the pain stabbing her back. An awful croak echoed from her throat, the stifled scream her lungs couldn’t power. Her nails tore into the cushions. The Chosen was lifting her hip, trying to turn her on her side.


  Blind with pain, Lusielle fought to cling to her senses. Making a huge effort, she bent a knee, planted a foot on the ground and managed to lift her hips partway. Craning her neck, she squinted through the haze and spotted her back’s reflection on the tray.


  The scar was alight. At either side of her spine, the outline of butterfly wings blazed like the witching fire’s flames. Something else was burning on the skin below it, blood rupturing through the smoldering skin, curves and lines connecting with each other in a macabre script that composed a single, terrifying word.


  The Chosen’s face twisted into a host of expressions. Shock showed foremost, but Lusielle also saw fear and horror etched on the woman’s face. After a moment’s hesitation, fear turned to resolve.


  “Teos is ever present,” the Chosen said. “Teos is always watching.”


  Lusielle’s body was numb, but using her tongue, she managed to dislodge the single stick of camelina she had secreted out of her remedy pouch and stowed in her mouth, tucked between her cheek and her gums. She bit down. The root cracked between her teeth. Bitterness curled her tongue and burned all the way down her throat.


  The sting ignited her belly but also her senses. A surge of strength cleared her mind and energized her body. A dagger flashed in the Chosen’s hand. Lusielle grabbed her skirt with one hand and rolled on the ground, knocking Konia’s box open as the blade sliced the cushions where she had been lying just an instant before.


  Scrambling through the spilled contents, Lusielle found what she needed. All at once, she stuffed it in her skirt’s pocket, came to her knees and lunged for the vermillion shells.


  She managed to snatch only one of the shells. The Chosen kicked the other one out of the way. It shattered against the wall. Lusielle staggered to her feet and went for the bolted door, but the lady Khalia stood in the way, inhaling great quantities of the vapors that would fortify her body while weakening Lusielle’s unsustainable burst of strength.


  The Chosen aimed the deadly dagger. “Did you really think you could escape us?”


  Lusielle set her sights on the door and charged, but the burst of strength powering her body deserted her. Her steps slowed. Her knees gave up. Her sputtering lungs quit and so did her senses.


  Chapter Fifty-six


  HATO GAVE THE ORDER TO RAISE the sails with a heavy heart. True, Lusielle had demonstrated enormous courage in her deeds, but foolish bravery aside, the outcome had been known from the start. Nobody stood up to Teos and won. Only a fool would try to tangle with a Chosen. No mortal could withstand the formidable forces wielded by an expert inhaler of airs, let alone Khalia. It had been an uneven affair from the start.


  The galley’s crew had removed the stairs and released the bindings as soon as they had returned from the witnessing. Khalia’s actions were a clear message. Hato could almost hear her mocking voice in his mind. “Poor thing. Her lungs weren’t very sturdy.”


  Over two hours had passed since they had returned from Khalia’s ship. Hato had kept the barge on course with the galley for as long as he could, but now the situation was changing. All of a sudden, a commotion stirred the Chosen’s galley. Shortly thereafter, two hundred oars rattled into place. The tepid wind would not detain or delay the will of Teos. As the oars dipped in the water, the galley took off, racing the current through the Nerpes’s wide straights, leaving the clumsy barge behind as if it were a decrepit old tub.


  “Hoist the sails,” Hato shouted. “Keep up with the procession!”


  Ships of all sizes and kinds sailed by, chasing after the sacred galleys. The water boiled with millions of yearlings, also following in the galleys’ wake. The barge was falling further behind the White Tide procession. The sailors Hato had seen fit to retain from the original pirate crew gathered around the rig.


  “Didn’t you sloths hear me?” Hato cursed. “I said sails up, you idiots, maximum clip!”


  The rig master scratched his head and shrugged. “Very well, my lord.”


  Only shreds of sails made it up, scraps of tattered wool hoisted by broken ropes halfway up the main mast. The rest of the sails lay limp on the deck as piles of shredded strips. The balance of the Twenty joined the crew, puzzling over the destruction.


  “I don’t understand,” Clio said. “When could this have happened?”


  “We stood watch the entire time we were tied to the galley,” Cirillo said.


  Khalia. Hato just knew the Chosen had wanted them out of play. But did she also want them dead in the water, unable to get to Teos in time for the tribute?


  Only if she was plotting with Riva. Only if she was willing to destroy not just Bren, but also her homeland.


  Hato looked to the east where, on the distant riverbank, the low shore revealed the blackened shores scorched by a pervasive storm of wildfires. The fires had all but ended the profitable reed trade that had sustained the region, forcing the area’s audacious reed croppers to migrate elsewhere. The shore was now deserted. Only the abandoned reed cutters anchored channelside remained behind, the testament of a people gone. Closely resembling sets of paired windmills mounted on flat rafts, the cutters loomed in the darkness like dejected warriors.


  In the distance, a town or two dotted the Nerpes’s western shore, a well-laid trap. Riva’s men would be waiting on the kingdom’s banks now that Orell knew their barge carried Laonia’s tribute, more so if Riva and Khalia were allies. Hato would have to steer the barge clear of the kingdom if he wanted the tribute whole and Bren free.


  “I want half of you working on these sails,” Hato said. “Repair them. Put them together. I don’t care if you have to make new sails out of our mantles. Do it. The other half of you, fashion some long oars. Weave paddles from the reeds if you have to. We’re getting to Teos on time to pay the tribute even if we have to swim downstream.”


  Hato marched across the deck with a stride that would have been impossible just days ago. Unexpectedly, he realized that the remedy mixer had been more accomplished than all of the healers he had consulted put together. If only she could manage to survive Khalia.


  By the time Hato went back to the cabin, Bren was struggling to regain his senses. The confined little cabin smelled damp and stale. A whiff of the inhaler’s fiery breath clung to the place, reeking not only from their clothes, but also from Bren’s saturated pores. It was as if Khalia herself lingered here, taunting Hato, boasting of all her gains, exuding her foul influence. Bren sat up on the berth, rubbing his jaw, scouring the space for the only sight he craved.


  Hato took a deep breath. “My lord, our sails have been shredded—”


  “You hit me, you whoremonger—”


  “Allow me to explain—”


  “Where is she?”


  “I waited for longer than she asked—”


  “What do you mean?”


  “She signaled for an hour, but I delayed for as long as practicable—”


  “You left her behind?” Bren gaped. “You deserted her in Khalia’s hands?”


  With a full strike of his body, Bren slammed Hato against the wall, gripping him by the shoulders and hurling him overhead as if he was nothing but a dirty rag. Hato flew across the room, crashing upside down against the porthole and landing head-first on the crumpled mattress. When he next knew, Bren was back on him like a rabid beast.


  His old warrior’s instinct was to strike back. He grazed Bren’s cheek with his fist, but this was no surprise blow like the one he had dealt his lord earlier. On equal terms, Bren was quicker and stronger than he was, cupping his knuckles with a gripping clutch while landing a blow just below the ribs. Hato doubled over, wheezing.


  Blasted youth. Hato’s lot was the teacher’s proverbial fate. Bren had learned all the lessons he had taught him better than well. Bren wasn’t a lad anymore and Hato was no longer in his prime. The balance of strength had shifted between them.


  Hato tried to deflect his lord’s blows with his forearms. Bren was beyond angry, incensed. Part of Hato felt as if he deserved the beating. After all, he knew what it felt like, the despair, the grief, the loss. The other part of Hato was aloof from the fight, contemplating his prized pupil’s performance with a teacher’s pride, while awaiting—albeit with a tinge of resignation—the blows he deserved.


  Instead, Bren’s blows faltered. His fists missed the mark. His face twisted in pain. He slumped over his knees, pressing his forehead to the mattress. The repressed groan issuing from his throat was the most wretched sound that Hato had ever heard.


  “My lord?” Hato said. “What is it?”


  Bren dragged himself to a corner of the berth. He sank his ashen face into the walls, shaking like a man with the fever, shrinking away from Hato’s touch.


  The realization struck Hato like a blade to the heart. “Oh, no, my lord. Is it—?”


  The ague. The damn ague. He couldn’t get his mouth to spit out the words. Bren had lasted longer than all of his brothers. He had worked harder than all of his kin put together. He had come closer than all of the others to beating the curse. His courage and his tenacity had inspired a man as cynical as Hato to believe that his efforts could make a difference in the outcome. And yet exactly four years after the curse had killed Harald, the merciless ague had struck all the same.


  Hato’s misery reached a new height when he spotted the tears springing from his lord’s tightly shut eyes. He had nursed Bren before, just once, when he had fallen prey to grief and regret, when loss, guilt and despair had driven him to the edge of madness, the only time in the long journey that his will had faltered. Bren had been in a very bad way, and yet even back then, Hato had never seen his lord cry.


  His lord’s tears made Hato sick. The ague’s pain had to be unbearable. He searched the shelves, rummaging through Lusielle’s ingredients. He wished she were here to brew one of her soothing potions. It was no use. Hato couldn’t hope to match her skills. Instead, he grabbed a bottle of the strongest distilled spirits he could find and brought it to his lord.


  “Here, my lord, drink this.” He pressed the bottle against Bren’s lips. “It will help dull the pain. It’ll put you to sleep.”


  Bren refused the bottle. “It’ll pass.”


  “You’ve felt it before?”


  Bren’s nod left Hato reeling. This wasn’t his lord’s first skirmish with the ague. Hato had failed to detect the ailment’s onset. He had been so engrossed in the new verses that he had neglected to see what was happening to his lord. He realized time was running out—for Bren, and for Laonia.


  How much longer could his lord live?


  Hato poured a cup of water and pressed it against Bren’s mouth. He balked again.


  “It’s just water, my lord.”


  Bren managed a one-eye squint.


  “I wouldn’t lie to you.”


  “Tonic,” he mumbled, groping for his belt.


  Hato found a flask of the woman’s tonic tucked in Bren’s belt and put it up to his lord’s lips. “It’ll do you good.”


  Bren took a sip then a swig. The worst was passing. Either that or he was somehow managing to master the pain.


  “Lusielle,” Bren rasped. “She—she didn’t come back.”


  “No, my lord.”


  “We have to go find her.”


  “I’m afraid, my lord, she’s most likely—”


  “We’re going after her,” Bren said. “Do you hear me?”


  “Aye, my lord, whatever you say. But we have to get to Teos. Remember? The tribute is due. If you fail to show—”


  “If I can’t find Lusielle—you’ll do it. You’ll find her and get her to safety. Swear to me.”


  Bren’s stare was on Hato, a pained but determined look that appealed not just to Hato’s honor, but to his breaking heart as well.


  “I swear.”


  “You’ll protect her. You’ll defend her if need be. Laonia owes this woman a huge debt of gratitude.”


  “I’ll do what you ask, my lord.”


  Bren flashed one of his rare smiles. His body relaxed against the wall. For sure, the worst of the ague was now over. Since Hato had witnessed the ague in Ethan and Robert, he knew what to expect. Bren would need some rest. The ague would return at irregular intervals, attacking without warning. His lord would grow more tired and weak in between episodes. Soon, the debilitating spells would increase in frequency, doing irreparable damage to his body, confining him to his bed, from where he would not rise again.


  Bren took another drink from the flask. “When the madness comes—”


  “I’ll be there,” Hato said.


  “Even if I’m the last one, the revelations could be helpful.”


  His lord needed to know that his death wouldn’t be wasted. “The madness’s revelations will be vital, my lord, to ensure the proper end of the blight and Laonia’s survival.”


  “Make sure you write down whatever revelations the madness grants me.”


  “You can rely on me.”


  “One more thing,” Bren said. “This I ask as I would ask my best friend, my brother, my father, all of which you have been to me, and are, to this day.”


  “You know that if it’s within my power ….”


  “When I die—” In his long service to the house of Uras, it was the only time Hato had heard his lord’s voice break. “After I die, I want you to look out for her. She won’t be a great burden to you or anyone. She’s too self-reliant for that. But if she needs anything, if she comes into danger or trouble of any kind, it would give me great comfort to know that after I’m gone, she could come to you.”


  It was in that instant that Hato discovered why he loved Bren more than any lord he’d had. Hato had served Edmund and loved all his sons. He had been at most of their deaths, witnessed their pain, their anger, the horror of their stifled lives. But Bren, he was different. He was more. He could hurl over his damaged self to improve the lives of others. He could see beyond his curse, and despite his broken life, he could see a future that didn’t include him.


  It struck Hato then that he might have misjudged and underestimated the woman. Bren cared about her in a way new to his lord. She, who was so far from all he was, had come the closest to his heart. She had shown kindness to a man who had seldom known it, and in doing so, she had saved his lord’s soul beyond the grave.


  Chapter Fifty-seven


  BREN’S HEAD WAS STILL SPINNING WHEN he detected the first signs of trouble. The ague was an agonizing, disconcerting experience. Striking suddenly and with brutal violence, the pain of it was crushing. A flickering darkness toyed with his eyesight. That maddening, primordial shriek pierced his hearing. It had taken all he had to prevent himself from ripping out his ears to stop the unbearable racket. It had taken all his willpower not to give in to the pain. He was better now, exhausted but pain-free and capable of spotting the alarm on Hato’s face.


  “Do you hear that?” Hato whispered.


  Nothing.


  A cursory look out the porthole revealed that night had settled upon the Nerpes. The procession had long passed them by. Far to the south, an occasional flash of lightning betrayed the gray clouds blooming in the darkness, but this wide stretch of river was particularly empty of traffic and isolated. Bren remembered that Hato had mentioned something about shredded sails. Everything added up and not in an auspicious way.


  “Door,” he mouthed.


  Hato dropped the bar on the brackets, but the small bar, intended mostly to offer privacy, wasn’t going to hold up to an assault for very long. Bren stood up, testing his legs. They felt a little rubbery, but they would do. He piled the pillows under the blankets and motioned to Hato. Together, they moved the desk to block the door, jamming it under the bar to strengthen the cabin’s defenses.


  Bren focused on strategy. He had to think ahead of his next few moves. What was that stinking root Lusielle had used to evict the mite from Severo’s horse? Limber lout root. He rummaged through the shelves until he found the tightly sealed packet. Quickly, Bren set up the brazier, lit up the coals and, placing a pot with water over the little flames, dropped the contorted root into the pot. He was no remedy mixer, but then again, he wasn’t trying to brew a cure.


  He took one last look around the cabin, searching for anything else that might be helpful to his cause. His eyes fell on Lusielle’s wares. Each flask, bottle and jar was clearly labeled. He went for the oils and the spirits, stuffing the corked jars in the leather pouch he slung over his shoulder. He had no time to linger.


  “Porthole,” he mouthed.


  “You’re too weak,” Hato mouthed back.


  Nonsense. He wasn’t going to let the ague disable him before his time. The pain had been difficult to manage, but the exhaustion he could master. Setbacks and losses were part of the game he had been dealt; defeat, surrender or failure didn’t have to be. He wasn’t willing to sacrifice his men to a faltering cause either.


  It wasn’t easy. Bren wasn’t a small man and the little porthole was far from spacious. He had to fit an arm first, followed by a shoulder, his head and his neck. Then he had to twist his other shoulder through the tiny space with a contortionist’s grit. With his shoulders—the widest part of him—hanging out of the porthole over the Nerpes, he twisted his torso and wiggled his hips out of the small opening, before rotating his body and reaching up to grab onto the cabin’s roof.


  The barge’s construction offered him some advantages. The cabin was built to overhang the port side by a span or so. The little porthole protruded beyond the gunwales, creating a blind spot from the aft and forward decks. A lookout would have to lean over the railing to see the porthole. Bren spotted no such lookout at the moment.


  Grabbing hold of the rafters above him and bracing his feet at the edge of the porthole, he managed to scramble up. Carefully, quietly, he flattened against the roof and elbowed himself to the edge. What he saw gave him pause to revisit his plan.


  Three long reed boats were tied around the barge. They were fishing boats, common on the Nerpes and hardly likely to arouse suspicion from his lookouts even in this isolated stretch of the river. Bren counted some thirty men dressed in black cloaks moving about the deck with trained stealth. At least six of his men lay in a heap on the aft deck. The rest were out of sight or being led—or dragged, in some cases—down the stairs and into the hull.


  Bren was furious. He should’ve listened to Hato. In his haste to protect Konia’s children, he had sent too many of the Twenty away. The smaller numbers, combined with the enemy’s clever tactics, had conspired to increase the barge’s vulnerabilities. Khalia’s arrival had ended all hope of traveling in stealth and Teos’s purported protection had ceased the moment the barge had fallen behind the White Tide procession.


  Bren elbowed himself back onto the opposite side of the roof and reached down to the porthole. He grabbed his sword and scabbard from Hato then helped him climb out of the cabin. Instead of pulling him up onto the roof, Bren pointed down, towards the row of small, square vents hovering above the water line. He flashed ten fingers in pointed sequence. Hato nodded and began to climb down towards the lower deck. Despite his years, he got along rather well. Bren prayed that no harm would come to Hato. He wouldn’t be able to forgive himself if something happened to his old friend.


  He concentrated on the next step of his plan. Even by his usually flexible standards, thirty-three warriors against one made for some poor pissing odds. His options were rather limited. His bow and arrows were stored below deck along with those of the Twenty. Firing the barge or destroying it in any way was not practicable. He needed the barge to go after Lusielle and get to Teos just as much as Laonia needed the cargo in the hull to pay the tribute and ensure its continued existence.


  He watched as several of the barge’s assailants surrounded the cabin. The leader of the raiding party was a capable warrior. He deployed watchmen around the barge, below deck with the prisoners, and at the top of the stairs. He concentrated the rest of his forces around the cabin.


  Time for Bren to get to work.


  Quietly, he clambered down from the cabin’s roof and, using the porthole for purchase, climbed down to the stretch beneath the gunwales where the deck protruded beyond the hull. Evenly spaced posts designed to strengthen and stabilize the heavy top supported the deck. The beams angled from the edge of the deck and anchored on the hull’s reinforcing ledge. Balancing on the narrow ledge and swinging from beam to beam, Bren managed to skirt around the barge.


  The going was tricky. His muscles quivered under the strain and his shoulders ached with the effort. As he neared the bow, he slipped. His boot splashed in the river. A commotion ensued in the water. The current bubbled with a flash of white. The White Tide procession was far ahead, but huge numbers of yearlings lagged for leagues behind it, frenzied, famished and ready to feed on anything that came near the water. Nobody who fell into the river would be able to survive the Nerpes tonight.


  Bren kept going. When he turned the corner, he found one of the boarding skiffs tied to the port side on the bow. The assailants had planned their approach well, coming at the barge from three different directions under the cover of dark. They were well-trained and organized. Bren would do well to remember that.


  A racket announced that the first efforts to storm the cabin door had failed. A crash rattled the barge. The assailants were battering the jammed door. Bren reached the rickety boat and eased himself into the craft. He was surprised. It was light but sturdy, constructed from reeds and sealed with tar, probably requisitioned or stolen from some poor unsuspecting fisherman.


  Bren uncorked one of the bottles he had brought along. The sharp whiff of distilled spirits stung his nostrils. He sprinkled the liquid around the boat and on the fishing nets piled on the stern. When the bottle was empty, he struck his flints together and lit up the soaked fabric. He scrambled off the reed boat as soon as the flame took.


  He continued to work his way around the barge, sparing the skiff tied on the starboard side but firing the one at the stern. A quick glance revealed only a discreet puff of smoke coming over the bow, nothing to be noticed as of yet by the assailants who were focused on breaking down the door.


  Bren set the fire as quickly as he had done with the first and climbed onto the barge’s beams again. Completing his arduous circuit, he hiked back onto the cabin’s roof just in time to witness the door’s breach. He covered his mouth and nose as six well-armed warriors barged into the cabin. Five of them didn’t come out. The sixth collapsed at the threshold foaming at the mouth. The rest of the warriors who had been standing around the cabin drew back, gagging at the limber lout root’s toxic stench.


  The Triad was smiling on Bren tonight. A gust of wind stoked the fires he had set. The little boats began to burn in earnest. The assailants noticed. With trained efficiency, they split into two groups, approaching the fires with caution. Bren had anticipated the divided forces. Exactly ten minutes after his second fire was set, the watchmen standing at the top of the stairs were killed. Led by Hato, his men and the crew emerged from the hull, free and armed.


  True to Bren’s training, the group huddled around the mid-barge mast. Kneeling back-to-back behind a cluster of barrels, they fired a first volley of arrows in opposite directions. Taken by surprise, the split forces lost at least half of their men each.


  Clio pitched a bundle onto the cabin’s roof. Bren unwrapped his bow and notched an arrow. He took the leader out with one shot. The assailants rallied, coming at his men from both directions, intent on slamming them on both flanks.


  A second volley thinned out the attack, a gruesome hail of arrows striking at close quarters. Still, the trained warriors kept coming, even as some stumbled, skewered and dying. As the lines clashed, foes mingled too close together. Bren discarded his bow and with a running start, jumped down from the roof and landed among the thick of his men.


  A first wave of steel clashed against his unsheathed sword. The clang was like a song to his mind, a summons to his knotted muscles. His movements flowed fluid and precise, a dance he knew and loved, a skill that favored him and his sword, finally, an even set of odds.


  The sword hacked and sliced at his two opponents, an intricate play of parries and thrusts. Bren punched through his foes and ducked, slicing the tendon above one man’s knee and stabbing the other man with a reverse thrust. Bren’s wrist bounced faintly as the blade collided with the man’s vertebrae. Bone cracked against steel. The spine gave way to the blade. The man’s legs collapsed from under him. He crumbled like a stack of rotten wood.


  No mercy. Bren took on another warrior, this one more grizzled than the others, but also more skilled. His elegant style and elaborate footwork drew Bren out of the pack. He hesitated before breaking the line, but Hato fought at his back, so Bren plunged into the enemy line. The fight was even and hard. When he finally dispatched his opponent with an oblique thrust below the ribs, he did it with respect.


  Nothing like a righteous fray to put wrongs to right. He had the right to defend his men’s lives and Laonia’s property from thieves and tyrants.


  The barge looked like a scene from one of his nightmares. The deck was slippery with blood. The wounded and the dying cried out in pain. Smoke and fire bracketed the confined battlefield while death reigned supreme in between.


  The death toll included all of the assailants. Bren wished he could have kept a man or two alive. He commanded his jubilant men to spare the last survivor on deck, but the battered man decided that braving the Nerpes was the better option. The man jumped from the barge. His encounter with the famished yearlings was as gruesome as it was deadly.


  With the fighting done, Bren and his men concentrated on securing the barge, cutting off the burning boats and clearing out the deck. The yearlings got yet another set of treats. Before they threw the dead bodies overboard, Bren inspected each one for clues. It was clear that whoever had commanded this attack had wanted to kill Bren and steal Laonia’s tribute. But who was it?


  Neither he nor Hato found conclusive evidence that could answer the question. Bren was sure it had been Riva. The men were highly trained and expensively equipped. The plan had been timely and sophisticated. Hato looked hard for a sign that the assailants had been some of Teos’s infamous mercenaries. He found no gold from Teos in their pockets and no golden assassin’s badges.


  Something else was bothering Bren. The sails had been shredded shortly before the attack, in preparation for it, he was sure. His men had been on watch the entire time that the barge had been tied to Khalia’s galley. A stranger would have had no way of stealing onto the barge. What if the person who destroyed the sails was not a stranger?


  “Four crew killed, two of the Twenty dead,” a weary Clio reported. “Severo is missing, and so is the little monkey man.”


  “Elfu?”


  “We can’t find them anywhere. We fear their throats may have been slit at the beginning of the raid. Their bodies may have been thrown overboard.”


  Damn the Twins. Severo had been his best scout. Bren loved all of the Twenty, but he was partial to Severo and Lusielle would have his hide if something happened to Elfu. Another question came to mind. What if the men were not dead? What if Severo caught Elfu shredding the sails and was killed in the fight with the ferocious little man? Could it have been the other way around?


  What would have been either man’s motive? How could he consider one of his pledged followers, let alone faithful Severo as a traitor? Was the ague already turning him into a mad, mistrustful fool?


  The entire barge lurched. Bren grabbed onto the gunwales. Men spilled like bottles on the deck, horses tripped, barrels broke from their bindings and rolled about, crashing everywhere. Adrift on the river current, the hull staggered and rustled against a sandbank. The ship moaned like a wailing woman.


  “We’re drifting too close to shore!” Hato shouted.


  “The tillers!” The horrified pilot held the detached handles in his hands. “They’ve been disabled!”


  No tillers. No sails. No way to fight the Nerpes’s capricious currents. Up ahead, the frothy current licked the smooth pate of a rocky outcrop glistening in the night. As the shallows scraped at the hull and the outcrop charged at the ship, Bren realized the danger.


  The same river that had taken him this far on his journey, the blessed waterway that fed the land and led the faithful home, was about to put a swift and catastrophic end to all his ventures.


  Chapter Fifty-eight


  SOMEWHERE IN THE REALM OF THE gods, Lusielle found no air to breathe. She sprinted through a busy lane paved with alabaster stones and flanked by opulent high-storied shrines.


  Help. She needed help.


  The familiar faces of a crowd of gods and goddesses crammed her vision. She knew a lot of their names, but she had no time for greetings. She was drowning, dying in their divine midst and yet unable to scream. Some of the gods smiled as she passed. Some frowned. Some laughed. Some barely glanced at her.


  None acknowledged her or her distress. None reached out to help.


  A small, decrepit shrine stood before her. An open door beckoned. The sound of dripping water echoed in her ears. The dread that had long taken hold of her surged, a loud warning. Lusielle didn’t want to go through those doors, but she did.


  Air. She needed air.


  A sun-dappled countryside rippled before her eyes as if it were part of an underwater world. A shimmering lake. A lonely whitewashed house on a bluff, modest but tidy. A blue door, beckoning to be opened.


  Lusielle opened it.


  A fire burned in the hearth. A black lute lay on the window seat. A woman sat, writing at a desk with her back to the door. The quill in her hand rustled as it journeyed across the page, trailing sparkling lines in its wake. Lusielle could only see the short dark hair growing around a cowlick at the top of the head, the long neck perched atop an exquisite pair of bare shoulders and a small globular scar at the base of her neck.


  The stylus froze over the page. It dripped a blot of ink, splotching the words. “Who’s there?” the woman said. “Why have you come?”


  Lusielle wouldn’t have been able to answer that question even if she had been capable of words.


  “Whoever you might be,” the woman said. “Be gone. You cannot defeat me.”


  A racket came from the door. Lusielle turned to see the God of fire bursting through the threshold. “Am I too late?”


  She fell into in his arms, gasping for air. She knew the scar on his face. His lips sealed around her mouth, as if he was an expert inhaler of airs.


  Air, she wanted to say. She needed air. But when he blew, it was only fire that scorched her lungs.


  “Wake up,” a gruff voice whispered in her ear. “Wake up, or else we shall all die!”


  “Quiet,” another voice whispered. “Be still!”


  “Breathe, child. Breathe!”


  A humid scent moistened her throat and jerked Lusielle’s reluctant lungs into action. A pervasive stink left her gagging. Still, it was better than no air at all.


  She opened her heavy eyelids. At first, she spotted only gloom. As her eyes adapted to the darkness, she confronted the tenuous outline of a most improbable sight.


  “Elfu?”


  “Shush.”


  “Severo?”


  “You must be very quiet, mistress.”


  “But—”


  “They’re almost done.”


  Lusielle smothered a coughing fit. She realized that the three of them were cramped into some sort of confined space. Ropes coiled beneath her legs and wood pressed against her back. Muffled voices came from the outside, where steps rattled the deck amidst the sounds of men talking, wood banging and water sloshing.


  Elfu’s profile shifted, revealing that his face had been covering a tiny beam of light squeezing through a small knothole in between boards. Shifting in the crowded darkness, Lusielle put one eye to the knothole.


  A pair of lanterns illuminated a crammed space. By the chamber’s low ceilings and narrowing shape, Lusielle surmised they were on the galley’s lowest deck, by the stern. Huge barrels took up most of the space. A group of strapping servants surrounded one of the barrels. Working with impressive efficiency, servants filled the buckets then passed them on to other servants, who tossed the contents into what appeared to be portholes cut into the deck’s timbers.


  The stink offending Lusielle’s nose wafted from those barrels and buckets. It must have bothered the servants as well, because they were working fast to dispose of the barrel’s fetid contents.


  Lusielle waited until the loud, bucket-laden servants moved on to dump their cargo in the floor openings located at the opposite side of the room. “What’s this place?” she whispered.


  “It’s the lure compartment,” Severo whispered back. “This is where they store the bait.”


  “The bait for what?”


  “To lure the yearlings,” Severo said. “How else can the sacred galleys entice the yearlings to follow the White Tide procession to the sea?”


  “You mean they—?”


  “They lure the yearlings with rotten bait all the way from lake to sea.”


  That explained the awful stink. “I thought it was a sacred migration, the will of the gods.”


  “Maybe in Suriek’s time. These days, it’s more like the will of Teos.”


  It made sense. Lusielle didn’t know why she was shocked. Even nature was running amuck these days. Why should she expect any miracles from the gods?


  On the far side of the lure compartment, the servants finished the feeding and, abandoning their buckets, fled the room. Elfu and Severo stayed put, gesturing for Lusielle to do the same.


  “We must wait until we’re sure they’re done with the baiting,” Severo said.


  Lusielle tried to make sense of the last few hours of her life. Her recollections were fuzzy. “What are you two doing here?” she asked.


  “You are my mistress,” Elfu said in his harsh throaty accent. “I go where you go.”


  “Severo?”


  “My lord charged me with your safety.”


  “He did?”


  “I wasn’t about to fail him again.”


  “But … how did you two manage to—”


  “It wasn’t easy,” Elfu said. “I followed him.”


  “When I saw you leaving the barge,” Severo said, “I went down into the hull, clambered out of a vent and climbed onto the galley. Security was very tight except here, in the lure compartment. I guess no one can survive this stink for long. The rest was easy. I secured garb to match Teos’s golden guardians from the stores next door and went looking for you.”


  “We followed the airs’ scent,” Elfu said.


  “We found you and the Chosen unconscious in the witching fire’s chamber,” Severo said.


  “Was the Chosen—?”


  “She was alive, if that’s what you’re asking,” Severo said. “She was clutching a knife in her hand.”


  “She tried to murder you.” Elfu grumbled. “I would’ve killed her, but he didn’t let me.”


  Thank the gods. Laonia didn’t need a high charge of murder to add to its troubles. The potent airs had less of an effect on Khalia than on Lusielle, but Lusielle had conspired to add a touch of sweet tamaria to the drink she had brewed for Khalia, a slow acting ingredient which relaxed the muscles and induced sleep. Khalia must have passed out right after Lusielle.


  Elfu and Severo must have arrived shortly thereafter. They were the only reason Lusielle had survived the lethal concentration of foul airs.


  She recalled her last moments with Khalia, the blade seeking her flesh. Dear gods. Was she still naked?


  She checked. To her relief, she found her valuable spoils from her battle with Khalia intact in her pocket and the rest of her mostly—if not perfectly—clothed.


  “Did you dress me?” she asked Elfu.


  “Mm-hm.”


  “Thanks,” Lusielle said. “By now, hordes of golden guardians must be after us.”


  “Nary one of those high-strutting peacocks is looking for us.”


  “No?”


  “We staged a mock trail,” Severo said. “The guardians fell for it. We even helped in the search. We made it look like you jumped.”


  “Jumped?”


  “Over the gunwales. Into the Nerpes. We pitched your cloak, along with a slab of cured mutton into the river. They think the yearlings ate you. They think you’re dead.”


  There was nothing safe or easy about what Elfu and Severo had accomplished. What they had done was beyond amazing, incredible.


  How was she supposed to return the favor and reverse the feat? And most importantly, how by the Thousand Gods was she going to get them out of this galley alive?


  Chapter Fifty-nine


  SEVERO CRACKED THE LID OPEN AND surveyed the hull. The servants had been gone for a few long moments. Slowly, Severo stole out of the storage bench and, gliding silently across the room, put his ear to the door. The servants were truly gone. He gave the signal. Elfu leapt out of the bench and helped his mistress out.


  She straightened her rumpled clothing while negotiating the slippery deck. “How long before they come back?” she asked.


  “Not long,” Severo said, offering his flask. “They bait the yearlings every hour. Stretch your legs. Have some drink. We can’t afford to be found. We’ll have to wait until we get to the next port to make our escape and even then, it’s going to be tough.”


  Tough? More like impossible, he thought. No matter where they docked, guards would be posted on deck and along the pier, and several heavily defended gates would stand between them and freedom. That is, if they could survive the stench. Besides, it could be days before the White Tide procession veered to port, if it did at all.


  How he’d gotten stuck with taking care of a reckless mistress was a mystery to Severo, but his lord had said he had to guard her life, and by the Twins, he was going to do it, even if she wasn’t helping.


  Had she been addlebrained when she had agreed to go with the Chosen? Had he been insane when he had followed her into the galley?


  “We have to go now,” the mistress said. She seemed tired and disheveled but the look in her eyes brimmed with determination.


  “Go where?” Elfu asked.


  “To Teos, of course,” she said. “We must find the Lord of Laonia right away.”


  “No more highborn thugs,” Elfu said in his gruff accent. “No more evil pretenders. It’s not Suriek they revere. It’s greed and decadence.”


  Severo hated to agree with the monkey man, especially since he had such a low estimation for highborn, but Elfu was right. Going to Teos would be very dangerous for the mistress, for all of them.


  “I supposed if we stayed in this vessel we would eventually arrive to Teos.” The mistress was thinking aloud. “But we need to catch up to Bren and if we stay here for too much longer, we risk poisoning from the bait’s foul stench. Not even the servants will risk more than a few moments at a time down here. You know what will happen if we’re caught.”


  Elfu drew his fingers across his neck.


  “See?” the mistress said. “We have to go.”


  “I’m afraid it’s not possible,” Severo said, trying to instill some sense in his wayward charge. “The galley is sailing at a full clip. It tows no small boats we can sail. The Nerpes is wide, the currents are treacherous, and the yearlings are famished—”


  “Severo,” the mistress said. “If we’re going to help your lord, we have to get to him and soon.”


  “What good would we be to our lord if we all get killed trying to leave this galley?”


  “We are going to be killed if we stay here,” she said, “either by the toxic fumes or by Teos’s guards when they find us. It’s only a matter of time.”


  “But mistress,” Severo said. “There’s no way of getting off this ship.”


  “There might be a way,” she said.


  The mistress stepped to the edge of one of the rounded holes cut into the deck. Severo came to stand next to her and looked down. A thick glaze of gore and slime coated the slick chute below. Decaying bait, rotten animal parts and decomposing matter clung to the narrow, filthy channel. After a couple of spans, the dark tunnel twisted at an angle. Severo could see no further, but he could hear the ship’s groans echoing from the tunnel’s depths and the current hissing somewhere below. A puff of humid air blew on his face, the river’s most fetid breath.


  Elfu pointed down to the chute then to himself, asking what Severo didn’t dare ask. “You want me—us—Are you crazy?”


  “We don’t know how wide those chutes are,” Severo said. “We could get stuck. I think that the safest course of action is to stay here until we veer to port.”


  “He’s right,” Elfu said, “It’s too dangerous.”


  The mistress didn’t look dissuaded.


  “Look,” Severo said. “Even If we manage to somehow make it down the chute, it would dump us into the river.”


  “The river is our only means of escape,” she said. “I know Elfu can swim. What about you, Severo?”


  “Of course I can swim.”


  “Well, then, we can do it,” the mistress said.


  “May I remind you?” Elfu said. “It is you who cannot swim!”


  The Twins be damned. The woman couldn’t swim? She was proposing a course of action that would surely kill her!


  “I can manage,” she said, but she didn’t look confident in the least.


  “What about the yearlings?” Severo said.


  “Yes,” the monkey man said. “What about them voracious little beasts?”


  “Maybe we can somehow avoid them.” The mistress paced around the deck holes. “Maybe we can find a way to evade them. Maybe ….”


  She groped for her remedy case, which was not slung over her shoulder. “Did you—?”


  Elfu dug through the bench and came up with the case. “I knew you’d be unhappy if I forgot to retrieve it.”


  “You’re a treasure.” The mistress secured the case over her shoulder and knotted it to her belt. She rummaged through it, shifting some things around until she came up with a small earthenware bottle. She ripped a chunk out of the hem of her skirt and tore it into three long strips.


  “What are you doing?” Severo shifted nervously.


  “You’ll see,” she said.


  He didn’t like it when she started playing with her potions. He didn’t like the way she was so single-minded and focused on whatever it was she was doing.


  Wrinkling her nose and holding her breath, she soaked the strips with the liquid she poured from the bottle.


  “That’s a foul smell, even compared to the rotten bait.” Severo pinched his nose. “Why do I recognize it?”


  “The bottle contains the raw juice leftover from the bitter lout root,” the mistress said.


  “That stinking root you brewed to cure my horse of the giant mite?”


  “That one.” She got up and tied one of the wet strips around Severo’s brawny bicep and a second strip around Elfu’s arm. “Don’t let it touch your skin.”


  “Does the mistress want to poison us?” Elfu said. “What good can this do?”


  “If it repels giant mites and other nasty critters, then perhaps it’ll help keep the yearlings away as well.” She tied a third strip around her own arm.


  “What do you mean ‘perhaps’?” Severo eyed her warily. “Have you tried this before?”


  “No,” she admitted, “but there has to be a way.”


  “No one jumps in with yearlings and survives,” Elfu said.


  “Well ….” Severo cleared his throat.


  “What?” The mistress’s eyes were fixed on him.


  “That’s not entirely true,” Severo said. “There’s an old Laonian legend about a young child who was sickly and lame.”


  “Old tales, new lies,” Elfu muttered.


  “The child’s parents threw her into the Lake of Tears during the spawning season, as it was the custom during those hard times,” Severo said. “It is said that the child survived the yearlings and returned healed from the waters.”


  “Interesting,” the mistress said. “What else did the story say?”


  “It said that the child craved the lake thereafter, and one day escaped her relatives’ custody and joined with the lake. The lake’s daughter, they called her. Legend says she still wanders the Lake of Tears on foggy nights, lamenting her parents’ cruelty.”


  “Sad,” Elfu said, “but it only proves the obvious. We can’t go into the yearling-infested water.”


  “It’s an old myth, a wife’s tale” Severo said, kicking himself for telling a tale that appeared to have no effect whatsoever in dissuading the mistress.


  “Regardless,” the woman said. “I think we should try it my way. I don’t see why it wouldn’t work.”


  “You don’t, do you?” Elfu gnashed his crooked teeth. “From all the unwise, dangerous, crazy schemes I’ve heard from you in the last few weeks, this is by far the most reckless!”


  “I’ve always believed in reason,” the mistress said, “never in superstitions and such—”


  “As it should be for Izar’s enlightened ones,” Elfu said.


  “—until now.”


  “What?” Elfu and Severo said in unison.


  The woman’s disturbing eyes were on Severo. “Your lord’s cursed.”


  The blood drained from Severo’s face—no—from his entire body. He exchanged stares with the monkey man and saw that he too was bowled over by her words. The Twins help them. Was she really a witch?


  “I know the truth now,” she said. “So you might as well talk to me about it.”


  Severo didn’t know what to say. “Mistress… I—of that, we can’t speak.”


  “Maybe you highborn have the luxury to mince words,” she said, “but I don’t. It started with your lord’s father. It killed him.”


  Severo’s gut was corroding with sour bile. “H-h-how did you know?”


  “It killed his brothers, too,” she said. “Unless he can beat it, he’s going to die. Soon. Am I right?”


  Severo’s lips sealed in a tight white line. He stared at the woman in horror. What did she know? And if she knew the whole truth, was she crazy talking about it like this? Didn’t she know what could happen? What by the damn Twins was he supposed to do now? And how could he help his lord when the mistress was willing to destroy all of them with her careless questions?


  Her shrewd stare burned a hole through his skull. “You can’t talk about it,” she finally said. “I don’t know exactly why, but it entails oaths, honor, consequences and lives.”


  Severo lifted his hands in the air and let them drop. He was helpless. What could he say?


  “I’m assuming the consequences of breaking an oath of silence have to be very dire, terrible in fact,” she said, as if reading his thoughts. “The consequences probably extend beyond the line of Uras to Laonia, because Bren’s quest is about more than himself.”


  At least she was bright enough to see that.


  “So I started thinking,” she said.


  He groaned. He really hated it when she did that.


  “Why would a group of Laonian highborn stick to a doomed lord the way Hato and the Twenty do?” She stared at him. “I like to believe in loyalty, but I think there’s more. These dangerous consequences can somehow affect you and the Twenty as well.”


  Severo wiped the sweat off his forehead. She was a damn seer for sure.


  “Whatever it entails, this ailment affecting your lord protects itself and in doing so, raises the stakes for a man who’s doomed.” She came to stand very close to him. “Your lord has very little time left, Severo. I don’t know that I can help him, but I have information he needs to have. That’s why we can’t stay here. We have to go. Now.”


  The urgency in her eyes touched him. Her loyalty to his lord stunned him. The grit he saw in her stare frightened him. Any other woman would have run in the opposite direction knowing what she did, and yet she wanted to go to him instead?


  Severo tried to sort through his mind’s confusion. His lord wanted him to keep the woman safe, but the woman wanted to risk her life in order to keep his lord alive. Talk about divided loyalties. What was he supposed to do?


  “Madness.” Elfu stomped a foot on the deck. “I won’t do it. Neither will he. We will not allow you to do it!”


  “It’s too dangerous,” Severo said. “The lord wouldn’t like it.”


  “You are right.” She sighed. “My theory is unproven. Escaping entails considerable risk. We probably wouldn’t make it.”


  Severo exhaled a sigh of relief. At least she had listened to reason.


  “We will stay here and wait,” she said. “All of us, except perhaps … me.”


  The mistress stepped forward and dropped into the chute.


  Chapter Sixty


  BREN RAN ACROSS THE DECK, DODGING rolling barrels and leaping over runaway casks. He had a vision of the hull shattering as it crashed against the rocks, of the barge breaking apart and sinking like a defeated beast. He saw his men, drowning in the swift current, and Laonia’s tribute, strewn about the shore, bobbing downriver, lost to the Nerpes’s endless gluttony.


  Shipwrecked. That’s all he needed to put a swift end to his run for Teos and Laonia’s freedom.


  “To the anchors,” he shouted, praying the ship wasn’t too far into the shallows. He grabbed one of the heavy anchors and, mustering all his strength, swung it around, once, twice, thrice, before hurling it as far out as he could throw it, bellowing like a bull.


  The anchor landed upriver with a splash. With his heart hammering in his throat, Bren watched the ropes unraveling at his feet. Following his lead, his men launched the other anchors. The moments stretched into what felt like years.


  As soon as the anchor hit bottom and the ropes stopped running, Bren grasped the ropes. “Heave,” he shouted, threading the thick ropes through the deck’s iron loops and pulling until his muscles burned. “Heave!”


  The balance of the Twenty heeded his command, manning the ropes. It was an uneven tug-of-war. Their efforts seemed fruitless against the river’s immense power.


  “We’re going to wreck!” Someone panicked. “We’re running aground!”


  “We’re not going down!” Bren shouted. “Do you hear? Heave! Come on, my pretty girls. What are you? Afraid of breaking your nails? Heave!”


  The barge lurched against the current. The iron rings on the deck groaned. Slowly, painfully, reluctantly, the race towards the looming rocks began to slow.


  “It’s working,” Hato rasped, tugging the ropes right behind Bren.


  “Keep pulling,” Bren said. “Let’s get her upriver, my lovely girls, further into the channel. Let’s give them lazy lungs something to do!”


  By the time the barge was securely fastened away from the rocks, every man in the crew was wheezing and on their knees.


  “That was close,” Hato said, puffing.


  “Too close,” Bren agreed, reclaiming his legs to inspect the broken tillers.


  “Can you repair these?” he asked the pilot.


  “Fortunately I can, my lord. The screws were loosened but not stripped, to take us by surprise, I suppose. Given a few hours, I can fix these. The sails, on the other hand, are a different problem. We won’t make it to Teos on time without them.”


  Bren clutched the gunwales until his fingers ached. It was as if the Triad itself was working against him. He had no spares to replace the shredded sails. Crossing over to the kingdom’s shores and falling into Riva’s trap wasn’t an option. He was only a little better than shipwrecked. He was dead in the water, stuck without hope for help or rescue and already late for the tribute.


  Or was he?


  His eyes fell on a cluster of spectral shapes looming in the shallow’s darkness. Late was better than absent, and absent was not an option.


  Chapter Sixty-one


  LUSIELLE BARRELED DOWN THE CHUTE IN the darkness. She bounced against the curved walls, banging her hips, shoulders and head, before the chute spat her out of the ship like a lump of refuse. For an instant, she spotted the gray clouds drifting above her. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Then she plunged into the water and the world shifted from fast to slow.


  She sank straight down. Layers of progressively colder water stung her senses. Her skirt flared, closing around her upper body like a tightly folded bud. She struggled, swatting the fabric out of her way. How difficult could swimming be?


  Kick. She pumped her arms and legs as hard as she could. Caught in the powerful current, she managed to ascend a span or two then began sinking again. Swimming was going to be hard.


  A muted rustle captured her attention. She looked up to see a huge shadow looming above her, and the keel of a ship slicing the water. The ship’s bright lanterns and the occasional flashes of lightning illuminated the darkness around her. A shrill twitter broke the underwater silence, the eeriest sound Lusielle had ever heard. That’s when she saw them, a veritable wall of thousands—no, millions—of glowing yearlings coming at her like a hail of lit darts, a white tide shimmering against the black water.


  Lusielle flailed, trying to get away from the little beasts. With synchronized precision, the massive shoal darted past her like a martial parade. Worm-like creatures the length of her fingers flickered in silver flashes as they whizzed by. Few people in their right mind had ever seen the legendary creatures like this, in shoals, this close. Until now.


  Brightly colored organs pulsed beneath the yearlings’ translucent scales. Deeply ragged gills flanked the enormous black eyes protruding around the creatures’ thick-lipped pout. The tiny teeth growing behind the yearlings’ macabre grin didn’t worry Lusielle too much. It was the luminescent beaks glimmering like steel blades inside each yearling that terrified her.


  The fearsome, flesh-drilling tool was capable of puncturing through skin, muscle and bone to devour a body from the inside out. Lusielle’s hopes of evading a gruesome fate waned as the shoal curled around her, a single-minded entity enfolding her in a lethal embrace.


  A whirl of yearlings spun around her, a powerful maelstrom. Yet none of the creatures broke out of order, none approached closer than the others, none constricted their formidable beaks through their flexible jaws to attack Lusielle. On the contrary, they kept swimming about her as if she were encased in a bubble.


  It worked. By the gods, the vile juice of the limber lout root worked to repel the deadly yearlings!


  Lusielle’s elation revived her cramping legs’ efforts. Her euphoria powered her oxygen-starved mind. The swirl of yearlings widened like the top of a funnel as she ascended. She broke through the surface and stole a desperate gasp. Thunder grumbled nearby. Then it was back to the fight, underwater, trying to wrestle the river for a measure of buoyancy, defying the current while angling for the distant lights dotting the shore.


  Engrossed in the contest for her life, she didn’t notice the shadows breaking the surface above her. She cried out when something yanked hard on her braid. Great quantities of the water poured down her throat. Then there was the night again and a whiff of humid air filling her waterlogged lungs.


  Severo’s seemingly disembodied head bobbed in front of her like a buoy. His fist clutched her braid at the base of her head and held her up. Elfu floated in the river as well, hacking at the water with a rusted machete, as if he could really fight off millions of hungry yearlings with a single blade. Lusielle coughed up some of the water she had swallowed, plus a lot of bile too.


  “Take a deep breath,” Severo warned.


  “What?”


  Lusielle went under again, this time pulled down by Severo’s powerful dive. She looked up to see Elfu diving as well, clouds of disconcerted yearlings swimming about, and the swiftly moving lights of yet another boat passing over. She realized they were trying to dodge the newest danger: the boats at the tail end of the White Tide procession.


  “Hang on to my shoulders,” Severo said the next time they surfaced.


  Lusielle hung tight, helping Severo’s going with her kicks. He swam at an angle, riding the current but aiming for shore, keeping an eye out for the occasional ships that broke through the early morning fog like looming giants.


  Large and small, the passing ships represented a quick opportunity for rescue. But the darkness, the fog and the drizzling rain made it difficult for anyone to spot them in the water. Propelled by a northerly wind, the ships advanced swiftly, making it impossible for Lusielle and her friends to grab a line or climb aboard.


  Cold and tired, Lusielle thought about crying out for help every time she spotted a boat, but their appearance, not to mention their survival in the yearling-infested waters, would raise questions galore. Even if they lied about their identities, anyone participating in the White Tide procession was likely to return her to the Chosen’s galley. The only ship worth trying to hail was Bren’s barge. By her calculations, both the barge and the galley were way ahead of them. Severo and Elfu must have thought the same, because they swam for the west shore.


  “Is that the kingdom side?” Lusielle said. “We’ll get caught!”


  “Saltwharf is ahead,” Severo said in between breaths. Lusielle caught only a few words of what he said. “Port—Lots of ships—Highborn barges—night stop—”


  A port full of ships was a good reason to risk the swim. A port where highborn barges traditionally docked for the night was even better, because they would be on the way to Teos come morning. Lusielle, Severo and Elfu swam hard for shore, assailed by the rain but keeping their eyes on the nearing lights. It took a while before their feet stumbled on the bank’s muddy shores, a few yards upriver from a small town’s port.


  “We need to find passage,” Lusielle rasped, cold, drenched, and still struggling for breath.


  “We need to get you dry, warm and fed first,” Elfu said.


  “We don’t have time for that.”


  “But I’m hungry!”


  Lusielle waded ahead, trying to get a better view of the port. The rain tapped a steady beat on the water. A crow crooned in the distance. A sleepy robin chirped in response. The darkness was beginning to yield in the east. Soon, the stilled quays would come to life and all those ships would sail out into the Nerpes.


  She dismissed the war galley docked nearest to them right away. The standard was lowered, but it could only belong to either Teos or Riva. A number of the smaller boats roped to the main dock could be eliminated based on size and condition. She needed something sturdy to get to Teos, not a leaking tub or a tiny craft with a limited range. The passenger ferryboat would be expensive, crowded and slow. It would stop at every port along the way.


  Severo checked his drenched purse and shook his head. “I don’t have enough coin to buy one of us ferry passage, let alone three.”


  “The ferry wouldn’t work anyway,” Lusielle said. “We need something faster.”


  Her eyes fell on the three ornate barges in port. The gods knew the last thing Lusielle needed were more highborn complicating her life, but at least the barges would be sailing in the right direction. They would also be fast, plus they were aiming for the right destination.


  “Severo,” she said, “do you think you could extract a favor out of one of those highborn on behalf of the Lord of Laonia?”


  “My lord is not exactly popular with other highborn.”


  Lusielle wasn’t surprised. She had been hopeful, but not optimistic.


  “This is a bad idea,” Elfu muttered. “Aren’t you in enough trouble as it is?”


  “Look closely, Severo. Perhaps you can recognize one of Laonia’s allies, a vessel from Konia or Barahone, maybe?”


  “Our best chance isn’t Konia or Barahone,” Severo said, wiping the water from his face. “There’s a highborn who lingers here every year during the White Tide procession to visit with relatives. It’s why I lead us here.” He squinted into the darkness. “There. Third barge from the left. The one docked apart from the others, closest to shore. Recognize the seal?”


  The breath caught in Lusielle’s throat. “Does it belong to who I think it does?”


  “Even so,” Severo said. “Without my lord, without lots of gold or some uncontestable reason, they’re not likely to let us come aboard.”


  “Hmm.” Lusielle looked up at the sky and, realizing she didn’t have too many choices, began to wade again.


  “Where are you going?” Severo said.


  “To find our uncontestable reason.”


  Chapter Sixty-two


  FOR A WOMAN WHO DIDN’T KNOW how to swim, Lusielle was spending far too much time in the water. For a remedy mixer who had no idea how long her yearling repellent was going to last, she was being downright foolish.


  One of these days, she was going to brew herself a cure for ordinary stupidity. An ingredient was bound to turn up capable of suppressing emotion, enhancing common sense and curbing dutiful but suicidal urges. The remedy’s requirements were clear: Subdue the heart, enhance the brain, liberate reason and stifle baffling attachments.


  She would have to share a drop of this new concoction with Elfu and Severo. Protests aside, they were sticking with her.


  Dragging her feet in the mud, Lusielle drifted silently beneath the docks and in between the old barnacled posts, until she reached the far side of the harbor. Severo and Elfu floated behind her. The water was deeper in this part of the port, able to provide berth to much larger hulls. This time, when her feet lost purchase, she entrusted her body to the water without a fight.


  Riding the riverbank’s current, she aimed for a rope dangling down from the dock and caught it, bracing her legs against the hull of the barge she had aimed for. Concealed beneath the decks’ overhang, she saw that the barge was a lot bigger than the one carrying Laonia’s tribute. It was a lot taller, too. She guessed it sported at least an extra level in between the deck and the hull.


  “Have you been on this barge before?” she whispered.


  “Once,” Severo whispered back. “A long time ago.”


  “Where’s the main cabin?”


  “Mid-deck, mid-ship, port side.”


  “Do you recall if it had any portholes?”


  “Portholes? Nay, mistress. It had a balcony.”


  The gods were a generous bunch. “Show me.”


  Clinging to Severo, Lusielle swam to the opposite side of the pier. Elfu followed, muttering a string of protests. From her newest perch beneath the dock, Lusielle could tell that the balcony was exactly where Severo remembered.


  “I need to climb up there.”


  Severo gave her an appraising look.


  “It’s important,” she whispered, “for your lord.”


  “Wait here.” Severo swam away.


  Lusielle shivered in the water.


  “We need to get away from here,” Elfu said. “We need to go to the Sea Port Cities as you planned.”


  “I have to go to Teos.”


  “That awful place again. You tried. You didn’t make it. Let’s move on.”


  “I can’t quit now.”


  “Of course you can,” Elfu said. “This is your chance. Forget about the Lord of Laonia.”


  “I can’t do that.”


  “Why not?”


  “I think you know why.” Lusielle stared at her faithful companion. “I think you know better than I do.”


  Elfu’s face blanched, a hard feat for such a dark-skinned fellow. The alarm she spotted in his eyes was all she needed to confirm her suspicions, even as Severo returned with a coil of rope strung over his shoulder.


  He knotted one end of the rope around Lusielle’s waist and pulled her along the barge’s port side, until they floated beneath the balcony. The gilded posts stood about two spans above the water. Holding on to her with one hand, Severo pitched the looped end of the rope, trying to catch the cap topping the banister. He missed several times before the rope caught and the loop tightened at the base of the cap.


  “Let me go up first,” Elfu said as Severo began to pull.


  Lusielle clung to the rope. “I have to do this.”


  Pull by pull, Lusielle’s sodden body lifted from the water. The rope around her waist felt as if it were cleaving her in half, but she hung on, reaching out to grab the bottom of the railing to stabilize her ascent. Water dribbled from her clothing in a trickle, a muted noise that sounded like a rainstorm to her ears. She feared the whole barge would come out to find the source of such racket, but the sound of the rain concealed her progress.


  After what felt like a lifetime, Lusielle finally reached the balcony. She grabbed the railing and wedged her feet in between the banister. One of the doors was cracked open, no doubt to allow some ventilation into the chamber. The rain rapped a steady staccato on the windowpanes. Climbing over the railing, she tucked herself to one side of the door. A shallow pool of dripping water had formed around her before she dared a peek.


  Dawn’s gray fingers had just begun to reach into the chamber. Not one, but two bodies lay entwined beneath the berth’s silken canopy, an exquisite assembly of bare skin and flowing limbs. Lusielle knuckled her eyes. Was she seeing right?


  The gods help her. She should have seen the obvious before. It explained so much!


  The bed’s occupants were still asleep, which was good, because it gave Lusielle a chance to take in the details that would matter most and pull together a plan. She groped through her remedy case until she found what she sought. Then she waited, summoning her courage, until the sleepers began to stir.


  A woman reached out after a languorous stretch and began planting little kisses along her lover’s enticing neck. A husky voice drifted from the bed. “Good morning, my sweet lady.”


  The Lady of Tolone stirred in her lover’s arms. “Good morning, my love. Is it time to continue the journey?”


  “It’s early yet. We have time for a little sport, don’t you think?”


  “Indeed.”


  Lusielle stood very still in her corner, feeling like the schemer and the intruder she was, keeping her eyes averted from the scene, yet oddly moved by the care and affection she couldn’t avoid witnessing. She was embarrassed and not a little ashamed by the scope of her subterfuge, but she was also resolute.


  Dawn illuminated the passionate moments that followed. Her mind tried to trick her at times, enticing her to distractions with memories of Bren. Yet all along, she kept lust at bay and the little vermillion shell she held in her hand pointed in the right direction.


  Chapter Sixty-three


  LUSIELLE PRAYED THE GODS WOULD BE forgiving even of those who used prejudice and deceit, especially if it was for a worthy purpose. She waited for the sounds of bliss coming from the bed to subside, listening attentively to the details of the murmured exchange. Then she mustered her courage and stepped out from her hiding spot.


  It took a moment before the bed’s occupants noticed her. With her wet hair plastered against her skull, her soggy skirt dripping, and her blouse sticking to her body, she must have been quite the sight. The stink of rotten bait alone should have given her away, but the pair on the bed were as confident about their safety as they were about their privacy. Lusielle had to clear her throat—which needed clearing anyway—in order to get their attention.


  In a blink, a trained sword arched through the air and pressed against her belly.


  Lusielle tried to keep her voice steady. “It’ll be the end of Tolone if you draw my blood.”


  “Dare you threaten my lady?” The sword retreated, but only to add momentum to the killing blow.


  “Don’t,” the lady said. “Not yet.”


  The Lady of Tolone’s inscrutable eyes fixed on Lusielle. An elegant rigidity contained her movements as she picked up her signet ring from the night table and slipped it onto her middle finger. Her regal poise reclaimed her features’ expressions. Gone were the passion and the unguarded abandonment she had been bestowing on her lover just moments ago. Despite the pillows framing her dazzling figure, despite her free-flowing hair and her brazen nudity, she looked every part the stateswoman she was.


  “What are you doing here?” she asked in perfect control of her emotions.


  “I need to get to Teos, and fast,” Lusielle said.


  The lady cocked her head. “And what makes you think I’m likely to make a place for you on my barge?”


  “You owe allegiance to the Lord of Laonia.”


  “Is he here?” She pretended to look around. “I don’t see him.”


  “You’ll have to deal with me in his stead.”


  “Oh?” The lady flashed a cold grin. “And how’s that?”


  Lusielle waved a hand over the bed.


  “Let me kill her,” the lady’s lover muttered, all too eager.


  “Be patient,” the lady said. “You’ll get your chance. But I’m curious, Lusielle: are you threatening to blackmail me over what you’ve seen here today?”


  “Your words, not mine. I only want to get to Teos, and soon.”


  “Do you think I should be punished because I took a lover?”


  “Who am I to judge what’s right or wrong for you?” Lusielle said. “I’m no highborn, but I’d imagine Teos will be riled by your broken vows to the Lord of Laonia—at least in principle.”


  “Teos might be mad at me, but not lethally so. And so that you know, nothing but a mild admonishment will result from taking a baseborn lover. Why, the high fashion these days is to spay and neuter one’s favorite baseborn to avoid any semblance of Teos’s wrath.” She laughed. “But that’s not bothering you either. Tell me: is it the fact that I took a woman to my bed that shocks you the most?”


  Lusielle’s stare shifted from the lady Eleanor to Tatyene, her bodyguard, lover, and zealous protector, currently plotting Lusielle’s swift death. She couldn’t find it in her heart to condone anyone for loving someone else. But this wasn’t about what she believed. It was about what she had to do.


  “I couldn’t care less who you take to your bed,” Lusielle said. “If anything, I think I understand your predicament.”


  “You? Understand? My predicament?”


  “What to do when oaths collide?” Lusielle said. “The Lord of Laonia or Tolone? I think you chose Tolone first. After that, I think you chose yourself. I’ve got no quarrel with your choices. However, I think Teos will rule against you for sure, if they learn that you’ve forsaken your highborn marital duty by taking a baseborn wife.”


  “Such a vile accusation cannot be proven!”


  “You called her ‘wife’ several times during your lovemaking. And you wear her name inked beneath your ring in the ritual way of the Sea Port Cities marriage contract, just as surely as she wears your name beneath her ring.”


  Eleanor glared. “You’re deluded if you think they’ll believe your word over mine.”


  “I’m prepared for that contingency.” Lusielle held up the vermillion shell. “Why trust my testimony when they can hear directly from you?”


  Recognizing the object in Lusielle’s hand, the lady paled.


  “Once they listen to you,” Lusielle said, “they’ll only have to look under your ring, and the truth will be known.”


  Tatyene hissed. “You’ll be long dead before they ever know—”


  “Before you make the disastrous mistake of gutting me,” Lusielle said, “let me assure you this is only one of a pair of matching vermillion shells.”


  Tatyene looked to the Lady of Tolone.


  “They always come in pairs,” she said, appraising Lusielle with new eyes.


  “The other shell is on its way somewhere safe,” Lusielle said, “from where it will be fetched if I fail to show up at Teos within the next few days, or if I turn up missing or dead.”


  There. She had set the terms for the uncontestable reason that would force the Lady of Tolone to do as Lusielle willed.


  The lady strolled across the room and, snatching her robe, jammed her arms into the silken sleeves. “I’ll take you to Teos,” she said, “but don’t pretend to draw me further into any of your schemes. Tolone is not a fair price to pay for Laonia’s survival.”


  “What if she’s bluffing?” Tatyene said. “What if there’s no other shell out there? We could end this here and now. She’d be dead and nobody would know.”


  “Do you know what would happen if Teos learned we’re married?” the lady said. “No one can lie to Teos’s inhalers. Not even I can resist Teos’s inquiries. I’d be punished harshly, maybe even unseated, but not killed, because my womb would still hold value to spew out a few more snotty highborn into the world.”


  The Lady of Tolone paused and reached out to stroke her lover’s pinched face. “You, on the other hand, would be found guilty on the spot, accused of corruption, skinned alive then slowly dipped into a pool of famished yearlings over the length of a full day as a lesson to those who defy the code and Teos’s peace.”


  “But—”


  “No, dear. No,” the lady said. “Tolone aside, I’m not giving you up.”


  Lusielle hated what she had done, loathed the ruse she’d had to concoct in order to achieve her purposes. Loyalty was a matter of perspective. Love was the greatest risk of all. She had brewed a bitter remedy and now she had to swallow it.


  “We should get going.” She stepped out into the balcony and gestured for Severo and Elfu to climb up the rope. “We’ll be taking on two more.”


  “Help them,” the Lady of Tolone said.


  Tatyene complied with her lady’s command, but not happily. “One day,” she muttered, bumping into Lusielle on her way to the balcony, “I’m going to kill you.”


  “That might very well be the case,” the Lady of Tolone said. “But before that, you’ll need to order a bath for the woman, before she kills me with her stench.”


  “Soon,” Tatyene mouthed.


  Lusielle knew she wasn’t lying.


  Chapter Sixty-four


  THE MORNING WAS WELL ADVANCED WHEN Bren and a few of his men rowed the remaining reed boat to the quiet inlet where the reed cutter had been securely moored. He felt like a thief. Clearly, the reed croppers had meant to return someday. Hopefully, he would live long enough to compensate them for their losses.


  Bren hopped on the weather-worn platform and examined the reed cutter. It was an ingenious though simple contraction. A sturdy deck of roped logs anchored a set of poles. The poles, currently lifted, could be lowered in front of the deck. They supported a substantial shaft fitted with two massive wheels equipped with evenly spaced blades in between. By poling into the reed beds with the wheels lowered, the croppers cut down the reeds and harvested them onto their flat boats.


  Bren unknotted the ropes and, after tying them onto his boat, signaled for his men to row the boat back to the barge. Riding on the little deck, he wondered if his plan would work. He had tried to build a similar concept once before. He remembered that summer by the lake well enough, the freedom of it, when his young man’s optimism combined with a thirst for exploration and discovery.


  It seemed like so long ago. He and Harald had worked together to try to build a faster ship. They had scoured their father’s library for firsthand accounts of the swiftest methods of navigation, studying tales from faraway lands and ancient times. They had even drawn up a detailed set of plans to modify one of their father’s cargo ships. Harald had been close to twenty then. Bren had been almost eighteen.


  Just as they were putting the finishing touches on their model, Ethan—the oldest of the brothers and his father’s successor—died. With him also died any hope of avoiding the mysterious curse that had killed their father, the bright, beautiful summer, and Bren’s dreams of building the fastest ships on the Nerpes.


  Memories were a fickle thing. They softened a man’s heart and distracted him from his business. There could be no more dreams for him now, no thoughts of shipbuilding or exploration, only hasty, deliberate action.


  And duty. Always duty.


  By the time he clambered back onto the barge, it was noon and the other three reed cutters he had brought aboard earlier had been lifted onto the barge and disassembled.


  “We’ve done what you asked,” Hato reported, eyes dulled and cheeks sunken with exhaustion. “What do you want us to do now?”


  Bren inspected the reed-woven paddles attached to the blades. They were sturdy, tightly set, and flexible, yet well-attached. He would have liked to experiment with hardier materials, but there were none to be had.


  He looked at all the men assembled around him, recognizing the expectation on their weary faces. “Excellent job,” he said. “Give the Twenty a task and get twenty times the work in return. Let’s disassemble this other cutter. Meanwhile, we’ll begin to install this one.”


  “Where, my lord?” Clio asked.


  “We’ll brace it on the aft deck, like this.” He grabbed the chalk from Hato and sketched a rough drawing on the deck. “We’ll fix the hinges here and here, mounting the wheels over the stern’s gunwales at water level.”


  “That’s going to take forever,” one of the crew mumbled.


  “Not if we work together,” Bren said. “Not if you work like one of the Twenty.”


  “I’ve never seen anything like this.” A very skeptical pilot eyed Bren’s drawing. “I don’t think it’ll work.”


  “We’ll be going so fast you’ll have to hang on to your hat.”


  “This old gal? Fast?” The man scoffed. “Not even with a new set of sails.”


  Bren spotted the doubt in the men’s eyes. He needed the crew’s labor to achieve his goal. Even the Twenty were looking frayed. He calculated he was about six days away from Teos. Arriving to Teos on the offering’s official day was impossible, but if he could get the barge ready, perhaps he could manage to get to Teos within the grace period. He would have to pay a late penalty, but with a little luck, he still had a shot at preserving Laonia’s charter.


  Luck. A cursed man wasn’t likely to wield a lot of that. He had to do better if he was going to get to Teos on time.


  “I tell you what,” he said. “I’ll grant a cask of sweet Laonian wine and a gold coin to every man on this barge if we get to Teos before sundown four days from now.”


  “Four days from now?” the man said. “Impossible! Speed like that has never been seen on the Nerpes.”


  “We can do it,” Bren said. “But I need your help. You’ve got to work hard. You’ve got to grant me every drop of sweat you’ve got in those fat asses of yours.”


  The men laughed and returned to work, dividing into teams according to Bren’s instructions. The sun was hot. The day was humid. The wind blew the acrid scent of smoke and the grit of ashes from the smoldering reed beds onto the barge. Eyes watered. Throats itched. Yet everyone worked at a frantic pace, accomplishing one set of tasks after another.


  Bren worked harder than the rest. Every time that doubt encroached on his determination, he looked around. If these good men trusted him, then—cursed or not—he had to trust himself.


  Chapter Sixty-five


  BREN AND HIS MEN WORKED THROUGH the night and the next day, taking breaks in small groups, and then only to eat and rest for a couple of hours at a time. As the afternoon of the second day began to settle over the Nerpes and flocks of birds skimmed the water en route to rest, the last nail was driven into the wood to secure the wheels in place. The wheels at the stern looked tidy, set side by side along the ship’s midline, hooked together by the long shaft he had cannibalized from the disassembled equipment and reinvented for a different purpose.


  Bren wiped the sweat from his forehead and, after taking another swig from Lusielle’s tonic, decided it was time to test his contraption. “Bring the horses.”


  He fastened four of his strongest horses to the harnesses he had rigged around the wheel he had mounted horizontally on a slab affixed to the deck. As the wheel began to turn, it engaged with a second wheel installed to run vertically above the floor. A long shaft connected to the wheels of the other two cutters, which were now installed and fitted with paddles at water level.


  As the horses turned, the wheels cranked to life, beating on the water. The barge lurched forward. The men cheered. The surprised pilot engaged the refitted tiller, heading for deeper waters. If every part of Bren’s hastily assembled contraption held, he might yet make it to Teos.


  Bren took advantage of the men’s revelry and signaled to Hato. The old man joined him at the gunwales outside of the others’ hearing.


  “We’ve got a traitor on board,” Bren said without preamble. “We’ve got to flush him out before he gets all of us killed.”


  “It’s very difficult for me to entertain that any of the Twenty could betray you, my lord.”


  “Perhaps it’s one of the crew. It’s possible. It could also be that my reasoning is faulty. That’s why I thought I should talk to you about it.”


  With the ague at hand, Bren wanted to make sure that he was still thinking logically. He wanted to ensure that he wasn’t experiencing the obsessive suspicion that had afflicted his brothers, the distrust that had led Robert to burn the valuable script in secret or the madness that had destroyed Harald before the end.


  “My lord might be right,” Hato said. “The sails. The tillers. They had to be destroyed by someone aboard the ship.”


  “It’s possible that the group that attacked the barge might have destroyed the tillers when they came on board,” Bren said. “But it doesn’t make sense. Surely they were after the cargo as much as they were after me. They would’ve needed an able barge to bring the cargo to port. I doubt anyone in their right mind would’ve been willing to scuttle such a valuable prize.”


  “The sails, on the other hand, were destroyed prior to the attack—”


  “Or in anticipation of it, which shows collusion.”


  “Collusion with whom?”


  “Riva, most likely.”


  “It could be Teos you know, maybe even in collusion with Riva.”


  “It’s possible,” Bren said. “Maybe Riva got to one of the crew?”


  “The crew has been restricted to the barge since we’ve been on board.”


  “What about the Twenty?”


  “Every man has been on patrol by himself at least once in the last few months,” Hato said. “To be honest, it would surprise me greatly if each one of them hadn’t been approached by Riva’s goons at one point or another. Whether any of them has taken him up on his offer, I don’t know.”


  Bren’s eyes remained on the water. “You sound as if you speak out of personal experience.”


  “My lord can’t possibly suspect me.”


  “I’m not that deranged yet.” Bren smirked then turned serious again. “Severo disappeared during the attack, and so did Elfu.”


  “I loathe even considering the possibility,” Hato said. “I can’t imagine that Severo could be a traitor.”


  “It’s hard for me too.”


  “The only advantage I see is that both Severo and Elfu are off the barge and therefore incapable of further damage.”


  “True.” Bren paused. “There’s also the attempt on Lusielle.”


  “I’m reasonably sure the cook tried to kill her, given that he jumped ship right after that.”


  “Yes, but what if the same person who attempted to kill her is also responsible for the destruction of the sails and for disabling the tillers? And what if that person is still with us? What other surprises is he getting ready to spring on us?”


  “The men will take it hard if they think you suspect them.”


  “They won’t know. There’s no point in destroying the Twenty’s morale for nothing. But Hato, we need to be vigilant. Be careful when I’m not around. I can’t shake this bad feeling that mischief is about.”


  “My lord,” Clio called. “A boat approaches!”


  Bren gave the order to halt the horses and squinted into the sunset. Hato’s face froze at a frown.


  “Who is it?” Bren said.


  “Louis Lambage.”


  “The spy you placed in Barahone?”


  “Aye.”


  “What’s he doing here?”


  “He’s one of my best,” Hato said. “I—I sent word to him. I charged him with a very special assignment and commanded him to find us only if he succeeded.”


  Bren’s eyes narrowed on the boat’s other occupants. “What kind of assignment?”


  “You commanded me to do it, my lord. You swore that in exchange for sparing the woman—”


  “Lusielle,” Bren said. “Her name is Lusielle.”


  “—you’d do whatever was necessary to beat the curse.”


  A tinge of terror crawled up Bren’s spine. “What are you saying, Hato?”


  “I set Lambage to round up women with a viable brand and bring them to you,” Hato said. “By the look of that boat, it appears he has succeeded.”


  Chapter Sixty-six


  THE TOLONIAN BARGE SPRINTED DOWNRIVER WITH the current, purring beneath Lusielle’s feet like a contented lap cat. Severo reported the sails were running full with a favorable wind. Since she had agreed to stay out of sight in one of the lady’s opulent guest cabins, Severo was her main source of information about what was happening on the ship. As far as he could tell, the Lady of Tolone was keeping her promise to rush Lusielle to Teos.


  Lusielle finished lacing up the exquisite, gold-trimmed gown the lady had lent her. It was a sober green silk dress compared to some of the other gowns she had seen the lady wear, but it was still fancier than anything Lusielle had ever worn. The seams’ flowing lines constructed a flawless bodice that molded to her body, enhancing her curves in ways she had never fathomed. The fabric was cool and supple, almost as soft as the shift caressing her skin beneath the dress.


  Luxury aside, the best news was that Lusielle was beginning to feel well again. Her ordeal on the river had depleted her strength and left her weary bones mimicking her chattering teeth. She had slept on and off for a day and a night, and had had difficulty keeping warm even under the bed’s lavish covers. She had fought a fever and a touch of catarrh with a strong lemon balm tea, a poultice of myrrh, camphor and yellow balsam, and inhalations of thyme and eucalyptus vapors that she shared—albeit somewhat forcibly—with Elfu and Severo.


  Warm food brought at regular intervals had also helped. Severo and Elfu had been afraid that Tatyene would poison her food. But Lusielle knew that Tatyene wouldn’t defy her lady and the lady wasn’t going to give the order to kill Lusielle as long as she believed Lusielle had the shells.


  Resting had allowed Lusielle time to reclaim her energy and organize her thoughts, but many questions remained unanswered, questions she was now ready to tackle.


  A knock on the door interrupted her remedy case inspection, but not before she confirmed that the hard inner shell was intact and the ingredients in it had remained dry. She opened the door to find Severo leading Elfu along by the scruff of his borrowed oversized tunic. Both men gaped, staring at her as if she were one of the gods’ demons.


  Lusielle stared back at them. “Do I have dirt on my face?”


  “No, mistress,” Severo stammered. “It’s just that … you look, well … you look kind of like a highborn.”


  “I do?” Lusielle looked down at herself.


  “You sure do.”


  “She doesn’t look like a highborn.” A miffed Elfu shook off Severo’s hold. “She is pretty. Not every pretty woman in the world has to be highborn.”


  “When she dresses like that—”


  Elfu growled. “Don’t stare at my mistress’ bosom!”


  “I’m not!” Severo flushed.


  “I’ll beat you up—”


  “I found him in the kitchens,” Severo said. “He was stuffing his face again.”


  “So what if I’m hungry?” Elfu said.


  “And maybe avoiding me as well?” Lusielle said.


  He stared at his feet.


  “Thank you for finding Elfu, Severo. If you don’t mind, I need to speak to him privately.”


  “I’ll be outside, keeping watch.” Severo stepped out of the room and closed the door.


  “Elfu,” Lusielle said, “you need to tell me the truth.”


  “Truth, truth,” he muttered grumpily. “Is there such fickle thing as truth?”


  “I saw my mother,” Lusielle said. “She spoke to me when I was taking in the inhaler’s airs.”


  The bulge on Elfu’s throat bounced up and down with an audible gulp. “The airs are toxic,” he said. “They wreck the mind.”


  “My mother straddled the realm of the dead to speak to me.”


  She watched as the hair on Elfu’s arms actually stood on end.


  “I learned about Bren’s curse from her.”


  “Don’t say it, mistress.” Elfu clutched his talisman and shook it before his face to ward off evil. “Don’t say the word.”


  “Why not?”


  “Teos forbids it,” he said.


  “You of all people wouldn’t give a care if Teos forbade it,” she said. “Tell me: What do you know?”


  Elfu looked away. “Of the Lord of Laonia’s plight, I know nothing.”


  Lusielle was hard pressed to believe her old friend. “I have reason to think you and Carfu lied to me.”


  “We don’t lie.”


  “You withheld the truth from me,” Lusielle said. “You tried to mislead me.”


  “We keep you safe,” he said gruffly. “We are true to the oath.”


  “What oath?”


  Elfu pouted.


  “What oath?” Lusielle insisted.


  Elfu’s scowl defined the expression of a man who wasn’t going to talk.


  Lusielle regretted that she had to find a way to learn the truth. She spat the word suddenly and without warning. “Curse.”


  Elfu leapt, clamping his hand over her mouth, gripping his amulet. “No, mistress, no!”


  She pushed him away. “I’ll say it again, unless you answer my questions.”


  “Don’t be foolish—”


  “Answer me,” she said. “What oath were you talking about?”


  Elfu exhaled a dejected sigh. “The oath we swore to your father.”


  “To my father?” Lusielle frowned. “I thought you served my mother.”


  “We did. Your father, he only agreed to let us stay if we swore. We swore. To protect you. We swore. Never to tell.”


  “Tell me what?”


  Elfu grimaced. “And if I break my oath, what of my rotten soul?”


  She knew better than to try to break her old friend. “What if I tell you what I know? Will you break your oath if you just agree or disagree with what I think?”


  “Ours was a simple oath.”


  Lusielle sensed the little man’s relief, but she also saw the fear widening his eyes, an expression she’d never seen on his face. Regardless, she had to press on.


  “My mother.” She tried to put some kind of order to her thoughts. “She wasn’t just a very able remedy mixer. She was more. She must have dabbled in the forbidden odd arts—no—more than dabble, she must have been good at it, bred and raised for it.”


  Elfu gawked. “How could you know?”


  “You,” Lusielle said. “And Carfu. She was assigned not one, but two lifelong protectors. The word Neverus. It’s not the name of a distant land or an isolated tribe, as you’ve led me to believe. It’s the name for an occupation. Am I right?”


  Elfu looked away. “The truth is yours to discover, mistress.”


  “Neverus must mean ‘protector’ in the old tongue.” She continued. “That little bejeweled dirk I spotted on you some time ago, it isn’t something you brought with you from the lands beyond the Wilds. It’s a symbol of your office. You and Carfu are guardians for the odd secrets.”


  Elfu swore under his breath. “Where’s Carfu when you need him?”


  “There’s good in darkness.” Lusielle said. “There’s truth in lies. It’s your favorite greeting. Carfu’s too. You worship the Odd God in spite of Teos’s proscription, which explains not just your dislike for all things pertaining to Teos, but also why you didn’t want me to come on this journey.”


  “Teos scattered the oddities,” Elfu said sullenly. “For the great sin, they’ll atone.”


  “Teos’s proscription must have driven my mother—and you—into hiding. When the odd craft was outlawed, most practitioners scattered, choosing to sail to distant lands. Riva’s ruthless persecutions wiped them out of the kingdom. Why then did my mother choose to stay?”


  Elfu’s sigh confirmed Lusielle’s suspicions.


  “Because of my father,” she said. “She fell in love with my father as a young woman and couldn’t bear the thought of parting without him. Am I right?”


  “Love is always troublesome.”


  “But why didn’t my father leave with her?” Lusielle said. “He loved her; that much I know. He would’ve accompanied her to the ends of the world. So why didn’t he?”


  “I won’t break an oath.”


  “You swore to protect me,” Lusielle said. “Unless you tell me the truth, you’re endangering me and therefore forsaking your duty.”


  “Fine.” Elfu scowled. “I won’t break my oath but this I’ll tell: Your father was not who you think he was.”


  “What do you mean?” she said. “My father was a freelander. He owned the inn. He was baseborn, that’s true, but he was also an educated tradesman.”


  “He had a secret.”


  “What secret?”


  “Mistress, don’t make me tell.”


  Lusielle struggled to recollect everything she knew about her father, a loving, intelligent, hard-working man who had grown a decrepit tavern into a handsome inn and who had always been devoted to his family. There had been no mystery to him, except perhaps the three triangular speckles inked beneath his wrist, which he always kept covered with a thick leather band.


  Lusielle remembered the day she had asked him about the speckles as he was washing at the well.


  “Everyone gets to keep a mark from their birth,” he had said. “Mine reminds me that the even the richest soils need salt if the harvests are to thrive.”


  “He was born at the salt mines,” Lusielle realized. “My father was born a slave!”


  “But he was never a slave.” Elfu tapped his forehead. “Not in here.”


  “He escaped?”


  Elfu nodded.


  It was no secret that her father had wrestled the inn from a corrupt magistrate early on, but now Lusielle realized that her father would have had no travel papers, no means to obtain river passage and no way to flee along with her mother. He would’ve been caught by Riva’s wardens the moment he tried to leave the parish, not to mention the kingdom. He would’ve been executed on the spot.


  Her father’s hatred for Riva and the mines. His isolation. His reluctance to move away. His rantings against the gods. They all stemmed from his harsh beginnings, from his virtual imprisonment within Riva’s borders.


  There was more. Her father’s particular disdain for the gods. His ravings against the highborn. His warnings to stay away from them ….


  “By the gods.” Lusielle gasped. “Was my mother highborn?”


  Elfu’s lips quavered, unable to betray the truth he had been sworn to protect.


  Lusielle’s knees gave way. She plopped down on the chair, rocking back and forth as she forced her mind to follow the elusive trail. “Her family must have betrayed her. That’s why my father hated highborn. That’s why you hate them, too. She must have been left to her own devices during Riva’s persecutions. They must have either abandoned her or tried to deliver her to Riva, not just because she practiced the odd arts, but because she loved my father.”


  Elfu’s shriveled face was grim and somber, confirmation that her conclusions were right. It was almost too much to bear.


  “Talk about becoming a messy blot in the family’s lineage,” Lusielle said. “My mother would have been a huge stain to her family’s highborn honor, a criminal. The way they treated her. That’s why my father loathed highborn as he did.”


  Lusielle ached with the knowledge of her parents’ story. It was so shocking for one who had been raised in the safety of a loving home, so unexpected and yet it made sense.


  “But you and Carfu remained faithful,” Lusielle said. “You could have fled like so many others did. Instead, you chose to stay.”


  “She was the reason for our lives,” Elfu said. “After her, there was only you.”


  Lusielle had to fight a surge of tears. If she had been angry at Elfu just moments before, now she was grateful. “Thank you, Elfu.”


  “It’s not you who we serve, mistress. It’s the Strength in you.” He paused and reaching out, offered his hands. “But it is you who we love.”


  Tears spilled from Lusielle’s eyes. She took his small, dark, calloused hands in hers, these old, gnarled hands that had held hers since she was but a babe learning to walk, and thanked the gods for having Elfu and Carfu in her life. In many ways, they were an extension of her parents’ love and for that, she would always be grateful.


  Instinctually, she understood the difference between the Strength and the common concept of strength right away. Elfu wasn’t talking about what most people meant when they talked about being strong, but rather about a new notion, a different type of Strength, a unique and remarkable quality that required distinction and understanding.


  She squeezed Elfu’s hands before she let go. “This Strength you talk about,” she said. “Can you tell me more about it?”


  “At last, yes,” Elfu said, visibly relieved, “of that I can speak.”


  “Why can you speak of it now but not before?”


  Elfu looked at her as if it was the silliest question she had ever asked. “Of the Strength I can’t speak unless you and only you ask.”


  “So if I had asked this before—”


  “I can’t refuse you any answers I may have.”


  A twinge of exasperation joined the tangled emotions coursing through Lusielle. Elfu should have told her this before. But how could he give her any answers if she hadn’t asked the right questions?


  It was a lot to take in, but Lusielle was ready to ask her questions now.


  “This Strength you talk about,” she said. “Is it the healing in my remedies?”


  “It can be,” Elfu said, “but it doesn’t have to be.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “In the old days, odd ones practiced all kinds of gifts,” Elfu explained in his accented voice. “Healers, story tellers, teachers, builders, warriors, rulers, farmers, anybody of the odd line was free to realize their Strength.”


  “What exactly is the Strength?”


  “The Strength is the special power that the Odd God grants to his children,” Elfu said. “It’s the vessel that holds the gifts.”


  “What gifts?”


  “Reason, knowledge and awareness.”


  Lusielle scratched her head. “I don’t think I follow.”


  “Elfu will show you.” He dug up his amulet from beneath his shirt and displayed it for Lusielle.


  “This amulet is the symbol of the Odd God’s protection.” He tapped the opaque crystal in the middle of the amulet. “This represents the Odd God himself, the darkness in him, the mystery that shields the faceless one.” His long fingernail rimmed the amulet’s oval edging. “This is the Strength.” He pointed at the three wavering lines coming together at the top. “These are the gifts; they compose the Strength just as the Strength comprises the gifts.”


  Lusielle examined the amulet. “What’s the purpose of the gifts?”


  “How can I say it?” Elfu struggled to find the right words. “The gifts grant the odd ones the… chance—yes, the opportunity—to find and develop power through the Strength.”


  “Is that why people feared them?” she said, letting go of the amulet.


  “People fear what they can’t easily achieve for themselves.”


  How right Elfu was.


  “The Strength,” Lusielle said. “How does it work?


  “It creates fusion.”


  “What do you mean, ‘fusion’?”


  “I can’t explain,” Elfu said. “It’s a notion of faith, the Odd God’s sacred mystery.”


  Faith. Mystery. These were words unfamiliar to Lusielle, frightening in so many ways and yet also enticing.


  “How does the Strength manifest itself?” she asked.


  Elfu flashed his crooked teeth. “In many, many ways—but confidence is the easiest to see.”


  “And you say that somehow I have this Strength?”


  “You do,” he said as if he didn’t have any doubts.


  Lusielle wasn’t so sure. “I don’t feel very confident.”


  “And yet you are,” Elfu said. “When you mix your remedies. When you study ingredients. When you help the sick.”


  “Any good remedy mixer can do all those things.”


  “But you get results that others don’t.”


  That was true. Her success rate was better than other mixers and healers that she knew about.


  “Is the Strength the reason why I’ve always felt this need to help others?” she asked.


  Elfu shrugged. “The Odd God’s realm is not suitable for comprehension. Who knows? Perhaps you’re just more compassionate? More insightful?”


  Lusielle thought of something else. “Do you think that’s why I like him so?”


  “Who?”


  “Bren.”


  “You think that your—er—attachment to that Laonian thug is of the odd nature?”


  “The attraction is rather strong,” Lusielle said. “The force that binds me to him seems a lot like the Odd God, dark and mysterious.”


  Elfu scoffed. “It would certainly feel like that. To you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Aponte.”


  “What about Aponte?”


  “He tried to stomp it out.”


  “Stomp what out?”


  “The possibilities in you.”


  “What possibilities?”


  “The possibilities to trust and be trusted,” he said, “to give and take, care and be cared for. Your attachment to the Laonian is not odd. It’s just reckless.”


  The tumult in her head turned to chaos. She wasn’t making any progress.


  Focus. How was she going to help Bren if the mere notion of him muddled her logic?


  “My mother’s book,” she said. “It isn’t an average book. It’s an instrument of her practice.”


  “Yes?”


  “Other than the parchment being very fine, is there something special about it?”


  “Of their arts, the odd ones spoke to no one.”


  “I saw the book in the vision, when I was under the airs,” Lusielle said. “I know it’s somehow important. I wish I had the time to go back and retrieve it from the shop.”


  “You never got the chance to go back for it.” Elfu unknotted his little satchel and pulled out a small parcel. “But I did.”


  Lusielle couldn’t believe her eyes. Her mother’s little book emerged out of multiple layers of carefully wrapped skins. The weathered leather covers were familiar to her hands and dear to her heart. “H-how?”


  “Detour,” Elfu said. “When you sent me to find the old one, Hato.”


  Detour? Many leagues stood between Bovair and the store and yet Elfu had managed to race there and still find the Lord Hato and the Twenty with utmost speed. “But the river … it should have ruined it—”


  “I wrapped it,” he said. “All my trouble was for naught.”


  Elfu dipped his hand in the nearby basin and sprinkled water over the cover. Before Lusielle’s befuddled eyes, the drops disappeared, leaving the book as dry as it had been before.


  “It—it doesn’t get wet?”


  “So it would appear.”


  Lusielle clutched the little book against her breast. She had read it from cover to cover many times over, but never knowing what she knew now. She thought about her mother, about her vision.


  What’s the unholy, forbidden burden that turns the just into outlaw, robs the blessed from grace and grinds the dutiful down to dust? You can never see it, but you can sense it.


  Lusielle had felt there was something different about Bren from the time she first saw him. She had sensed that he was a tormented man. Even her lips had tingled with a warning when he kissed her. Was the Odd God’s Strength capable of enhancing her perception to sense what others couldn’t see?


  Another question confounded her. “Why will no one speak of the plight affecting Bren?”


  “It’s dangerous.”


  “Dangerous? How?”


  “We—Neverus—we never speak of it.”


  “Why not?”


  “It’s a powerful evil.”


  “How so?”


  “You’re calling on a scourge that once begun cannot be contained,” Elfu said haltingly. “A blight capable of total destruction. Highborn fear it for good reason. Even Teos fears it.”


  Elfu was right again. Teos feared the very notion of curses. Why else would Teos proscribe them with such zeal? And look at the Lord of Laonia. He was a most capable man, yet not even the house of Uras with all of its resources has been able to defeat the powerful evil.


  “I understand it’s a terrible malady, but why can’t we say the word?”


  “It can build a connection,” Elfu said. “When you speak it, you run a high risk of alerting it as to your whereabouts.”


  “I don’t understand—”


  “The word.” Elfu gripped his amulet with renewed resolve. “It calls it.”


  “Who?”


  Elfu whispered so softly that Lusielle could hardly hear him. “The curse giver.”


  Chapter Sixty-seven


  BREN STARED FROM HATO TO LAMBAGE, unable to believe what Hato’s prized recruit was telling him. “I don’t understand,” Bren said. “The mark has always been scarce and hard to find.”


  “Not anymore,” Lambage said, blinking nervously. “After I received my lord Hato’s instructions, I was able to locate some twenty-three instances of the mark.”


  “Twenty-three branded women in just a few weeks?” Bren stared. “How’s that possible? We haven’t found that many in four years!”


  “I know, my lord.” Lambage’s bony hands flopped like fluttering wings. “I found it difficult to believe myself. Based on my lord Hato’s training, I was able to determine that at least twenty of those occurrences were faked.”


  “Faked?” Hato said. “How?”


  “Some were the work of cheap ink artists. The better attempts were the work of Ali the Craftsman. We’ve seen some fakes before, but never this many and at the same time. During interrogation, some of the women admitted to receiving coin in exchange for submitting to the procedure.”


  “Coin from whom?” Bren asked.


  “Strangers, for the most part,” Lambage said. “See, my lord, most of the women we found were in the trade. They do far more troubling deeds for coin and they don’t ask questions.”


  “Are you saying that someone has gone to the trouble of planting these fake brands?”


  “There’s always been a little of that, but now it appears that someone is systematically crowding the field on purpose, to confuse us, to make it more difficult for us to locate the right woman. If my experience during the last few days is any indication, they are succeeding.”


  Bren cursed under his breath. They didn’t need any more trouble added to the mix. Whoever was doing this was playing to win. “What about those three women you brought with you?”


  “I couldn’t eliminate those three as possibilities with my means, my lord. Their marks may be real. Besides ….”


  “What?”


  “These are not whores, my lord. They’re not even baseborn. They’re highborn. All three of them.”


  Bren felt like puking on the floor. Three credible brands, all found at about the same time, all found on wealthy highborn?


  The gods must be in a joking mood.


  How could it be? Was he supposed to kill not one, not two, but three women at the same time?


  “We’ll test them again,” Hato said. “My tests are more conclusive than Lambage’s.”


  “Your tests hurt,” Bren pointed out.


  “Do we have any other choice, my lord?”


  The screech struck him without warning. The pain and the sound were one and the same. Bren’s head throbbed with the blare. His muscles knotted, his vision failed, his eyes watered. He wanted to die. Aye, those women would be a lot better off if he died. He wanted the ague to crush his skull and free him from the curse. Instead, he motioned for Lambage to leave the room.


  As soon as he was gone, Bren buried his head in the berth and clamped down on a mouthful of blankets.


  “Is it the ague again?” Hato’s voice tortured his ears. “What can I do?”


  “Go test them,” Bren rasped. “I’ll … come … afterwards.”


  “I can’t leave you alone.”


  “Keep the barge moving … downriver.” Bren groaned. “Go.”


  Hato’s steps hurt his ears. The click of the door struck him like a bat to the head. He inhaled an agonizing breath. Fumbling with the flask, he managed a sip of the tonic. His throat ached as if he were swallowing blades. He forced himself to breathe even though his body wanted to quit.


  The ague be damned. He wasn’t going to go mad before his time like his brother Harald. He would not give up until Laonia’s future was assured. He would not die leaving Lusielle in Khalia’s hands. He dug his nails in the back of his skull and settled down to fight this latest attack.


  Chapter Sixty-eight


  THE PRIMAL FEAR LUSIELLE SPOTTED IN Elfu’s eyes sent shudders down her spine. In all her life, she had never seen her unflappable companion as terrified as he was now. Elfu was one of the bravest men she knew. He had endured over a half a century of danger. He had survived Riva’s cruel persecutions. He had dared the flames to save her life when the inn burned down, and faced the perils of the last few weeks undaunted. It was odd to see him cowering at the mere mention of an ancient mythical creature.


  “Elfu,” she said. “I need to know. What exactly is a curse giver?”


  “I rather we don’t speak of it,” he said, holding on to his amulet.


  “I’m afraid I don’t have the luxury.”


  “It’s as the name suggests, a dark and frightening creature.”


  “What kind of creature is it?”


  “A spawn of the gods, they say.” His knuckled blanched around the amulet. “A weapon of the divine wars.”


  “Is it one, or are there many?”


  “In the old times, there were said to be many. Now, well.” He shook his head. “Nobody knows how many survived.”


  “Is it of this realm?”


  “It must wander this realm if it can hear us when we call its name.”


  “How does it do what it does?”


  “It has never been explained.”


  “How did you learn about it?”


  “When Carfu and I were young,” he said, “we trained as Neverus in the lands beyond the Wilds. They spoke about this creature, but only a little, because odd knowledge is dangerous to those who are not born to master the arts.”


  “What did they teach you?”


  “We were told never to allow it to come close to our wards,” he said. “It has a particular violent loathing for practitioners of the odd arts.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know, mistress.”


  “How are you supposed to protect your wards from the creature if it can hear you when you don’t see it?”


  “Ah, that.” He clutched his amulet. “The amulet will alert the wearer if the creature is listening.”


  “How?”


  “The crystal darkens when the creature is listening.”


  “Have you ever seen it work?”


  “No, but we were told that in the old times, many were saved by amulets such as these.”


  “Fascinating,” Lusielle said. “But how can a creature who might be thousands of leagues away listen to our conversations?”


  “Water.”


  “Water?”


  “They say the creature can straddle space through its favorite medium, water.”


  “Has anybody ever proven that theory?”


  “No mistress,” Elfu said. “The creature is shrewd. It shies from Neverus and oddities. Nobody has seen it in recent times. But long ago, when we were training, no water was allowed in the hallowed chamber. Not even a wash basin or a glass was allowed within the protected walls so that the creature couldn’t sense us.”


  No wonder her mother’s little book was protected against water. It was a most pervasive medium. If everything that Elfu believed was true, this creature was shaping up to be an unbeatable adversary. “Is there a way to destroy it?”


  Elfu’s chest puffed up. “Do you think we would fear it so much if we knew that?”


  “Fair enough,” Lusielle said. “Can it be stopped, slowed or trapped?”


  “You want to avoid it at all cost, flee if you see it.”


  “But what if a Neverus had to face it? What did they tell you to do in that case?”


  “There was a very old teacher.” Elfu squinted, trying to remember. “He taught that to repel an attack, one must first, identify the creature’s weapon and second, control its weapon. But he admitted that there had never been a documented account where the creature actually held a weapon.”


  “All this time I thought you and Carfu took turns wearing that amulet to keep the evil spirits away.”


  “It’s a protective charm and whoever was with you got to wear it.” He slipped the leather cord over his head and handed the amulet to her. “For you.”


  “But it’s yours.”


  “Your mother gave it to us and now that you know about the Strength, we must give it to you,” Elfu said. “Mistress, please. You must always wear it.”


  Lusielle hesitated. She finally donned the charm, if only to please Elfu. It felt strange and warm against her skin.


  “All right,” she said. “What can you tell me about what the creature does? Is it a spell? A hex? An ancient incantation of some sort?”


  “Of that, we were told nothing.”


  “How is it done? Why is it done? How can it be defused?”


  “We were never meant to know those things.”


  “Can the creature be defeated?”


  “Not by any means we know,” Elfu said. “We were told they are long-life traders and stronger than any other being walking the realm.”


  “Long-life traders?”


  “I don’t know what it means.”


  “Is there anything else you can tell me that might help me understand it better?”


  “I’m sorry, mistress, I’ve told you everything I know and, to be honest, I’m glad that’s all of the terror I know.”


  “Why?” Lusielle asked.


  “Because evil like that has no place in this realm,” Elfu said knowingly, “not even among the Odd God’s mysteries.”


  Chapter Sixty-nine


  HATO WAITED UNTIL THE WOMAN’S SNIVELING subsided before gesturing for Lambage to mix the powders. The water hissed when Lambage dropped three spoonfuls of purple dust into the bowl, filling the hull with a piquant scent. The powders had been fair Harald’s last achievement before his death.


  Harald.


  The reedy kid Hato remembered wading in the lake and skipping stones on the flat waters had become not only an ingenious ruler, but also the most handsome of Uras’s sons. Sporting his father’s elegance, Ethan’s commanding height, Robert’s dazzling smile and Bren’s dark eyes, Harald the fair had turned heads wherever he went. His physical beauty eased the way for his duty, but the complicity eventually ruined him. His face never suffered from the ravages that ailed his soul, and yet he died a shattered man.


  Harald had come to the hunt with high hopes and renewed determination. He had seen his father and two of his brothers die. He didn’t know what would happen if anyone survived the trial, but he strove to find the cure with indiscriminate passion, and that, Hato thought, made him the most wretched of all the brothers.


  Pain was of no concern to Harald and neither was suffering. It was only after he had killed his share of prospects that he began to realize the weaknesses of the selection process, the wickedness of foes who wanted him to fail and had no qualms about planting false prospects on his trail, and the necessity to find a better way to test the mark’s authenticity. Regret set in. He went from fair Harald to mad Harald in days. All those deaths began to weigh heavily on his mind, pushing him into the madness before the ague arrived to claim his life.


  Obsessed with the riddle, Harald had dodged Hato’s vigilance, fled Laonia and engaged in what turned out to be his last pilgrimage to Teos. After weeks of searching, Hato had met one of Teos’s black-rigged boats, a funerary barge sailing upriver to deliver Harald’s body to Laonia. The urn accompanying the body had contained Harald’s few worldly possessions: his ragged clothing, clippings of his unkempt beard, no coin, and a small sack filled with the mysterious powders labeled “brand finder.”


  Upon further study and after weeks of experimentation, Hato had discovered why only days before his death, Harald had apparently relinquished all of his coin in exchange for the powders. It was able to detect even minute traces of ink on any kind of surface, including human flesh. The messengers from Teos had reported that Harald had been found half-dead at Teos’s gates, filthy, emaciated and destitute like a baseborn beggar. He had lasted only a few hours and died a terrible death despite the care of Teos’s best healers. The messengers had not been able to help Hato establish where Harald had purchased the powders.


  It came as no surprise to Hato that Harald had died exactly three years after his brother Robert. Hato regretted he wasn’t there during Harald’s last hours. If Harald had experienced any revelations through the madness, they were lost. And that, too, was sad and troubling to Hato.


  After Harald’s death, only Hato and Bren remained to fight the curse’s wretched legacy. As Laonia’s Chamber Lord, Hato presided over the funeral pyre of yet another Lord of Laonia and invested Bren with his grim responsibilities.


  Although Hato had never been able to replicate the effectiveness of Harald’s powders, over the years, he had developed an alternative formula to detect ink on flesh. He had dispensed his formula to his best agents, so that they could test subjects quickly while in the field. He had trained his agents to perform the tests discreetly, infiltrating the women’s sleeping quarters when possible, using expensive sleep-inducing potions to promote stealth, and applying quick healing salves to conceal the damage.


  Hato had kept Harald’s original powders for his exclusive use. He used them sparingly and only when other tests proved inconclusive. Even so, his supply had dwindled to worrisome levels. As he took the small pouch back from Lambage, he calculated he might have enough to perform maybe three more tests. What would happen if he ran out of Harald’s powders before he found the brand his lord sought?


  He set aside the grim thoughts and focused on the here and now, approaching the bound woman on the table with caution. In the past, more than one of his test subjects had proved resistant to the sleep-inducing concentrate Bren insisted he used to spare the women pain. All too often, he had ended up with a split lip or a nasty bruise for his carelessness. The hefty matron before him proved to be harmless. She was snoring a trumpet concert.


  “Were you discreet about these abductions?” Hato said.


  “I tried, my lord, but it wasn’t easy,” Lambage said. “At the moment, these women believe they’re the victims of thieves looking for ransom. I kept them separate most of the time, but they’re not daft. With every day that passes, the risk is greater.”


  Lambage was right. There were no secrets among the highborn. Rumors that the Lord of Laonia was abducting and killing women were rampant among the houses. Nobody mentioned the curse outright—the curse of curses made sure of that—but the hunt for the brand was openly known as the house of Uras’s cause.


  Hato had avoided disaster by adding to the rumors, tempering truth with lies, promoting ignorance through misinformation and combating gossip with more gossip. To pacify highborn sensibilities, he had planted the only notion capable of alarming and appeasing his rank at the same time—the notion that the house of Uras hunted only baseborn branded. It allowed the highborn houses to indulge in their favorite pastime, scandal mongering, without having to do anything about the matter. Despite all of his precautions, Hato knew that he trekked on shifty territory. The slightest slip, a subtle change or an implication could turn the divided highborn houses into a rapacious pack.


  “Where’s this woman from?” Hato asked.


  “House of Siara,” Lambage said. “Third wife to the heir’s second cousin.”


  “Riva’s newest vassals,” Hato said. “Siara lost his territory but gained a seat on Riva’s council. I suppose she could be a trap from Riva.”


  “Or an excuse for the king to come after my lord with a charge of kidnapping or murder.”


  “I wouldn’t put Riva beyond that,” Hato said. “Where’s her brand?”


  Lambage blushed like a damn maiden. “On her bum.”


  Duty and perversion were but a step away when one served a cursed lord. Hato rummaged through three layers of ruffled underskirts to uncover a wide expanse. The brand was just another dimple on the woman’s ample seat. Stretching the skin between two fingers, he examined it closely. It looked remarkably real.


  He took the small brush, dipped it in Lambage’s bowl and, after shaking off the excess, painted a translucent trail over the small brand. The woman jerked. A puff of smoke rose from her sizzling skin. Tiny bubbles boiled, sparked and fizzed, gnawing on the mark like little gluttons. Fake or not, she would have a hard time sitting tomorrow.


  “Now we wait,” Hato said. “Is the next one ready?”


  Lambage turned to the next subject, a pretty girl laid out on the bench who was also already asleep. She kept giggling in her drug-induced dreams, an odd reaction that Hato had seen once or twice before. Better than wailing.


  “Who is she?”


  “The seventeenth daughter of the house of Ladin.”


  “The old goat. He’s got so many daughters he won’t even know this one’s missing.”


  Hato brushed the liquid on the woman’s wrist, saturating the mark, ignoring the subject’s frantic giggles. Subjects. That’s how he had learned to think of them in order to perform his duties. He tried to be swift, accurate and professional, but sometimes, when the scope of his foul obligations collided with his reticence, he faltered. The thought of Bren restored his aplomb. His duties were by far more noxious.


  Because of the lack of space in the hull, the last subject lay on Hato’s pallet. The striking beauty was dressed in the finest silks. Her sleeve had been lowered to expose the remarkable brand she wore on her shoulder. She was also doubly bound.


  “Yadire of Irugay,” Lambage said with awe. “Niece of the lord Irugay and by far the fiercest woman I’ve known.”


  “Irugay is not an easy man to appease,” Hato said. “If he finds out that our lord has abducted his niece—”


  “Let’s hope we can release her soon and without harm.” Lambage offered the bowl.


  Hato dipped the brush in the bowl and did as he had done with the two other women.


  “She said something interesting when I questioned her,” Lambage said. “She said that over the last ten years, the brand had ‘grown’ on her shoulder.”


  “That’s a new one.” Hato finished his ministrations. “It’ll be a moot point if the powders find traces of ink.”


  “What if it’s real, my lord? A craftsman can fake a brand, but nobody can make it grow like the woman reported. Nobody except ….”


  “Who?”


  “The Triad, my lord. One of the gods?”


  Hato understood his agent’s unspoken fears. What hope did his lord have if even the gods decided to act against him?


  “You never told us, my lord,” Lambage said. “You never said why the blight befell the house of Uras in the first place.”


  Because he didn’t know. Because despite his efforts, Hato had never found or understood the reason for the curse. But Hato wasn’t about to admit his failures before Lambage or anybody else for that matter.


  “The reason for the blight is not relevant to your work,” he said. “Your loyalty is to the Lord of Laonia.”


  “Of course, my lord,” a visibly frazzled Lambage said.


  Hato stomped to the steps. “Call me if there are any changes.”


  He didn’t know what irked him the most, the prospect of a long, uncertain wait for the powders to produce results or the reality of his pathetic ignorance.


  Chapter Seventy


  LUSIELLE WAS DEEP IN THOUGHT, PONDERING everything she had learned from Elfu, when the Lady of Tolone strode into her room unannounced. The lady’s dazzling smile provided cover to her shrewd stare. Lusielle had learned to dodge appearance’s lures long ago. She called on the Strength to help her. She smoothed her skirt and nodded demurely, gesturing for the lady to sit on a chair opposite to hers.


  The Lady of Tolone chose to remain standing. “We shall be arriving at Teos in a couple of days. When we get there, it will be best if you and your companions leave the barge in secret. I don’t want Tolone to be associated with your reckless deeds.”


  “As you wish.”


  “You think I’m weak,” she said, clasping her hands. “You think I don’t have the backbone to stand by my commitments.”


  “If you’d like to know what I think, you have but to ask,” Lusielle said. “The Lord of Laonia has been very good to you and Tolone.”


  “I’ve been good to Laonia, too,” Eleanor said. “I’ve been patient. For ten long years I honored the old marriage contract that was signed between Tolone and Laonia on the day I was born. I stood by Ethan, Robert and Harald. And for what? To watch Tolone die along with Laonia? How long was I expected to wait? All three sons of Uras died. They all died. And so will Brennus.”


  “That might be true.” Lusielle’s belly twisted with fear for Bren. “But he has done everything in his power to help Tolone. He could use your help.”


  “Why should I waste my precious resources on a doomed cause?”


  “The difference between doom and grace is hope.”


  “You want to discuss virtues with me?”


  “Loyalty would be a good one.”


  “I don’t mean to be crass,” Eleanor said, pacing the room. “But I don’t see a future for Bren and therefore, I don’t see him as my husband.”


  “Or perhaps,” Lusielle said, “since your affections lay elsewhere, you don’t see him as your husband and therefore, you can’t think of a future that includes him.”


  “Nobody speaks to me like that!”


  “I’m not asking you to love him,” Lusielle said. “I’m asking you to be steadfast.”


  Eleanor’s lips quivered with anger. “You’ve got a lot of gall.”


  “It’s not gall, it’s more like faith.”


  “Faith?”


  “Faith that the fair Lady of Tolone’s reputation will live up to your person; that you are more than a pretty smile, a pretend ruler or someone’s nice-looking toy.”


  The lady made for the door. “You may have forced me to take you to Teos, but I don’t have to stand your impertinence.”


  “My personal shortcomings aside, you still have a chance to be loyal.”


  The lady’s hand froze on the doorknob. “Why should I strive to be loyal in a world where nobody else is?”


  “‘Cause you’re better than most?” Lusielle said. “‘Cause you’re a rare occurrence, a virtuous ruler and so is Laonia’s lord?”


  “Virtue is but an indulgence,” Eleanor said, facing Lusielle. “It feels good, but it doesn’t get the job done. Don’t you think we all want to be good?”


  “Only when it’s convenient.”


  Eleanor hissed. “You righteous little wench. What do you know of the burdens of rule? You’ve never felt the weight of a whole people on your shoulders; the endless responsibilities that come with being someone like me; the expectations, the traditions, the code—”


  “Some things can be changed for the better.”


  “Changed?” Eleanor said. “How?”


  “I don’t know how, not all the time, not just yet. But here’s something I really like about the Lord of Laonia: Despite his desperate circumstances, despite his personal affliction, he’s willing to stand up to Riva, to say that Riva’s rule is not absolute and tyranny is not unavoidable.”


  “Riva is too powerful,” the other woman said. “Tolone is too weak.”


  “Change can be slow, but it can happen, if you are willing to accept new ideas and build trust with others who care—”


  “Don’t you think it’s a little too late for that?”


  “What if I told you that there might be a way for Lord Brennus to prevail over his plight?” Lusielle said. “What if I told you that I have important information that might favor his chances? What if you knew that the Lord of Laonia was going to rule his territory for a lot longer than you think? Would you find common cause with him to keep Tolone and Laonia free?”


  “Tolone and Laonia have been good together,” the lady admitted. “But tell me: what are the odds that what you claim to know can change Brennus’s fate? One in two? Three in five?”


  Lusielle wanted to lie badly. “One in ten, maybe. I can’t say for sure.”


  “You must think I’m the greatest fool around.”


  “I think no such thing.”


  “Oh, my.” The lady gawked. “By the Twins, you poor wretch. You like him! You’re in love with the Lord of Laonia!”


  “It makes no difference if I am or not.”


  “It’s why you’re willing to help him. It’s why you’re willing to tackle such poor odds. I didn’t think it was possible. I mean … he’s doomed, girl. He’s going to die!”


  Lusielle thought she knew exactly how miserable a squirming worm would feel when suddenly dug out of the dirt. Fate was truly a twisted thing. Why was she committed to the task of bringing Eleanor closer to Bren, when the mere thought of the two of them together made her heart sick?


  “And yet you don’t really care, do you?” The lady shook her head. “It’s kind of how I felt once, when I … with Tatyene. It made no sense and yet …. Forget it. It’s too late now. It would take years to build that kind of trust.”


  “Or maybe only an instant.” Lusielle retrieved the vermillion shell from the remedy case and contemplated it for a moment. It was an object of odds and gambles, an effective if peculiar weapon. Could it serve to win a hand for freedom’s game?


  She put the vermillion shell against her lips and blew into the trumpeted end.


  “Did you just—” The lady stared. “Did you just erase that shell?”


  “I did,” Lusielle said. “The evidence that condemned you and kept me safe is gone. And so that you know, there’s no second shell to this one. Now it’s your turn.”


  “My turn?”


  “I’ve taken the first step in trusting you,” Lusielle said. “Now you must strive to do the same. Trust yourself. Trust your ability to rule. Protect Laonia. Kick Riva’s troops out of Tolone. Prevent them from landing on your shores, using your roads and reaching Laonia.”


  “How—How could know about that?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Lusielle said.


  “I—I can’t.” Eleanor wrung her hands. “If I change my mind now, Riva’s wrath will fall on Tolone.”


  “Not if you ask Laonia for help. Not if you rely on the terms of the alliance. If you do, the lord Brennus will come. He will help you to protect your borders, but you have to act swiftly.”


  “I can’t. I’m sorry, but I can’t.”


  “I think you can,” Lusielle said. “Stop Riva’s invasion of Laonia now.”


  * * *


  Even though Lusielle was tired, she couldn’t sleep. The river sang a steady lullaby against the barge’s hull, a throaty song perfect to appease the senses; but her churning mind kept asking questions and her heart was equally bothersome. A heavy weight had settled on her chest, a constant worry that would not let up. Despite the steady current, a full rig of sails, and a favorable wind, the barge wasn’t going fast enough to match her heart’s urgency.


  She lit the bedside lamp, reached for her remedy case and pulled out her annotation book. She ran her fingers over the healing leaves etched on the cover. Old, battered and worn, the little book measured about the length of her hand, although it was thick enough to feel both solid and stout.


  The book’s stiff spine creaked as she opened it. The luminous pages welcomed her like an old friend. Her mother’s rounded calligraphy crammed the first few hundred pages, spelling out lists of ingredients and complex recipes. Angled annotations flanked orderly segments. Questions and comments crowded the margins.


  Lusielle spotted some of her own work as well, notes she had added to her mother’s brews, new recipes she had concocted, lists of customers and the remedies she had mixed for them, detailed observations she had learned when testing different ingredients.


  These were the pages that had built her practice and healed her customers with outstanding frequency and results. This was a lifetime of knowledge condensed to seed the fields of many other lifetimes. This was the work that powered her effectiveness, the reason why she had always believed that her mother—and later, she—had become so good at what they did. She had known nothing of the Strength back then, yet perhaps she had not needed to know.


  She reviewed the pages again now, skimming those familiar paragraphs, looking for veiled meanings and key words. Nowhere in the book was there a stealth paragraph sharing or even hinting at her mother’s secrets. Nowhere did Lusielle find a mention of the malady that plagued Bren. And no matter how much she looked, nowhere did she find her mother’s story, a kind word or a helpful instruction crafted to alleviate the burdens of an overwhelmed daughter.


  Silly Lusielle. Her mother couldn’t have written any of that. She lived under an oppressive rule, under Teos’s proscription and the threat of Riva’s murderous persecutions. Her book could have easily been used as proof against her. She had passed on her knowledge of one of her crafts to her daughter, but she had omitted any mention of the rest to protect her family.


  Lusielle wished she had a way to learn more about the Odd God, the Strength and especially about the gifts, reason, knowledge and awareness. She had spoken to Elfu at length and he had answered her questions as best he could. But he was a guardian, not a practitioner of the odd arts. He knew only what he had been taught in order to perform his duties. Lusielle was having difficulty differentiating between her remedy-mixing craft and her inheritance. How did the odd arts change the way she practiced her craft?


  Lusielle pondered the process she used to mix her remedies. First there was the person. Then there was the condition, a set of questions. That’s where the process began, with reason, with the application of knowledge and experience, which led to the selection of her best ingredients, which in turn had to be mixed in the right sequence and amounts for the remedy to work.


  This was the moment of creation, where her physical and mental energy acted as a catalyst to single out the necessary qualities in each ingredient, to transform the many into the one, coalescing into a new, powerful substance.


  Fusion, the god’s mystery, might have been a difficult notion to understand for someone who didn’t mix remedies. But to Lusielle, it was a given. Until this moment, she had never been able to put a name to it, and yet she had always known when it was happening.


  Without fusion, without the blend that resulted from it, a mix was no different than a mess and a remedy was no more curative than a drink. The transformative interaction between properties and energies resulted in something concrete and consequential.


  But how did it actually happen?


  She spent the rest of the night poring over her annotations, dissecting step by step everything she did when she mixed, trying to figure out which of her steps might be different or unique.


  By the end of the night, her list had narrowed to two very specific differences, an object and a step that pertained uniquely to her practice.


  Could they account for the difference?


  Dawn found Lusielle rummaging through her remedy case, reorganizing her ingredients, taking stock of her little sacks and jars, checking on the flask containing the maceration that was about to become more of Bren’s strengthening tonic.


  She opened the case’s secret compartment and removed the little roll she had deliberately pocketed as she scrambled through the spilled contents of Konia’s box during her scuffle with Khalia.


  
    In truth I dabble,


    In songs I trade,


    In fear supreme I reign.


    In dread I deal, with black I kill,


    Shiver when you hear my steps.

  


  She had known the moment that she saw the strip in Khalia’s hands that the verse had been like the ones she had seen among Hato’s wares. The parchment looked very similar if not the same. The lines belonged to the same hand.


  But there was also something familiar about the verse. The first line. Where had she heard it before? No, it wasn’t a sound she was remembering. She had seen that line before. Where?


  When the memory first struck her, she rejected it as unrelated, irrelevant and implausible. Then she thought better of it, of everything she had learned in the last few weeks, of all that she still didn’t know.


  She had understood all along that the strip was vital for Bren’s search and that she had to get it to him with the utmost speed. But by the time Elfu knocked on her door with a breakfast tray piled with buttered buns and hot tea, Lusielle knew three other things for sure.


  First, she had to speak to Hato with all urgency. Second, she had to find out what had happened to Edmund. And third, her sleepless night had borne new and defining knowledge.


  Chapter Seventy-one


  BREN EMERGED FROM THE AGUE’S SMOTHERING darkness slowly, painfully, like a battered soul. At least he was able to tolerate the sounds. He opened one eye cautiously. The cabin’s darkness was a welcome relief. Hato had blocked the light coming through the porthole with a blanket. In the low light, he made out the stool, the door, his mantle hanging on the peg. None of those objects ignited with the excruciating brilliance that had pierced his brain earlier, leaving him blind and smarting, trying to claw his treacherous eyes out of their sockets.


  No wonder Harald and his brothers had gone mad.


  It was only after he stumbled out of the berth that he noticed his hands had been tied behind his back. The little mirror Lusielle had hung on the wall revealed the reason for Hato’s precaution, as angry scratches scarred his face around his eyes and ears.


  Dear gods. He was losing it all too soon.


  He now understood his brothers’ predicament better than before. He wasn’t going to reach Teos in time. He wasn’t going to see Lusielle again.


  “Open up!” he shouted, banging on the door with his foot. “Open the door, I say!”


  After a small delay, the sounds of a bar being lifted from the outside echoed in the little cabin. How bad had he gotten if they’d had to lock him inside?


  Hato’s somber face breached the threshold. Shadows of fear and caution clouded his stare.


  “I’m good,” Bren said. “I’m fine now. Unknot these ropes, will you?”


  The ropes were removed quickly. Clio brought in a tray with food and drink. Bren wasn’t hungry, but he understood that his lack of appetite was also one of the ague’s vile tricks and that the ague would kill him faster if he didn’t eat.


  The wine reeked with sourness and the gritty food tasted like ashes, but he gulped down the drink and crammed one spoonful after another into his mouth, forcing his throat to swallow until he judged he had put enough sustenance into his body. Only then did he set down the spoon. “How long was I out?”


  “A day and a night,” Hato said.


  Longer than Bren had hoped, but shorter than he had expected considering that the ague episode had felt as if it had lasted for years. “How far along have we come?”


  “We’ve made excellent time, my lord,” Hato said. “We’ve come farther and faster than any other barge on the Nerpes has ever done before. So says the pilot, a speed fanatic who’s kept track of the fastest speeds on the river. Your rigging worked miracles.”


  Who would have thought that the dreams of his younger self would somehow fuel his current need – otherwise known as a dying man’s last wishes?


  Bren had to laugh—at himself, at good old Harald, and at the crazy absurdity of his curse. His laughter sounded off-kilter, more like a madman’s outburst than anything else. It scared him a bit.


  By the alarm on Hato’s face, it scared him as well.


  “I’m fine,” Bren said again. “Where are we now?”


  Hato gestured towards the door. “Would my lord like to take a look?”


  Scratching the stubble on his face, Bren stepped out into the cloudless day. A multitude of vivid colors assailed his eyes. He had to blink several times before he recognized the sights before him, as a day and a night had brought the barge much further than he had anticipated. Even in his wildest calculations, he had not been able to predict this kind of success.


  The rigging he had improvised—not to mention the plan Hato and his men had been able to execute to perfection—had not just doubled the barge’s speed as he had hoped. It had quadrupled its efficiency as evidenced by their timely arrival to the sacred island of Teos.


  Teos was already abuzz with mid-morning traffic. The island stood in the middle of the Nerpes, on the busy confluence of two main tributaries, the Little Nerpes and the Black River. It rose on a rocky promontory, supporting an intricate configuration of masterfully crafted buildings aligned at either side of an ascending spiraling lane and crowned by the resplendent White Temple.


  The barge was moored in Teos’s crowded harbor. The island’s gilded ferries were at work, transporting luxuriously dressed passengers and their retinues from both banks of the river. A curious group stood on the dock, gawking at the strange contraption powering the barge. Not only had Bren managed to get to Teos within the three-day grace period. He had arrived punctually and without cause for penalties on the offering’s official day.


  Bren scoured the harbor. “Is Khalia’s galley here?”


  Hato pointed. “Docked along with Teos’s fleet.”


  “We have to—”


  “I’ve already sent messengers to Khalia, my lord; to inquire about the woman.”


  “Good man, Hato.”


  Lusielle had to be close by. She would be returning to him very soon. Thinking about her set his mind awhirl. He had to take control of his emotions. Teos was not a place to falter. Neither Teos’s residents nor its visitors tolerated weaknesses or mistakes. If you came to Teos, you had to be ready. You couldn’t be mourning fantasies or craving the impossible.


  “Have you unloaded the cargo?” Bren asked.


  “Yes, my lord,” Hato said. “The bulk of the cargo is already at the treasury. The last of it is being unloaded as we speak.”


  “Well, then, we better get this done.”


  “We better.” Hato’s stark mood matched Bren’s wariness.


  Bren returned to the cabin to don his boots, put on his mantle and collect his sword. As he was getting ready to leave, he took a last look at the small room. The crammed shelves, the unmade berth, the entire tidy space reminded him of the time he had spent in the little cabin with Lusielle.


  His time on the barge seemed somehow formative, as if his dreams and aspirations had been reborn here, and what little remained of his life had been reshaped. He didn’t think he would ever travel back to Laonia by barge or by any other means. He turned his back on the memories and closed the door.


  * * *


  The sacred island of Teos never ceased to amaze Bren. Resplendent was the word that came to mind as he advanced through the alabaster steps spiraling amidst the distinctive halls flanking the ascending road. Every temple in the land was fashioned after the island and yet the shrines here were by far wealthier and more elaborate than anywhere else. The halls were akin to palaces. It was discouraging to think that half of the original twenty-eight halls rising upon the steep hill were now under Riva’s control.


  Up ahead, Bren spotted Laonia’s hall. It was a larger version of the one at the Temple of the Lesser Gods, five stories of striking Laonian slate filled with the finest furnishings dating back to Laonia’s wealthier times.


  The gaunt steward of Laonia’s hall was waiting at the doors. “It’s good to see you, my lord.”


  “And you, Pharseus.”


  “There were rumors, my lord, that you were gone, that you were ill.”


  “Rumors are never true by definition.”


  “The offering, my lord. It’s more than we expected. Good enough to pay the tribute and turn a profit.”


  “Excellent, Pharseus. Please deliver a cask of Laonian wine and a gold coin to each of the men who sailed with me on the barge. And might you pamper the lord Hato while I dress?”


  “Of course, my lord.”


  Bren climbed the steps to the lord’s sumptuous quarters. The thick carpets, the ornately carved bed, the lavish tapestries, they were a shock to his senses. He could hardly remember the time when such luxuries had been common in his life. Oddly, he didn’t miss them anymore.


  On the other hand, he was grateful for the toiletries carefully arranged around the basin, because the man in the mirror looked more like a drifter than a highborn.


  Bren had never taken to the highborn fashion, but Laonia deserved better.


  He washed himself, soaped his scruffy cheeks and put the razor to work. Considering the scratches on his face, the purple wells ringing his deep-set eyes, and his hair—which had grown longer and refused to cower to the brush—he wasn’t going to be at his highborn best. Instead, he aimed for clean and presentable.


  His ceremonial clothes were laid out on the bed. He changed into a pair of freshly pressed trousers and donned the starched white blouse that was the staple of formal highborn fashion. The high collar was always a challenge to button. The silly lace at the throat and cuffs itched like prickly gorse. He belted the gold-trimmed blue robe around the waist. Made to his measurements, the polished knee-high boots slipped easily around his calves.


  A distant screech strummed his eardrum, the damn ague, trying to ambush him again. His knees buckled. An eerie shriek prevailed among all the discordant sounds torturing his ears. It was coming for him.


  Not now.


  Bren clenched his jaw and fisted his hands, pushing back with his mind. He was going to deliver Laonia’s offering and nothing, not even the ague, was going to stop him.


  He took a swig from the tonic flask, but only a sip, because the bottle was light in his hand and the liquid in it had dwindled to almost nothing. He straightened his back and grabbed for his scabbard, working through each movement with deliberate care. He focused on the simple tasks, placing the belt around his hips, stabbing the leather through the frame, pulling on one end, until the prong caught the eyelet.


  At last, the house of Uras’s sword was fastened to his side. The sight of the brutal steel that had protected Laonia for generations finished quieting the ague.


  Silence.


  Somehow, he had managed to will off the ague’s raid. Somehow, he had managed to keep hold of his wits.


  He faced the man in the mirror. So this is what a Laonian lord should look like. Someone else would be wearing these clothes next year. He found himself wondering what Lusielle would say if she saw him dressed as he was. She would probably laugh at him. The man in the mirror grinned. Bren realized he almost always smiled when he thought of her.


  Time for business. Laonia needed a sharp lord today, not a smitten fool. He took a last look at the place. The chamber had sheltered every Lord of Laonia who had come to pay tribute at Teos. He had been coming to this place in one capacity or another for ten years. Would this be the last time that a free Laonia came to pay tribute?


  Grim thoughts from a cursed man. He steeled his resolve and went to serve Laonia. It was what he had been birthed and bred to do. And he would do it.


  Chapter Seventy-two


  ANY NEWS FROM KHALIA?” BREN SAID, as he came down the stairs.


  Dressed in formal regalia, his lord looked like a different man. He reminded Hato of the old days, of the young, handsome, fashionable men Hato and Edmund had been when Laonia had been at the height of its power and the world had been right.


  “No news from Khalia yet,” Hato said, straightening the slim flask in Bren’s belt. “The messenger reports she’s engaged at the offerings and unable to receive him.”


  “Then we’ll go see her directly.” Bren marched to the gates.


  “What about Tolone, my lord?” Hato asked. “You’ve always presented together, on account of your betrothal and all that.”


  “Is Eleanor ready?”


  “We must have passed her barge on the way downriver. Word is that it has been sighted. She’ll be docking soon.”


  “I’m short on time this year,” Bren said, pulling on his ear like a toddler with an earache. “I can’t afford to wait.”


  The familiar gesture chilled Hato’s body down to his toes. Bren’s brothers had developed the same habit within hours of their deaths.


  Hato followed his lord up the thousand steps, inhaling great gulps of Teos’s perfumed air as he went up. The climb was designed for younger men than he, but Hato was not about to leave his lord alone in this. He puffed up the accursed stairs without any assurances from his stuttering heart. He swore that the original Chosen had those steps carved high and narrow on purpose.


  Perhaps they had wanted to exorcise all traces of fury, malcontent and roguish pride that often plagued the highborn. Perhaps they had wanted to exhaust the hardy race before they reached the temple. Mayhap, the thousand steps were an endurance test of sorts, a way to assess the fitness of the lands’ prime rulers.


  If the latter was the case, his lord was at a disadvantage. The hardships of the last few years, combined with the recent wound and the ague, had taken a toll on Bren. But a quick glance revealed that he wasn’t going to admit to any disadvantages, physical or otherwise. Despite the dark circles ringing his eyes, his back was straight. His steps were sure. His head was held high and his hand rested secure on his sword’s hilt.


  At last, the tall steps finished at the gates of the White Temple. Hato had to heave discreetly between his lips to ease the pain in his breast. He adjusted his garments, including the sumptuous overcoat that Pharseus had provided for him. Hato too had changed for the occasion. Laonia and his lord deserved worthy representatives.


  The White Temple was a perfect replica of the similar buildings that crowded the lesser temples throughout the land, displaying the same alabaster floors and walls that made Hato feel as if he strolled within Suriek’s sparkling womb, only bigger, higher, and more massive. The exaggerated architectural perspective was likely designed to elicit awe and humility from the mighty, a useless attempt, considering the colossal pride of his fellow highborns.


  Members of the highborn houses crowded the offering hall, reclining on the cushioned benches, enjoying Teos’s hospitality. The bulk of Teos’s Chosen mingled with their guests in what amounted to a vast highborn family reunion, a gathering of relatives and interests. Servants circulated among the crowd, bearing heaping trays of steaming foods and full silver goblets. Ascended played an exquisite melody on the fire-breathing drums and bells of Teos, an ancient legacy, the most unique—not to mention dangerous—musical instruments in the history of the land.


  With the single exception of the glorious music, one could have mistaken the gathering for yet another banquet. That is, if one ignored the three striking figures sitting on the high thrones straddling the dais before Suriek’s magnificent shrine. They puffed the multicolored airs from the long hoses connected to the witching fire flaming in the crystal hearth floating like an immense chandelier above them.


  Two women and a man comprised Teos’s high council this year. The privilege was often reserved for the oldest and most experienced among the Chosen. Terrachio, the single man in the group, had been sitting on the council for a decade. Laurentia, the blind elder, had been appointed only three years ago. Hato had to look twice when he recognized the newest member of the trio. He had never considered Khalia as an old woman, and yet there she was, sitting among the elders, looking stunning, cold and dangerous on her throne.


  Every eye in the room was on his lord as Brennus made his way towards the dais. Whispers, gasps and murmurs protested the inauspicious arrival and yet the crowd parted to allow his lord’s passage. It was as if he was covered with the oozing pox. Bren didn’t take time for greetings. Why should he when every hand in the room shied away from his?


  Hato followed behind his lord. He caught a glimpse of the lord and lady of Barahone ahead. Bausto’s nose dove into his goblet in an effort to avoid Hato’s eyes, but Ernilda’s stare followed Brennus all the way to the dais. Riva’s leer beamed on Hato as he passed. Brazen and unapologetic, the king’s smile was threat, reminder and message.


  Bren took a knee before the thrones. “On behalf of Laonia, I’ve come to pay tribute and affirm our charter.”


  A plume of smoke escaped from Terrachio’s thin lips. “Will the treasury ratify the offering?”


  An attendant stepped forth and handed a scroll to Khalia, the only one of the three whose eyes seemed clear enough to be able to read the document. A quiver of Khalia’s brow betrayed her otherwise expressionless face. “Laonia’s offering is more than acceptable to the treasury. In fact, it appears Laonia has turned in a surplus which will be credited towards next year’s offering.”


  Hushed murmurs rose from the surprised crowd. Laonia’s success was an unexpected development. Khalia didn’t look happy about it. Riva’s smile never wavered, but Hato could swear the king’s gaze had lost some of its luster.


  “You may pay homage to the Triad,” Terrachio said.


  Brennus rose and walked beneath the thrones towards Suriek’s shrine. Hato exhaled the breath he had been holding. The offering had been accepted. All his lord had to do now was renew the charter and get out.


  Bren stumbled on his way up the stairs. The hall grew silent as his steps waned. The smile returned to King Riva’s eyes when Bren stopped. His body swayed but his firmly planted legs held.


  “He’s too sick,” someone whispered near Hato. “He can’t do it.”


  “It’s the blight of his house,” someone else said. “It won’t let him.”


  Hato fought an urge to go to his lord’s aid. The code required Bren to renew the charter on his own. Khalia’s scalding stare reminded him of that.


  “He’s about done,” Riva said, too close to Hato’s ear. “This is a perfect time for you to declare your new allegiance.”


  It was Hato’s last chance to weave himself into the fabric of a new world. It was his only opportunity to save not just himself, but Laonia, if it survived.


  What good was loyalty when duty required treason?


  He stepped forward and cleared his throat. “You can do it, lad,” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “Go on, my lord. Take a drink. You can do it.”


  Bren’s pale face swiveled in Hato’s direction. His stare was dull and disoriented. His hands kept raking his ears. But Hato’s voice must have broken through, because Bren fumbled with the flask Hato had tucked into his belt. Fighting the tremors shaking his hands, he uncorked the flash and brought it to his lips, drinking deeply, tipping the flask until he had consumed the last drops of the strength-giving potion.


  “Go on, my lord,” Hato said. “Finish what you came to do. For the house of Uras. For Laonia.”


  “For the Free Territories!” Ernilda cried out and to Hato’s shock, several voices in the room echoed her call.


  “Keep the faith!”


  “Keep the freedom!”


  “Down with bullies!”


  “Out with tyrants!”


  In all his years at the offering, Hato had never seen a reaction such as this from his highborn peers. Sure, he had witnessed popular revolts against one ruler or another occasionally, but highborn were better known for quiet political posturing than for free expression.


  Moreover, in accordance with Teos and the code, highborn tended to consistently favor accommodation over defiance and peace over strife. A quick side glance revealed that Riva didn’t appreciate this latest development. The smile was gone, replaced by the stern frown he wielded to convey his displeasure.


  The unexpected cheers did more than stun Hato. They seemed to startle Bren into action. Tossing the empty flask aside, he stumbled forward, gaining assurance with every step.


  It was no less than a miracle. Hato had seen four other brave men succumb to the curse. He knew the ague was not something any man could defeat. And yet Bren was fighting it, doing what his father and siblings had not been able to do, overcoming it somehow to complete his duty.


  Bren was mumbling as he approached the gates of Suriek’s shrine. The massive folio lay opened atop the gilded stand. He was laughing as he reached out for the elegant quill. Laughing!


  Whether they were dazzled by Bren’s courage, inspired by his audacity, or just amused by his determination, Hato would never know; but most in the stiffed-lipped highborn crowd were still cheering, encouraging his lord to finish the feat.


  Nothing engaged the highborn as surely as a game of odds. Nothing thrilled them more than the underdog’s desperate plight. But Hato could sense that the cursed Lord of Laonia had managed to do more than thrill and entertain this day: For a brief moment in time, Bren had managed to unite the highborn with his bold defiance of a virulent curse and a vicious tyrant.


  Chapter Seventy-three


  LUSIELLE RUSHED OFF THE TOLONIAN BARGE filled with a sense of urgency. Her time on the barge had been productive. Not only had she made tremendous strides in understanding the connections tugging at her and Bren’s lives, but maybe—just maybe—the Lady of Tolone would listen to her. Lusielle knew that even if the lady made the unlikely about-face Laonia needed, Tolone’s desertion was hardly enough to put a stop to Riva’s grand plans. She was just hoping to buy Laonia time to mount an effective defense.


  “This way,” Tatyene said, leading Lusielle and her two companions towards Laonia’s hall. Tatyene was in a bad mood. She had wanted to go with her lady to the offering, but Lusielle had demanded otherwise. The Lady of Tolone could get on and off the island easily on account of the ruling ring she wore. Without a ruling ring, Lusielle needed Tatyene. In her capacity as her lady’s bodyguard, Tatyene was in possession of a rare admittance writ bearing the seals of both Tolone and Teos, authorizing her not only access, but also authority to lead Tolone’s retinue in and out of Teos.


  The fastidious guards at the gate took their time reviewing Tatyene’s writ. Lusielle tapped her fingers on her forearm, unable to contain her impatience.


  “Did you spot your lord’s barge in port?” she whispered.


  Severo gestured towards the blue slate tower of a tall building, where a high flame burned brightly. “It burns only if my lord is in residence.”


  Lusielle’s heart walloped at the sight.


  It was only after Tatyene signed her name on the ledger that the meticulous guards returned her writ and called for the required escort. A host of six golden warriors lined up at either side of Lusielle’s party and led them up the gleaming cobblestone lane, crisscrossed by the complex maze of steep streets, staircases and convoluted alleyways composing Teos proper.


  Lusielle gawked at the sheer height of the impressive buildings rising around her. Every building was an ode to the gods. Every fountain was a poem to beauty and harmony. Alabaster gutters ran with fresh water, cascading from above like tumbling streams. Elegant bridges spanned from one building to the next, daring archways and high-flying cloisters defying the eye.


  Teos was like a different realm, ethereal in appearance but solid in construction, striking in design, bountiful with exquisite detail, and rich beyond belief. She felt very small walking these streets, awed and impressed but also very far removed from any part of her capable of confidence, let alone Strength.


  Tatyene’s sour mood changed little as they turned away from the bustle of the busy main way and followed a crooked, narrow street which offered less traffic but more stairs. Elfu was not happy, either, but Severo looked more relaxed. He had been in constant vigilance on the Tolonian barge, but now that they were on the sacred island, safeguarded by Teos’s protection, he had reason to feel at ease. The most dangerous part of their journey was over.


  The Thousand Gods smiled from above as Lusielle and her group strode under a particularly beautiful bridge. Because it wasn’t as high as some of the others, she had a chance to admire the amazing sculptures decorating the bridge’s underside. In a dazzling display, a maelstrom of gods swirled about the Triad, a sea of contorting bodies calling the imagination to put a name to each god.


  Lusielle was just wondering if the Odd God’s featureless face was among the throng, when the metal bars of a heavy gate dropped from the bridge and slammed down in front of her. She had no time to think. Grabbing her by the arm, Severo lunged in the opposite direction. A similar gate blocked the way and corralled them like chickens in a coup.


  What happened next, Lusielle couldn’t explain. A hollow thud marked the moment in which Severo fell, stricken from behind by a hefty baton out of the belt of one of the guards escorting them. She turned to see Elfu, wrestling with three golden warriors on the ground, and Tatyene, standing away from the fray next to a small door, which was opening. The last thing her mind noted was Tatyene’s smug grin.


  Lusielle heard a shout, her voice, a warning too late to matter. The cobblestones hit hard against her face. Feet. Ropes. Pain. A trail of blood, marking a body’s route. Burlap, too tight against her nose and face. A gag on top of that. Horror was the only emotion she could feel. This was Teos. Peace was supposed to rule here. Violence like this wasn’t supposed to happen.


  How could this be happening?


  Strong arms gripped Lusielle in a forceful embrace and dragged her from the cobblestones. A door opened. Grunts. Groans. Murmurs. Terse commands. Steps echoing within walls; stairs; a long stretch; more doors, keys clanging, then another door closing, before her hip collided with a hard surface.


  The quiet hiss of an igniting torch followed the strike of a pair of flints. Then the gag and the burlap were gone and the wavering yellow light illuminated an old terror.


  “Do you remember me?” Orell’s grinning face was like a brick blow to the head. “I see you do. And now I’m going to make sure you never forget me again.”


  Chapter Seventy-four


  BREN CLUTCHED THE UNWIELDY QUILL WITH a white-knuckled grip and waited until all the letters on the pages before him stopped quivering. He felt a bit like a drunk, teetering on the edge between consciousness and oblivion. The sacred inkpot tipped over when he dipped the quill too forcefully, but he didn’t care. The heat of Lusielle’s potion warmed his gut and strengthened his senses. The ague’s shrieks were growing dimmer and the light reflecting on the swirling ink didn’t pain his eyes as it had done just moments before.


  “Here I am, Suriek, heavenly wench,” he murmured, squinting over the massive page. “I made it, in spite of your neglect. I’m here, to honor your lame attempt at peace, your damn code.” He ran his thumb down the page until he found the line above his name. “Did you really think it would work forever? Did you really think this fake arrangement was bound to spare your children’s blood?”


  He swallowed a bitter cackle and stilled his hand by resting the quill’s point above the empty line. “Do you want me?” he whispered. “Have me. But leave Laonia alone—you bullying harlot—and get to work. This is your damn mess.”


  By the time he imprinted his seal and his signature on the page, the potion had done its job. His hands were steady and his eyesight had grown keen. He gave the Goddess a mocking bow and strode down the stairs on sturdy legs. He felt light, liberated from a heavy load.


  Khalia and the others called a break and retreated from the thrones. Bren was surprised. A number of highborn met him at the bottom of the steps, wrestling with each other in order to shake his hand. The moment was as strange as it was awkward. Fleeing his peers, he made his way to a smiling Hato, who made no effort to hide his pride.


  “Well done, my lord.”


  “Now we need to find Lusielle.”


  Riva blocked Bren’s path and raised his goblet. “To fading heroes and waning fools.”


  “Get out of my way,” Bren muttered.


  “Why did you come?” Riva said. “Why ruin the tribute for everyone?”


  “It was my birthright to come, my duty.”


  “Your birthright?” Riva laughed. “Do Laonia a favor. Go die your awful death far away and be done with it. We’re all weary of your tragedy. We’re all tired of your sad, pathetic story.”


  Bren had to make a huge effort not to clobber the man. Hato was looking a lot less reluctant to keep himself in check.


  “I heard you made me an uninvited visit,” Riva said. “It’s a pity you didn’t come to see me. I have just the right accommodations for the likes of you.”


  “It was easy,” Bren said. “It was fun.”


  “Your father taught you very little sense.”


  “My father taught me to tell truth from falsehood, friendship from deceit. He taught me to defend Laonia from the ambitions of greedy bastards like you.”


  “I heard the old dog died in agony.” Riva leered. “I’m glad he got what he deserved.”


  Bren lunged. Riva jerked, spilling his wine.


  Hato caught Bren and shoved him back. “Not here, my lord.”


  A crowd gathered around.


  “You two are making a scene,” a flustered Bausto said, “in the White Temple, no less.”


  Ernilda joined her husband. “What’s the matter?”


  Riva wiped the wine from his robes and smiled. “I was just extending an invitation to the lord Brennus to come to my kingdom and enjoy my hospitality.”


  “An invitation which I politely declined,” Bren said.


  “Pity.” Riva shook his head. “Negotiation is the way of peace and peace, as you know, is the way of Teos and the code. You won’t last too much longer, Brennus. Word is that the only reason you’re alive is because of your baseborn witch’s potions. There’ll be no more of that for you now.”


  “What are you talking about?” Bren said.


  “Haven’t you heard?” Riva said.


  “Heard what?”


  “That the woman died, that your remedy mixer jumped off Khalia’s galley. I heard she screamed as the yearlings tore her apart. I heard she fed them well.”


  Bren had a vision of his clawed fingers, plucking Riva’s eyes from his skull; of Riva’s twisted entrails, entangled around his fist as he ripped them out of his gut; of Riva’s tongue, skewered in his blade and unable to tell more lies. Fear chilled his belly when he met Ernilda’s unguarded eyes. She shook her head sadly.


  Bren might have landed more than a few accurate blows, because when he next knew, he had Riva’s blood on his knuckles and shreds of fine fabric between his fingers. Hato and some other men were dragging him out of the temple, but he caught a glimpse of Riva’s furious face, of the bruises swelling his once distinguished nose, of the empty space in between the broken teeth. Turd-eating maggot. To say that Lusielle was dead ….


  The world around him sputtered. He fought the ague’s madness as hard as he fought the men trying to restrain him. Didn’t they understand? He had to go. He had to find Lusielle.


  Cobblestones rushed before his eyes. Feet clattered on crowded streets. A fighting dog growled at him, rattling its chains as it lunged. Bren recognized the violence in the beast’s wild stare, the brute’s rage burning in his veins. Gates screeched and slammed. Blue slate flared with wrath’s searing blaze. It was chaos back at Laonia’s hall. Pharseus was icing his knuckles.


  “Is it true?” Bren demanded.


  “It appears that it might be the case,” a sorrowful Hato said. “I’m trying to—”


  A golden butterfly fluttered before Bren’s eyes, wings shimmering with delicate sparks. Bren couldn’t tell if the butterfly was real or imagined, if it was part of the madness swallowing him. Shoving Pharseus aside, he staggered, trailing the exquisite creature all the way to the window. It hovered there, inviting him with the soft wave of her wings to follow. But when he reached out, the butterfly disappeared with a sudden puff. It was gone, just like Lusielle.


  “You can’t give up, my lord,” Hato was saying. “There’s more that needs to be done….”


  What else mattered?


  Bren wanted to cry. Only he didn’t know how. He had forgotten to cry on a day where he wanted to bleed a torrent of tears.


  “The women,” Hato was saying. “We tested them. Remember? My lord? Are you listening to me?”


  Bren judged the distance from the window to the ground. Would he die for sure if he jumped?


  “My lord!” Hato shook him. “You can’t give up now. Do you hear me? We have a last chance!”


  A last chance for what?


  “Don’t you dare give up on me, lad.” Hato’s face dominated his vision. “Laonia matters. Will you remember that?”


  The old man was delusional. Hato couldn’t accept the end, even after the end had come. Bren didn’t care, would never care again.


  “I need you to listen to me,” Hato insisted. “We’ve toiled too hard to lose our nerve now. My lord, please! My tests revealed that two of the women’s marks are fakes as we suspected. I think they are definitively Riva’s doing. But the mark on the third one, Yadire of Irugay, it’s a true brand, my lord. For the Goddess’s sake, for Laonia, you must try to beat the curse!”


  “The curse, yes,” Bren mumbled. “I think it’s beat me.”


  “You mustn’t say that, my lord. You must try. Think of Laonia. Think of the Twenty.”


  Laonia, yes. The Twenty. Hato. They had been beyond faithful. It wasn’t their fault he had failed. He owed them something, his last breath maybe. The grief tormenting him coalesced into duty’s habitual numbness. It took a great effort to speak.


  “Bring her to me.”


  Chapter Seventy-five


  LUSIELLE TESTED THE ROPES BINDING HER wrists and scoured her surroundings, trying to find a way out. She was in a small, windowless room, a cellar probably, judging by the number of wine barrels piled in the corner. The room had a stone floor and no furnishings, except for the table where she sat and a small but sturdy door, the only way out of the room.


  Orell smiled his terrible smile. He reached out to caress her face, tracing the lines of her earlobe with his callous fingertips. A cold shiver traveled the length of Lusielle’s spine. His touch was more frightening than words or blows. She was wary of the man, weary of being singled out, harassed and tortured for no fault of her own. She twisted her wrists, testing the hastily knotted cords. She had to think of something and fast, before the brute got to work on her again.


  “You think you’re somehow defeating the Lord of Laonia if you hurt me,” she said, sensing the rope give a little. “You want to harm me, but only because you think it will hurt him.”


  “You think you know so much.” He pulled a strand of hair from her braid and fingered the silky curls, rubbing a fistful of hair against his nose, taking in her scent like a stag in rut.


  “Why do you want to hurt my lord Brennus?” Lusielle strained the ropes. “Why do you hate him so much? He didn’t kill your father. The mob did.”


  His head snapped up. “Is that what he told you?”


  “Did he slight you somehow? Did Bren slander your father’s name?”


  “My father wasn’t a man to mourn,” Orell said, returning his attention to her hair. “He loved us mostly with his fists. Now be quiet. I like you better when you’re mum.”


  Lusielle’s thoughts were flowing faster than the Nerpes. Orell didn’t seem to like his father much. Why then had Orell gone over to Riva?


  She found nothing but blankness in his dark stare, an inscrutability that was suddenly oddly familiar. Knowledge. Reason. Awareness. By the gods ….


  “Your eyes,” she said. “You are Edmund’s bastard son, aren’t you?”


  “Shut up!”


  The man shoved her aside as if she were a heap of trash, but not before Lusielle spotted the resentment in his eyes. She had guessed right. Orell’s mother must have been one of Edmund’s spurned lovers!


  He slumped against the wall, wiped the sweat off his forehead, and took a deep swig from his wine skin. “How am I supposed to do this with you babbling like this?”


  Do what? She wanted to ask, but babbling was looking like the better option, at least for as long as it was helpful.


  “That’s why you don’t care to mourn your father,” she said. “‘Cause he wasn’t your real father. That’s why you hate Bren so much, because he was the son to his father that you never got to be. How did you find out? When did your mother tell you the truth?”


  “The day my father died,” Orell said. “He would’ve killed her before that.”


  Violence comes from violence done. “Why didn’t you seek recognition from Edmund?” She kept working on the ropes, rubbing and stretching the cords. “Why didn’t you make a claim on Edmund’s inheritance?”


  “Edmund’s inheritance?” He laughed, a bitter cackle, echoing in the little room. “Why would anyone want it?”


  The curse. By the time Orell came of age, the house of Uras was battling the curse. There would have been no obvious advantages to joining a cursed house. On the contrary. She saw now why going over to Riva made so much sense to both the king and Orell. However tenuous, Orell might have some claim to rule when Bren died, and Riva intended to use that claim to strengthen his hold on Laonia. In exchange, Orell had regained the coin and status he had lost in Laonia when his father betrayed the house of Uras.


  It all made sense: Orell’s alliance with Riva, his hatred for Edmund and his sons, his determination to capture and kill Bren, the last of his line. And yet Lusielle sensed more in the man’s primal anger, a new hopelessness in Orell’s fury, despair not unlike that she had sensed from Bren the first time she saw him.


  “The curse was on Edmund’s line.” She gasped. “Are you also cursed?”


  The despair in his eyes contrasted with the leer twisting his mouth. “How’s that fair?” He said. “I got none of the advantages of being Edmund’s son and yet I got cursed also.”


  “When did you find out?”


  “It just started,” he said, deceptively calm. “I killed my first the day before yesterday. I killed another one last night. What’s King Riva going to do if he finds out? No, he won’t find out.”


  Orell was on her in two steps. His arm snaked around her waist, his hand pawed at her breasts and his teeth clashed against her mouth, raking her lips with painful ferocity.


  Lusielle struggled to dodge his fetid touch. “Stop! What are you doing?”


  Orell shoved her back on the table and threw her skirts aside.


  Lusielle reeled under Orell’s attack, suddenly understanding not just Orell’s stakes in the earlier hunt and his foul, inexplicable actions, but much more. Bren’s time was drawing to an end and the curse was moving on to affect the next in line. Orell had never expected to be cursed, and yet, as of the day before yesterday, he had begun to share in the curse’s legacy.


  The key pieces of knowledge she had been missing until this moment coalesced to reveal the mystery behind Bren’s turbulent grief, the bitter bane that soured his existence, the outrageous reason for the hunt and the shocking nature of the trial he had refused to impose on her.


  But even in her shock, even as she fought off Orell, Lusielle found the wherewithal to ache for Bren. He was a good man forced to make terrible choices. She understood the scope of his grief now, his guilt and self-loathing. She also realized that she had very little chance of surviving this latest encounter with Orell unless she managed to escape.


  The Strength came to her aid. The strained ropes finally gave way. She caught Orell by surprise with a knee to the groin. Bounding from the table, she lunged, grabbed her remedy case, and ran towards the door.


  Her body was simply not constructed to absorb the blow that took her down. Orell’s tackle squashed her on the ground like a trampled bug. The breath deserted her lungs, and in as much as she tried, it refused to come back.


  The door flew open. “Unhand her!”


  An invisible hand wrenched Orell away from her. A kick launched him against the wall. Lusielle forced her stunned lungs to draw in a breath and sat up. She couldn’t believe her eyes. For an instant, she traded looks with an old friend. “Vestor!”


  That instant was all the time Orell needed to spring to his feet and land a brutal blow. Vestor spun around. He stumbled like a teetering toddler before tripping over his feet and crashing on the floor. Orell’s rage focused on him.


  The remedy case lay open on the ground next to Lusielle. She searched frantically through it. Her fingers tripped over the small velvet pouch. She wrestled the object out. It was so small and modest, so pretty and harmless in principle. Pressing down of the single dark crystal, she attacked, stabbing Orell in the forearm with the comb he had given her to kill Bren.


  Orell swatted her and the comb as if they were nothing but gnats, yet the cut on his forearm was deep enough for him to notice. His eyes shifted from the blood trickling from the cut to Lusielle. Shoving Vestor aside, he snarled. “What did you do?”


  “You know,” Lusielle said. “You gave me that comb.”


  Orell’s eyes fell on the comb lying on the floor. His features darkened. “If I’m going to die, you’re coming with me.”


  This time, Lusielle had a better idea about how to fight him. “You’ve got a few hours, four or five at the most,” she said. “I can help you, but you’ve got to help me.”


  Orell hesitated. “What?”


  “Dragon’s breath,” she said. “It’s a powerful substance, but it kills silently over a certain amount of time. Some poisons can be cured, although very few mixers know how to defeat dragon’s breath. I know how.”


  “Are you blackmailing me with my own life?”


  “I’m the only one who can brew you a cure.”


  Vestor groaned on the floor. Edging around Orell, Lusielle went to him and, cradling his head on her lap, peered into his eyes. His face was swelling quickly, but his stare was lucid and his pupils reacted to the light.


  “Don’t say anything,” she mouthed as she used a corner of her cloak to wipe the blood from his face.


  Orell paced the room like a caged beast. “I don’t feel sick.”


  “I told you, dragon’s breath works stealthily,” Lusielle said. “By the time you realize what’s happening, it’s usually too late; but in your case, you’ve got a chance.”


  “A chance to survive this,” Orell said, “a chance to survive that. When did my life become a game of odds? What if you’re lying about the poison?”


  Lusielle picked up the comb from the floor and held it up. “Take it to any one of Teos’s famous healers. They’ll tell you what the poison is and how it works, exactly as I just told you. The only difference will be that none of them will know how to cure it. On the other hand, some of the healers will want to know where the comb came from. I’m sure you can answer their questions.”


  Orell considered the comb, but didn’t take it. “I should just finish you off. What if you’re lying about the cure?”


  She drew on the Strength to bolster her poise. “Will you kill the only person capable of saving your life?”


  Orell glared, unconvinced.


  “Fire, water, pots and a kettle,” she said. “I’ll need myrrh, saffron, ginger and cloves.”


  “Those should be easy enough to find.”


  “I’ll need the wet gills of a suckerfish and the warm heart of a rainbow-tailed crow.”


  Orell stared at her as if she was mad.


  “Remedy mixing is not a tidy art,” Lusielle said. “It’s not for the faint of heart either. Do you want to live another day? We need to get going. Even in Teos’s exotic market, suckerfish and crows won’t be so easy to find.”


  “You’re going to pay for this.”


  “Time’s running,” Lusielle picked up her remedy case. “Come on, Vestor. Can you walk? We’ve got just a few hours, maybe less.”


  “Where do you think you’re going?” Orell said.


  “Why, to help you find the ingredients.”


  “Do you take me for a fool?” He stomped to the door. “I’m not letting you out of here. One way or another, you’re going to serve your purpose. I’ll go find the damn ingredients. You two are staying here.” The door slammed and the padlock on the other side clicked with the turn of a key.


  Lusielle let out a long sigh.


  “Well done,” Vestor lisped through a broken lip.


  “I haven’t gotten us out of here yet.”


  “I gather you have a plan and it has something to do with your ingredients.”


  “What makes you think so?”


  “Dragon breath doesn’t kill in hours, it kills in days.”


  “I needed to create a sense of urgency.”


  “A nasty fish and an ornery bird,” Vestor said. “He’s gonna get bit and pecked for sure.”


  “I didn’t feel like being nice.”


  He tried to stand up, but he wobbled on his knees.


  “Sit.” Lusielle helped him. “Are you sure you’re all right?”


  “I’ll live, although my nose will know a different shape.” He smiled a bloody grin.


  “I’m sorry, Vestor. It seems that every time we meet you end up the worse for it.”


  “You do attract an unordinary amount of trouble.” He reached out and took her hand. “A fellow might hope to have some of that trouble in his life—”


  “Maybe not this much.” Lusielle reclaimed her hand and stood up, surveying the door and the walls. “How did you know where to find me?”


  “I’ve been watching the docks for the last three days. I knew you’d come with or around the White Tide procession. I made friends with the port guards and asked them to call me if they saw a woman bearing your description. I told them you were my sister and I was eager to see you. Everyone in Teos longs for those they left behind. When they called, I was but a few blocks away. I was trailing behind you and your escort when those gates came down.”


  Lusielle shook her head. “I thought we’d be safe here.”


  “If memory serves me right, those gates are only used to manage the crowds during the festivals and close certain streets while preserving the passage between halls.”


  “Someone made good use of them to violate Teos’s peace and trap us,” Lusielle said. “Did you see what happened to Severo and Elfu?”


  “They were dragged in through the little door, that’s all I saw—”


  “But were they hurt?”


  “I’m sorry, Lusielle. I didn’t see any of the two moving when they took them.”


  “They can’t kill them, right?” She felt like crying. “Because we’re in Teos?”


  “Teos’s peace is law,” Vestor said, “but whoever did this has extraordinary gall. It was a fast attack, planned to the place and the moment. The gates were lifted as you were removed, and no sign of struggle was left behind.”


  By the gods. Nobody would be looking for them. “Do you know where we are?”


  “One of the great halls, I think, but since I got here the back way, I don’t know which one.”


  “Riva’s, probably.”


  “Very likely.”


  She groaned. “I need to get out of here.”


  “The Tale counsels patience.”


  Vestor was right. She had to keep it together, although her sense of urgency was reaching a new height. She picked out a small jar of balm from her remedy case and handed it to Vestor. “Put some of that on the cuts on your face.”


  The spent torch on the bracket sputtered. The little room went dark. Lusielle huffed in frustration. What else could go wrong? She sat down next to Vestor and rested her forehead on her knees. She wondered how Bren was faring. “Were you able to persuade Teos’s high Chosen of Bren’s innocence?”


  “I told my story and took in the airs to prove it. I was believed. It appears that some other inquiries have been conducted elsewhere which cleared your lord as well.”


  At least Khalia had reported the truth. One less problem for Bren to face. Now, if she could only figure out the rest.


  “Vestor,” she said. “In the temple’s version of The Tale, how do gods fall?”


  “Fall? Gods never fall. They’re pushed. That’s what happens. They’re caught by surprise by a conniving sibling or a deceitful faction and hurled right out of the divine realm into the abyss.”


  “The abyss?”


  “You know, outside of the divine realm.”


  “You mean out of existence?”


  “No, that’s not what The Tale says. It just talks about ‘the abyss.’”


  “Where exactly is the abyss?”


  “I’ve never asked that question.”


  “How many realms are there in Suriek’s Tale?”


  “Just two, the divine and the mortal realms.”


  “So if you’re pushed out of one, you have to end up in the other one. Am I right?”


  “I guess,” Vestor said. “I didn’t think you were very interested in divine theory.”


  “I wasn’t.” Until recently.


  “Why the sudden interest?”


  Lusielle smiled in the darkness. “I’m looking for an address, and I think I might have found it.”


  Chapter Seventy-six


  BREN STARED AT THE WOMAN WITH empty eyes. He couldn’t have said if she was tall or short, stout or skinny. All he knew was that Yadire of Irugay was a spiteful wench and that her shrill voice made the pain behind his eye swell to agony. His vision blurred and flickered. He squinted, trying to look at her through one eye only.


  “What’s wrong with you?” the woman asked. “Are you blind or something?”


  “Almost.” Bren shuddered as the ague rattled his body. “Let’s get this over with.”


  The woman laughed. “You don’t seem in quite the right condition. And my uncle is going to come to kill you, very soon, I think.” She waved a stern finger before his nose. “You can’t go around abducting heiresses, thinking you’re going to get away with it. What are you? A greedy bastard, looking for an easy way into money?”


  Bren wished he was a greedy bastard. In his admittedly skewed rating of vices, greed was the better choice to murder. However, he had made a promise and he owed Laonia his best effort to the end. He wasn’t hopeful. He wasn’t even afraid anymore. He groped for his sword, trying to gather strength from the hilt’s grip, but it was cold, like his insides.


  He took a step towards the haughty woman. She smirked with scorn that promised battle. The next step proved to be a problem. One leg was too heavy. The other one refused to move. The pain gathered behind his eye and bolted through his head, punching through his spine and radiating to his limbs like a strike of lightning. The shriek was even worse, glass screeching against metal inside his skull. The chamber spun. He leaned against the wall, waiting for the episode to pass, only this time, it didn’t go away. It tortured him with increasing intensity until he couldn’t breathe any longer.


  His hands went numb. His fingertips turned blue. The sword fell away from his grip. The pain struck at his knees and the floor came straight at his face. He curled up against the corner, trying to stop the pain, but it was no use. He groped for the flask in his belt but remembered it wasn’t there anymore. He thought of his father. He thought of Ethan, Robert and Harald, of their last moments of life. He thought of Lusielle. Part of him was fighting still. Part of him was shamefully relieved. The last thing he heard was the woman, laughing.


  Chapter Seventy-seven


  LUSIELLE HAD JUST FINISHED HER MINISTRATIONS when the padlock clanged on the door. Despite the pervasive darkness and the lack of tools, she had managed to cause a small leak in one of the wine barrels stored in the cellar by wedging one of her measuring spoons in between the boards and the iron rivets. True, it had taken a while, but once the wine began spurting, she soaked her kerchief in it and added a generous measure of turmeric powder and a fistful of birch bark leaves—both identified by touch and smell only—and produced a compress to reduce the swelling on Vestor’s face.


  “It’s too soon for Orell to be back,” Vestor whispered, removing the compress from his face. “It’s dark in here. Should we try making a run for it?”


  Lusielle listened to the voices outside. “Could you manage a sprint?”


  “The thug got my face, not my legs.”


  Lusielle thumped hard on the door then she and Vestor tucked themselves in the corner by the door, behind the barrels. They waited for the door to open. A beam of light from the corridor stretched over the floor, interrupted only by the shadows of the guard, who hesitated at the door.


  “They’re not here,” he said, surprised.


  “What do you mean, they’re not there?” someone else said. “Didn’t you just hear the racket?”


  As the guards strode into the cellar, Lusielle made her move. She darted behind them, cleared the threshold, dodged another set of legs and dashed down the hall with Vestor on her heels. Shouts rang in the hallway. As she gained speed around the corner, she avoided yet another man and accelerated towards the stairs at the end of the hallway.


  The light of a brilliant sunset spilled onto the steps through a high window at the top of the landing. It dazzled Lusielle’s eyes. A dark shadow stood in the way, obstructing the only path to the stairs. Without slowing down, she lowered her head and tried to swerve past the obstacle. For an instant, she thought she had avoided the hurdle, until the shadow stole the light from the room.


  Lusielle collided against an unmovable mass of rippling flesh. Her face brushed a stack of clattering chains and sank into layers of combed wool and supple rolls. With a grunt, a tight hold enfolded her in a staunch embrace. She fought to break the hold, but there was no give to those arms.


  By the sounds of struggle coming from behind her, Vestor had also been caught. Twisting in her captors’ arms, she looked up wistfully at the sun-drenched landing. They had almost made it.


  The scents smothered against her nostrils raised the alarm. The pungent smell of excess mint paste tried to mask the stench of the glandular sweat reeking of roasted garlic. Lusielle gagged. It had to be a coincidence, a trick of her addled brain, because the scent was one she knew. The foul odor stemmed from the pervasive digestive troubles of the body she had tried to heal despite the mind that refused to care for it.


  “No, please,” she begged the gods in a little voice. If she shut her eyes, if she didn’t look ….


  The breath stinking her world matched the voice wrenching her back to the past. “There you are,” Aponte Rummins said. “Hello, beloved.”


  Chapter Seventy-eight


  HATO STOOD AT THE FOOT OF his lord’s bed, waiting. It would not be long now. He knew the pattern all too well. Like his brothers before him, Bren had fallen into the fitful sleep. He tossed and turned in terrible pain, mumbling rants, whimpering at times, prey to the nightmares that would snuff the last sparks of his once formidable intellect. Within the next hours, the madness would begin. Then he would fall silent and gasp his last breaths in the grasp of the excruciating rigor that would finally kill him.


  So close. His lord had been so close to beating the curse. And yet the curse had prevailed, robbing Bren of his strength when he needed it most, teaming up with hopelessness to thwart his last brave efforts. Hato was left to wonder if another sip from the woman’s potion would have bought his lord the time he needed. Perhaps had she lived, Bren would have found the strength to continue. As it was, Hato had been forced to witness the slow death of his lord’s heart before his body.


  A rumble outside the chamber caught his attention. A muted discussion ensued. Hato strode to the door and opened it. The balance of the Twenty stood guard in the hallway. Somber faces turned to Hato.


  “What have you, come to mock our lord?” Cirillo’s strapping girth blocked someone’s way. “Go back to your airs. Our lord deserves to die in peace.”


  “Khalia?” Hato motioned for Cirillo to stand aside. “Why have you come?”


  “To see him,” Khalia said.


  “So you can apprise Laonia’s enemies of my lord’s latest condition?” Hato sneered. “I think not.”


  “You can’t refuse a Chosen of Teos.”


  “This is Laonia’s hall and we won’t bend the knee to a traitor.”


  Khalia’s back stiffened. “Woe to those who see with no eyes.”


  “Shame to those who feel without a heart.”


  “You’ve come too far to allow grief to cloud your reason.”


  “And do you grieve for no one?”


  Khalia drew in a deep breath and, stepping close to Hato, pulled out a small globe flickering with tiny witching flames and several vials from her sleeve. “We can ease the agony of the rigor when it comes.”


  “You could kill him, too, and make your friends happy.”


  “I did it for my lord Harald,” Khalia whispered. “I can do it for my lord Brennus.”


  It was the first time in thirty years that Hato had heard Khalia referring to herself as “I” instead of using Teos’s compulsory “we.” It was also the first time ever Khalia had mentioned Harald or his death. Had Khalia truly been at Harald’s bedside when he died?


  Khalia cocked an inquisitive brow. “Do you see why we must talk?”


  Hato stepped aside and allowed the woman entry. Khalia’s bejeweled gown rustled as she entered the room and closed the door. Her eyes took in the chamber, the hangings, the windows. Four spiraling shells clattered in her palm.


  Vermilion shells? Hato recognized the rare wares, but Khalia crossed her lips with her finger and placed a shell alongside each of the four walls in the room, taking care to put one on the windowsill and another one on the table next to the door, setting them in such a way that the trumpet-like openings faced away from the room.


  Khalia must think Hato was a country simpleton. “You’ve misplaced your shells,” he said sullenly. “They won’t work facing away from the sound you seek to capture.”


  Her eyes darkened to a pewter gray. “I don’t want the shells to capture our conversation. On the contrary. I made a timely discovery just days ago. Did you know that used in reverse the shells can also help deflect others seeking to pry into this room? You’re not the only one who has developed a talent for learning things others wouldn’t want you to know. At last, we can speak freely.”


  If she thought he was going to volunteer any information that could compromise his lord or Laonia, she was mad. He didn’t trust her, and to make his point, he said precisely nothing.


  She approached the man in the bed, sniffing the air. “The scent of death is strong. His time is short.” She ran a long-fingered hand along Bren’s cheeks. “He’s in the fitful sleep, but he hasn’t gone into the madness or the rigor yet.”


  Hato’s doubts that Khalia was telling the truth were instantly dispelled. The woman had indeed been present during Harald’s death. It was the only way she could have known the intricate details and the unusual sequence of the curse’s foul death.


  “Brave and handsome are the sons of Uras.” Khalia caressed the scar on Bren’s face. “Valiant were their efforts. I nursed poor Harald into his death. I eased his way with my sweetest scents.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” Hato asked.


  “There was nothing to tell.”


  “Were you there when Harald went into the madness?”


  “Harald was already mad by then, but yes, I was by his side when he died.”


  “What were his last words?”


  Khalia sighed. “He said she was merciless. He said she had toyed with the line of Uras. He talked about a roiling cauldron from whence lies couldn’t be separated from truth.”


  “Is that all?”


  “That’s all he said.”


  Hato’s disappointment tasted like bitter roots. “You should have sent word anyway.”


  “Teos is ever present,” Khalia said. “Teos is always watching.”


  “And yet here you are, wielding your wares, pretending you care about my lord. It’s a little late, Khalia. Why are you here?”


  “Haven’t you been counting? Thirty years I’ve been away.”


  “So?”


  “What’s the code’s established time for obligation? What’s the minimum mandatory service for Teos’s Chosen?”


  Hato’s dry mouth refused to voice the astonishing number. Thirty years. Had it really been that long? But few of the high Chosen quit after so many years of service and at the height of their power. Was Khalia considering—? Was she trying to say that—?


  “For a mind as bright as yours, you’re thinking rather slowly these days, husband.”


  Husband? There was a term she hadn’t used since the day she left Laonia.


  “Never once did you deign to contemplate my lords’ plights with interest or mercy,” Hato said. “Never once did you acknowledge Laonia’s interests or aided us through our difficulties.”


  “And what would any of that have achieved, other than attracting unwanted attention?”


  “You were always faithful to Teos.”


  “Teos’s business is peace.”


  “Teos’s business is power.”


  “That too,” Khalia said. “But you should know better than most. These days, you’ve got to have the latter to reach the former. Isn’t it peace we seek for Laonia?”


  “You didn’t care about Laonia before,” Hato said. “Why should you care now?”


  “Whose patient and subtle work has kept Teos neutral, ensuring the fairness of the inquiries that have cleared Laonia from wrongdoing?” Khalia placed her little globe of witching fire on the table next to the bed and pulled off the cork from one of her vials. “Whose airs presided over the inquiries that protected your lord from condemnation? And who do you think requisitioned those expensive and exotic ink-sensitive powders from the lands beyond the sea, and stowed them away among Harald’s things so that you could tell true brands from fakes?”


  Hato couldn’t utter a sound. Could it be true? Had Khalia secretly contrived to advance Laonia’s cause?


  “Why do you think I clawed my way to the top of Teos’s hierarchy?” she said. “Why did I rise so high and so quickly if not because I foresaw this day and tried to avoid this moment? Have you wondered why Ernilda, my best friend since childhood, revealed her secrets to you? And why—my faithless husband—do you think I undertook the arduous challenge of driving the yearlings to the sea on this particular season, if not because I learned that you might be struggling on the river?”


  Thirty years of suspicions slammed Hato back into disbelief’s dark corner; thirty years of loneliness, despair and desolation. The spurned lover in him could only fathom that Khalia was engaged in a calculated game. The abandoned husband couldn’t embrace any scenario that didn’t involve outright desertion.


  “If you wanted to help us so much,” he said, “why did you kill the woman?”


  “I didn’t kill the woman,” Khalia snapped. “The reckless chit jumped off my galley.”


  “She was with you and she died. Isn’t that enough harm?”


  “I didn’t want her to die. I was going to take her to Teos.”


  “To kill her, as you’ve done with every oddity that comes Teos’s way.”


  “You’re such a fool.” Khalia glared. “Do you believe everything you hear? She wasn’t going to come voluntarily with me. By the Twins, the foolish girl wanted to be with him!” She pointed to the lord on the bed. “The airs should’ve done the job—mind you, they almost did—but she’s got better lungs than most. So I had to try to disable her.”


  “Disable her?”


  “A stab to the limbs with a blade covered in the sleeping lard usually works. A wound is a good excuse to bring oddities into Teos without raising suspicion, for we excel at healing and many bring us their sick.”


  “But the proscription—”


  “We don’t kill oddities. We collect them. We study them. Lusielle was one of them. Just as I was.”


  “You?”


  “Why did you think Teos wanted me so badly? ‘Cause I was gifted, that’s why. I knew I was talented before anyone else noticed. Scents were clear as daylight to my senses. Nuances were easy prey to my nose. I could’ve worked the airs without instruction, as I did before Teos came calling, as I wanted to do. But when Teos came, I was tempted by knowledge and experience no one else could provide. I was also persuaded.”


  “Persuaded?”


  “Do you remember what happened thirty years ago between the kingdom and Laonia?”


  “Riva’s first attack at the Narrows,” Hato said. “Edmund defeated Riva in a series of battles.”


  “Riva claimed it was Edmund who had attacked the kingdom first. Remember?”


  “So?”


  “Teos threatened to declare against the house of Uras if I refused to go to the sacred island. So I went, to ensure fairness for Laonia. And in the bargain, I lost you.”


  The cold seeping from Hato’s bones chilled his soul. Could he have really misjudged Khalia as badly as that?


  A billow of pink smoke rose from Khalia’s fiery globe. Deftly, she tightened the lid and, inserting a small line into the globe’s single hole, drew from the hose. An exquisitely perfumed mist blew from her lips, scenting the room and drifting over the man lying on the bed. The airs seemed to quiet Bren’s restlessness. The scowl on his face eased. His knotted body relaxed.


  “There,” Khalia said, relaxing herself. “It’ll ease his pain a little.”


  “But can you spare him from death?” Hato said.


  Khalia’s gray gaze dimmed with sadness. “I’ve spent a great deal of my time at Teos studying the notion ailing your lord, but no, I haven’t found a cure.”


  “You turned to scholarly work?”


  “It’s why I had to go into confinement for the last ten years.”


  “Did you study the plight of the house of Uras?”


  “I studied the copies that the Chosen brought back from Laonia when you called for Teos’s help.”


  “I expected you to come.”


  “But I couldn’t, Hato. I was born in Laonia. I was still rising in the island’s hierarchy. Had I answered your call, my loyalty to Teos would’ve been questioned. The entire inquiry would’ve been compromised. I had to bide my time. I had to study the riddle and the verses from afar.”


  “How can you know about the riddle and the verses?”


  “Teos is ever present,” Khalia said, “and Teos was very interested in learning more about your lord’s plight.”


  Hato gaped. “You put spies on me?”


  “I did what had to be done.”


  “How can I ever trust you?”


  “Like you never got regular reports from your agents here at Teos?”


  The truth tempered Hato’s outrage. “Why is Teos so interested in Laonia’s plight?”


  “That’s a question you ought to be able to answer yourself.”


  “It’s the kind of power Teos can’t control,” Hato said.


  “It’s the kind of foe that Teos fears the most.”


  “It’s also the kind of power Teos would love to have.”


  “My dear husband, how well you’ve come to know us. It’s as The Tale says: He who can control the tides of men can change the river’s course. Have you noticed who seems to control men and river more often than Teos these days?”


  “Riva?”


  “Teos isn’t thrilled about it.”


  “Teos would challenge Riva?”


  “Teos would do anything to ensure the peace.”


  “And here I thought—”


  “I know what you thought,” Khalia said. “What I don’t know is if I’ll ever be able to forgive you for it.”


  “Forgiveness will be a moot point if my lord dies.”


  She sighed. “Thirty years of work, for nothing.”


  Hato’s heart fractured with the pain. Hope—the notion that in a different world he could have had a future with Khalia—hurt even worse. “With all your years of study, is there nothing you can do? For my lord? For us?”


  “I’m afraid my efforts have yielded only theory,” Khalia said. “Not even I can defeat the evil that ails your lord. I’m sorry, Hato. Your lord only had one chance and even then, we didn’t know if it would help.”


  “What chance?”


  “It was her,” Khalia said. “Lusielle’s brand was true. She survived the airs as no other branded has done. Moreover, her mark reacted to the truth-seeking exhalations with a written answer, blood on flesh. Do you remember the riddle’s question: Tease, chance, fate?”


  “Yes?”


  “The answer was fate,” Khalia said. “But she’s dead now, and your lord has no hope.”


  Chapter Seventy-nine


  LUSIELLE HAD NO CLEAR IDEA WHERE she was. Things had not gotten any better after her sudden encounter with Aponte. Somehow, he seemed to be in charge of a small cohort of murderous-looking thugs who wore no particular colors. They reminded her of Orell’s men—no, they probably were Orell’s men.


  She had been separated from Vestor and taken into yet another room where, without any semblance of reason, Aponte had drenched her with two whole bottles of cheap, overly sweet perfume. After that, Aponte’s minions had summarily packed her into a chest with her knees pressed against her chin, sprinkled her with cedar chips, and locked her in the trunk.


  It brought back memories of her time in the coffin with Bren, only this trunk was much smaller and he wasn’t here to cushion her body from the bangs and bumps of the hurried transport. Bren. She prayed he was all right, but something visceral in her rejected the hope.


  The indistinct bedchamber where she found herself at the moment was the end result of her journey in the chest. It was a utilitarian room, a servant’s chamber maybe, devoid of luxury but equipped with the basics: a bed, a washing basin, a table, a stool and a padded chair. She sat on the floor with her hands cuffed, leaning against the bed at the foot of Aponte’s chair.


  Lusielle couldn’t even look up at Aponte without having to fight the urge to vomit. He looked very pleased with himself, draped in his best finery, wearing a host of mirrored and jeweled chains around his neck. He puffed on a long narrow pipe, adding the scents of scorched earth and rotting leaves to the excessively perfumed air in the room.


  “You didn’t really think you’d get away with escaping the magistrate’s judgment, did you?” he said, as though he was speaking about the weather instead of referring to her death sentence. “King Riva likes his justice. He was really fixated on you. I suppose I should thank you for the favor. He’s been very generous accounting for my time.”


  Lusielle’s wrists tested the iron cuffs, but these were not the hurriedly tied ropes of earlier. They were tight to the bone and firmly connected to each other. If she was going to get out of this place, she needed to find out where she was and why. She had to come up with a plan.


  Aponte wasn’t dumb or stupid, but boasting was his preferred form of communication and his mouth suffered from a constant hemorrhaging of words. If she could take advantage of his habitual blabbering, she might learn what she needed to escape and find Bren.


  Aponte’s furrowed eyes settled on her as he fired some more perfumed mist in her direction. Lusielle didn’t think she could stand one more whiff of it without gagging. “Is that really necessary?”


  “Watch your tone,” Aponte said. “I can’t believe that after all my efforts, you’ve lost your wifely virtues in such a short time. Personally, I prefer your natural scent, especially when you sweat for my pleasure. But the king commanded I should keep you highly perfumed, and I always do what the king commands.”


  “Is that why you turned me over to the magistrate so eagerly? ‘Cause you’re so obedient? If I remember well, when it came to tolls and tariffs, you never liked paying the king’s duties.”


  “If I ever committed any errors in calculations, they’ve been forgiven.” He wielded a fork over a large platter, trying to decide which of the sweets piled on the tray he was going to eat first. “I won’t deny that giving you up was an inconvenience to me. You’re handy to have around and the stores don’t do well when you’re not minding them. But the king made up the difference. I’m sure you understand. I couldn’t pass on this most profitable opportunity.”


  Profit. That’s what she had been to him. “Why, then, am I still alive?”


  Aponte speared a sweet pickled fig and swallowed it whole. “The need for proper jurisdiction funds my trip and my coffers.”


  Lusielle realized that the only reason Riva hadn’t killed her yet was because they were in Teos, where only the Chosen could pass judgment and carry out sentences, and where an inhaler could tell truth from lies without the need for a magistrate, torture, or false witnesses.


  The king wasn’t going to risk killing Lusielle on the sacred island, but he needed to ensure he had lawful possession of her so he could secrete her out of Teos and kill her without trouble. By the Kingdom’s laws, a husband’s claim couldn’t be superseded, not even by Teos.


  Aponte must have read her eyes, because he said, “You were always a little too smart for your own good. Remember what I used to tell you? There’s good in dumb and smart in tame. A meek wife is a treasure. A silent wife is a trove.”


  If only her hands weren’t cuffed. To think of the damage she could do to that bloated face.


  Lusielle had to rein in her anger. It wasn’t going to help her survive the day. Bren would never have a chance if she died and the truth with her. He would never see the last strip. She needed to find a way of escaping Aponte.


  The round little mark on her arm was already puffing by the time Lusielle was able to connect the sudden pain with the smoldering end of Aponte’s pipe. She had been so deep in thought that she had failed to note when he leaned over and pressed the glowing end to her skin. She gasped and rubbed the spot against the bed, trying to dispel the sting.


  Aponte laughed. “You’ve always been such a flincher.”


  How would the filthy rat feel if he was the one getting burned?


  “I’ve missed having you around,” he said gruffly. “Come over here, girl. Sit on my lap.”


  “Things have changed,” she said. “I’m no longer your wife.”


  “Says who?”


  “Our marriage was over the day you turned me over to the magistrate. The moment you repudiated me, I ceased to be your wife.”


  “You’re mistaken. You’re my property for as long as you live and you’ll do as I say.”


  “No,” she said with surprising force.


  “No?” Aponte was no less shocked. “Is it the burning you want? A beating? I can please you, girl, I can.” He lifted the smoking pipe in the air.


  “You can burn me if it pleases you, but it won’t change anything. You’re not my husband anymore. And just in case, this time, I’m repudiating you.”


  “I don’t think you understand. Do you know what the king told me the last time we talked?” Aponte straightened to offer his best imitation of Riva’s smooth ways. “He said, ‘Aponte, we’ll get her back, and you’ll have your husbandly justice. We might have to wait until we return to the kingdom to achieve justice, but I understand your sacrifice. If it pleases you, you can do with her whatever you will on the way back. For my purposes, the wench doesn’t need to be in great health.’”


  The way he spoke, the greed in his eyes, Lusielle couldn’t help the shiver chilling her spine.


  “So you see,” Aponte said, “I have sanction to do what I want and you have nothing.”


  “I’m not afraid of you anymore.”


  “What about that man who was with you in the cellar?”


  “What about him?”


  “Don’t you care for his health?”


  “Vestor is not part of this.”


  “He’s in a cellar, under my watch and should you refuse me, he’ll suffer the consequences of your actions. The same goes for that Laonian bodyguard of yours and for that disgusting little beast, Elfu.”


  The knot in Lusielle’s belly tightened. “The king won’t dare breaking Teos’s peace.”


  “The king doesn’t plan to linger here too much longer. And torture is different from murder. What’s your friend? A healer, somebody told me. Can he heal without fingers?”


  A new kind of terror bloomed in Lusielle’s mind, fear for her friends.


  “He’ll suffer for being your friend,” Aponte said. “He and the other two will probably turn up dead in some remote kingdom province.”


  “You can’t—you wouldn’t.”


  “All I have to do is tell one of the guards and it will begin. Shall I send word to get started?”


  She felt as helpless as she had been the day she had landed in Aponte’s bed, as powerless as she had been every day under his rule. Aponte knew how to defeat her. It was the old trap. He opened the door to the cage and she had no choice but to walk in.


  He knew how subdue her. He had done it before, targeting helpful servants—including Carfu and Elfu—trading their safety for her compliance. She couldn’t allow Vestor to be harmed. She couldn’t abandon Severo and Elfu to Aponte’s whims. Lusielle couldn’t believe the gods would be cruel enough to build her up and then dump her back into same the old pit.


  Aponte pulled out something from his pocket and dangled the small cuff and the familiar leash like a treat. “Do you remember it? Have you missed it? I think maybe not.” He laughed. “Come to my lap or your friend begins to shed parts. Now!”


  Her body reacted on instinct. She hopped on command like a trained dog. How she hated herself for it, but there she was, on his lap, back to the wretched slave she had once been.


  “Take one of those honeyed stewed apple slices,” he said, hooking the leash around her neck and jerking it. “No, not that one.” He rapped her knuckles with the fork. “That one. Yes. Now, feed it to me.”


  With aching fingers, Lusielle picked up the slippery slice and lifted it to Aponte’s lips. He ran his thick lips along the edge of the slice then chomped down, gulping the slice in two bites. His eyes fixed on Lusielle’s as he licked the honey dripping from her fingers, suckling her fingertips as if they, too, were part of the feast.


  “What’s this?” His sticky fingers tugged on Elfu’s amulet, but the cord held when he tried to rip it off. “Trinkets,” he muttered. “More.” His lips dripped with honey and saliva. “That one.”


  Lusielle watched in horror as Aponte’s greedy tongue licked her fingers while his eyes digested her fear, enjoying it as much as he was enjoying the sweets, promising a swift return to an unfathomable reality.


  And with each bite she had to feed Aponte, Lusielle regressed to the dreaded place of her destruction.


  Chapter Eighty


  KHALIA’S WORDS WERE HIS LORD’S FINAL death sentence. If Teos couldn’t defeat the curse, no one could. Hato felt ancient. The frantic quest that had dominated the last ten years of his life was coming to an end. All his machinations, all his work had been for naught. He had to confront the facts. He had chosen loyalty. And lost.


  A commotion ensued outside the door. Hato didn’t care. The next time he stepped through the threshold, he would have the sword of Uras in his hand and he would become the curse’s final slayer. He abhorred the duty that required he put so many good men to the sword and yet the slaughter was the only way to end the curse once and for all.


  It was Khalia who went to the door and faced the trouble. “Be quiet, all of you, and let her pass,” she commanded. “Why are you so upset?”


  Eleanor, Lady of Tolone, staggered into the room panting like a blown mare. Her usually coiffed hair fell in obvious disarray around her shoulders. Her face was flushed and she clutched her high-heeled slippers in her hand. She looked as if she had run up Teos’s steep stairs barefooted like a common wench.


  “Is he dead?” she wheezed, bending over her knees.


  “Not yet.” Khalia stared at the gasping woman with open curiosity.


  Hato resented Eleanor’s presence in his lord’s death chamber. She had not been loyal to her oaths. She had schemed Bren out of coin and resources throughout his ordeal. Why had she come to him on the eve of his death? Hadn’t she done enough damage as it was?


  “We must hurry,” Eleanor rasped, out of breath. “She’s here.”


  “Who?”


  “The woman. The remedy mixer, Lusielle.”


  “I’m afraid you haven’t heard the news,” Khalia said. “She’s dead. She jumped off my galley on the way to Teos.”


  “She jumped, yes, but she didn’t die!”


  “The yearlings—”


  “She mixed a repellent,” Eleanor said. “The wench survived the yearlings and came to journey in my barge.”


  “That’s impossible,” Hato said.


  “I’m telling you,” Eleanor said. “She survived!”


  Khalia frowned. “If anybody could succeed at mixing a yearling repellent—”


  “By the seal of Tolone, I swear she was alive when she left my barge earlier today.”


  An oath by the seal was a serious matter, even for someone as deceitful as the Lady of Tolone. A twinge of cautious hope flickered in Hato’s gut.


  “If what you’re saying is true,” Khalia asked, “why have you rushed to tell us?”


  “What if she can help him survive?” Eleanor said. “What if Laonia could prevail against Riva and the rest of the territories could remain free?”


  “Drop the act,” Hato said. “We know you’re in alliance with Riva.”


  “Only because I had to do so in order to preserve Tolone! But she showed me. Lusielle taught me we don’t have to succumb to Riva’s military might if we stick together. I sent messengers. I blocked Tolone’s roads to Riva’s troops. But now—I’m committed—we have to hurry because if Laonia falls, Tolone falls.”


  Hato didn’t trust the Lady of Tolone, but he understood Eleanor’s latest predicament. If Bren died, Eleanor would have to face Riva’s wrath alone, a daunting prospect for a ruler who relied on Laonia for wealth and protection. The situation lent credibility to her claims. And if Lusielle had survived, then perhaps there was hope after all.


  “If Lusielle is alive as you claim,” Hato said, “where is she?”


  “That’s what I came to tell you. She’s here. In Teos. But I don’t know where.”


  “You’re not making any sense,” Khalia said. “You say that you brought her to Teos and yet you don’t know where she is?”


  “A misunderstanding,” Eleanor said. “That’s what it was. Tatyene didn’t get to know the woman as well as I did—”


  “Who by the gods is Tatyene?” Khalia said.


  “Her bodyguard,” Hato said.


  “Please, listen to me!” a frantic Eleanor said. “It’s not Tatyene’s fault. She thought the woman meant me harm—”


  “Why?” Khalia asked.


  “It’s not important,” Eleanor said. “We’ve got to hurry!”


  “It’s very important if we’re going to believe any of what you’re saying,” Khalia said. “Or would you prefer I call out a formal inquiry on this matter?”


  “No.” Eleanor shuddered visibly. “I—I married my baseborn lover. There. I said it. She thought Lusielle was going to denounce us. But she wasn’t. Tatyene, she didn’t know—”


  A very bad feeling coalesced in Hato’s gut. “What did Tatyene do?”


  “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!” Eleanor’s pale face rose to meet Hato’s eyes. “She escorted Lusielle off the ship and conspired to deliver her to Riva’s dog.”


  The sudden swings between desolation, hope and disaster were taking a toll on Hato. His lord was dying. Dying! One moment the woman was dead. Then she was alive again, but in Riva’s murderous hands. Hato wanted to wrench Eleanor’s neck like a hen meant for the pot.


  It was Khalia who lashed out. “I swear to you, Eleanor, if something happens to Lusielle, if Orell kills her or Riva harms her, you’re going to regret every day of your life from here on.”


  “My lady, I—”


  “Don’t ‘my lady’ me,” Khalia snapped. “Riva won’t admit to having Lusielle and even if we were able to find Orell, he won’t talk easily without an inquiry.”


  “We should confront Riva right now,” Hato said.


  “We can’t,” Khalia said. “We can’t just detain Orell or storm into one of Riva’s many halls without proof or reason. We’d be risking an incident which will break the peace and set Teos’s hierarchy against us.”


  “But you said Teos would do anything to fight off Riva.”


  “No, I said that Teos would do anything to keep the peace and that means a number of things to a number of people. We have to find out where he’s keeping her. Eleanor, I need to speak to your bodyguard right away. Where’s she?”


  “She’s protected by law in Tolone’s hall,” Eleanor said. “I won’t have Tatyene harmed.”


  Khalia spat out the words like hammer on nails. “If you don’t produce that bodyguard of yours and soon, you’ll feel the full force of Teos’s wrath on your head.”


  “You can denounce me all you want, but I can’t let you kill Tatyene.”


  Hato couldn’t take it any longer. “Do you realize you’re toying with my lord’s life?”


  “I want to help him, I swear,” Eleanor said. “But you must understand. The code, I can’t surrender Tatyene to the yearlings—”


  “Forget the code,” Khalia said. “If Tatyene helps us to find the woman, there won’t be an inquiry. As long as we can get Lusielle back, I don’t care about the two of you.”


  “Do you swear?” Eleanor said.


  “You have my word.”


  “I’ll be back before you blink.” Eleanor ran to the door. “It shouldn’t be a crime, you know. We’re going to have to change that too.”


  Khalia put the calming bottle to her nose and drew in a deep breath. “Why is it that an entire generation has grabbed on to the notion that order can be preserved without sacrifice?”


  “‘Cause people get tired of sacrifices,” Hato answered for himself.


  “I’ll need something from Lusielle,” Khalia said. “A garment, something that has her smell on it.”


  “She travels light,” Hato said. “Wait. I think she wore my lord’s robe once.” He groped through Bren’s saddlebags. “Here it is.” Hato handed Khalia the robe. “What do you want it for?”


  “You’ll see.”


  Hato admired Khalia’s shrewdness, her fast thinking, the way she had swiftly negotiated with the Lady of Tolone. Khalia had just finished adding another layer of soothing airs to the room when Eleanor returned with Tatyene in tow.


  “Let’s go,” Khalia said. “Are you coming?”


  Hato hesitated. He had sworn to Bren that he would be by his deathbed to take down whatever knowledge the madness would grant him. He was torn. What if the woman was indeed alive? What if he could find her, and bring her to his lord? Could she make a difference? Could he find her before Bren went into the madness?


  Hato decided to act. Eleanor insisted she would stay to take care of Bren, but a wary Hato made arrangements for Pharseus to look after his lord and for the balance of the Twenty to continue to guard him. Taking Clio and Cirillo with him, he followed Khalia and Tatyene as the bodyguard led them to the place where Lusielle, Severo and Elfu had been ambushed.


  Tatyene stood under a decorated bridge. “This is where it happened.”


  “It figures.” Khalia fiddled with the pack of keys she wore on her belt until she found one that fit on the keyhole of the little door and opened it. “This bridge is located in between two traffic towers.”


  Hato took in the rounded chamber. It was designed to facilitate the flow of Teos’s private traffic, mostly Chosen, high-ranking highborn, and their messengers and servants. Ten different openings came together at the chamber, ten different options leading to different places and that was only on the first level.


  “We’re never going to find her.” Hato despaired. His lord would go into the madness and he wouldn’t be at his side to fulfill his oaths.


  Khalia sniffed the robe she clutched in her hands, then the air. Circling the room slowly, she stood before every opening, inhaling like a hound on a trail. “This way.” She marched decisively down a sloping tunnel.


  “You can smell her?”


  “The essence of her,” Khalia said. “I told you I had a good nose.”


  Hato reeled. “Can you—smell me?”


  “I could track you among the stinking demons if I had to.”


  As extraordinary as Khalia’s gift was, it still took her a while to make her way through the labyrinthine corridors. Hato’s impatience grew as Khalia assessed each junction and door that opened up into the tunnel with a set of whiffs, until at last, she found herself hesitating before a small indistinct door. She lifted her fist to knock, but Hato stopped her.


  “We don’t know who hides behind that door,” Hato said. “This could be dangerous.”


  “Dangerous?” She flashed him a glance askance and rapped on the door. “I once retrieved a pair of vermilion shells from right under Terrachio’s pillow.”


  Hato had to will his mouth to close, because the door opened and a smartly dressed servant stood on the threshold. Hato recognized the colorful patterned livery and the crest on his breast. It wasn’t what he was expecting. Khalia took one look at the servant and swept by him as if he was as insignificant as the carpet beneath her feet.


  “Tell Ernilda I’m in her parlor,” she said, “and don’t make me wait.”


  “Stay here,” Hato said to Tatyene, Clio and Cirillo, trotting to catch up with Khalia. “I was expecting one of Riva’s allies.”


  “Keep expecting.”


  Khalia strode to the parlor with the authority of one accustomed to rule. The servants didn’t bow so much as cowed as she passed, recognizing her for the high Chosen she was. The groom must have raced all the way up the stairs because by the time Hato and Khalia made it to the ornate parlor, Ernilda was also arriving through the private stairs at the back of the room, still buttoning her lavish overdress.


  “You needed proof?” Khalia said without a greeting. “I’m going to give it to you. But I need access to your cellars and no fuss.”


  “Proof of what?” Hato asked.


  “Men.” Ernilda took the lead. “Follow me.”


  As they marched down the stairs, Hato motioned for Clio, Cirillo and Tatyene to come along.


  “Forty years of marriage,” Khalia said. “And I’ve got to show you?”


  Ernilda threw her hands in the air. “I’ve been telling you—”


  “Talking isn’t enough!”


  “I won’t ruin Barahone with false accusations!”


  “But will you ruin the rest of us?”


  Hato felt like the daftest man alive. “What are you two talking about?”


  “Conspiracy.” Khalia stopped to sniff the air again.


  “We had suspicions but not proof,” Ernilda said.


  “This way.” Khalia rushed down a corridor and stopping again, pointed at a door. “There’s some of her in there, but it’s not quite her.”


  “Steward!” Ernilda called. “Open this door.”


  The scrawny fellow who answered her summons shook his head. “I’m sorry, my lady, but I’m not suppose to—”


  Hato’s staff came down on his head with a hollow thud. The steward collapsed on the ground. Wasting no time, Cirillo grabbed the keys from him and unlocked the door. At first, all that Hato could see was darkness.


  Then he saw the men, trussed like sheep bound for the market.


  Chapter Eighty-one


  SEVERO WRESTLED WITH HIS ROPES IN the darkness, knowing full well that he had fallen into Tatyene’s trap like a snared hare. He could barely move. Beside him, the monkey man was as still as the dead. Damn the Twins. He had gotten his mistress all the way to Teos and for what?


  Steps sounded outside. The door opened. Another body landed next to Severo, trussed and bound just like him. The man was conscious, but they couldn’t communicate because they were both gagged. Could he perhaps have news about his mistress?


  Severo tried for several hours to untie his ropes. He tried to free the other man too, but nothing worked. He was going mad in the dark cell, knowing full well that his mistress was in mortal danger and his lord’s life depended on her.


  He didn’t know what to do. When he found himself reciting the old prayers he had learned as a child, he scolded himself. The gods had conspired against Laonia. The Twins had forsaken them all. They were probably laughing right now, at his lord, at Severo, at all those wasted efforts. If not for amusement, why else were the gods so cruel?


  And still he prayed, because he could do nothing else.


  Hours had passed when he heard a noise outside the door. At first he thought they belonged to the filthy rats who had locked him in, but then he recognized Lord Hato’s voice, as well as Cirillo and Clio’s. Had the fickle Twins answered his prayers?


  When the door finally opened, the light dazzled his eyes.


  “Severo!” Clio loosened the gag and got working on the ropes.


  “We’ve been ambushed, my lord,” Severo said hoarsely. “The mistress, she’s been taken.”


  “It was Orell,” the prisoner next to him said, newly freed by Cirillo.


  “Orell?” Severo cursed. The chances his mistress was alive were very low if Orell had her. He grabbed the man next to him by the mantle. “Who by the damn Twins are you and why are you here?”


  “I’m Vestor,” the other man said.


  “He’s dressed like an Ascended,” the Lady Khalia said.


  “Speak!” Severo shook him. “What do you know of my mistress?”


  “I’m a friend of Lusielle,” the man said. “I saw you when you arrived. I trailed your group and I witnessed what happened. I tried to rescue Lusielle, but Orell was too strong for me. We were separated. I don’t know where she is.”


  Damn the Twins and all the gods. Severo was so mad he could have pummeled the walls.


  “Elfu?” Clio was undoing the monkey man’s ropes, trying to wake him up.


  “He hasn’t regained his senses since the attack,” Severo said.


  “I’m a healer,” Vestor said. “I might be able to help.”


  “Then do so,” the Lord Hato said.


  Severo was rubbing his numbed hands when he spotted that treasonous Tolonian viper standing behind Lord Hato. He broke through and, grabbing Tatyene by the neck, slammed her against the wall. The woman was strong, but she struggled in his grip all the same.


  He snarled. “I’m gonna kill you!”


  “I—didn’t—know,” she tried to speak.


  “Severo?” Lord Hato said. “Let her go. Let. Her. Go,” he repeated, placing his hand on his arm, but Severo had no intention of letting go of the Tolonian traitor until she was dead.


  “It was a misunderstanding,” Lord Hato said. “She helped us find you.”


  “A misunderstanding?” Severo leered, squeezing harder, watching the woman’s struggle for breath. “I don’t think so.”


  “On behalf of the Lord of Laonia,” Lord Hato said. “I command you to let her go.”


  “But she—”


  “Now, Severo, you’re wasting time!”


  Severo’s grip relented.


  The woman collapsed against the wall, gasping for air. “I thought your mistress was going to hurt mine,” she said, wheezing. “That’s why I did it. That’s why I gave her to Orell.”


  Severo groaned. “You’ve killed my mistress!”


  “We don’t know that,” the Lord Hato said. “We must try to find her. Tatyene, lead Vestor, Elfu and Severo back to Laonia’s hall and wait for us there. Be discreet. We don’t want to spook Bausto or Riva into doing anything foolish. Clio, Cirillo, I want you to talk to the grooms and see if you can squeeze any information out of them regarding Orell and his whereabouts.”


  “My lord,” Severo said. “I’d rather go with you.”


  “Lad, you’re not looking so steady on your feet.”


  “My lord gave me a charge and I’ll stick to it,” Severo said.


  “Alright,” Lord Hato said, “but you must hurry. Go along with Clio and Cirillo then. Keep your eyes and ears open for any signs of Orell. If we find him, we find your mistress. Do you understand?”


  Oh, yes, Severo understood. He was going to find Orell no matter what.


  Chapter Eighty-two


  HATO CHASED AFTER KHALIA, WHO WAS on the march again, moving deeper into the cellars. They had gone but a short way when she stopped in front of another door.


  “Ugh.” She grimaced.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s perfume.” Ernilda fumbled with the keys and opened the door. “Lots of it.”


  Khalia gasped as she entered the room.


  Hato rushed in, but saw nothing of concern. “Khalia?”


  Khalia doubled over in pain, cupping her face and whimpering. Blood poured from her nose in alarming spurts.


  “Oh, no,” Ernilda dragged her friend out of the room. “Fresh air. She needs it right away!”


  Hato scooped up Khalia and rushed behind Ernilda, who led him through yet another set of doors, this one disgorging them into a back garden with a small fountain bubbling against the wall. Khalia groaned as she stumbled from his arms and rinsed her face in the fountain.


  “Are you all right?” Ernilda pressed her handkerchief against Khalia’s bleeding nose.


  “I can’t smell anything but blood. I’m a fool. I can’t believe I fell for that.”


  “What just happened?” Hato said.


  “It’s happened once before,” Ernilda said. “Someone has developed a scent to throw her off the trail. This time, they disguised it with heavy perfumes. It was a trap.”


  “A trap?” Hato said. “You mean you’ve done this before?”


  “Teos is rife with intrigue,” Ernilda said. “There are some here who we think conspire with Riva against the territories.”


  “Including your husband Bausto?”


  “Remember Arnulf’s warning,” Ernilda said. “The foe hides in friendship’s shadows, where we come to escape the sun’s angry glare.”


  “The Twins be damned,” Hato said. “It’s a sad day when highborn betray each other in favor of kingship.”


  Ernilda scoffed. “It’s a sad day when wives can’t trust their husbands and husbands suspect their wives.”


  “Are you hurting?” Hato asked Khalia.


  “It’ll pass.”


  “She took weeks to heal the last time.” Ernilda fretted over her friend. “She’s since suffered from unbearable headaches.”


  “You could’ve gotten killed,” Hato said.


  “The risk comes with the gift,” Khalia mumbled through the bloody handkerchief.


  “Is there no one else at Teos capable of assisting you?”


  “How would we know who to trust?” Khalia said, and Ernilda echoed the feeling.


  A furious Hato was about to tell them they could have trusted him when Severo found them.


  “We’ve got a lead on Orell,” he said. “We’re told he’s on his way to the docks. Word is he was furious when he left.”


  “Why?” Hato asked.


  “Something was done without his authority, although the groom at the door couldn’t tell me what.”


  “They moved her,” Khalia said. “Riva had her moved without Orell knowing and they sprayed the toxic scent to prevent me from finding her!”


  “Clio and Cirillo ran ahead to try to catch sight of Orell,” Severo said. “I’m after them.”


  “I’ll go with you,” Hato said.


  “Me too,” Khalia said.


  “Do you really think that’s wise?” Ernilda said. “Another whiff could kill you.”


  “I’ll be careful,” Khalia said.


  Hato stopped her. “To be careful, you’d have to stop breathing.”


  “You still need me,” Khalia said. “She’s got to be on one of those ships and you know what that means.”


  Hato let her go and followed behind her, knowing full well they had to hurry. He wanted to be by his lord’s side when the madness came, but if the ship that held Lusielle sailed from Teos’s harbor, her life was at an end.


  Chapter Eighty-three


  LUSIELLE KNEW SHE WAS AS GOOD as dead when the boards beneath her feet groaned and the room swayed with the distinctive movement of a ship challenging the current. Given a choice, she would have gladly tackled the sucking vine and the famished yearlings in lieu of Aponte. All those years of abuse flooded her with torrents of fear. Huddled in the corner like a frightened kitten and chained to the bed by the leash strapped to her neck, she dreaded what came next.


  Aponte whistled a merry tune as he draped her dress over the back of a chair. “Very nice.” He caressed the fine green silk. “Do you think the king might let me keep it? I’d like to see it on some of my girlfriends. It’ll keep stoking the yearning after you’re gone.”


  Something inside her rebelled against the notion of yielding a single measure of herself to the repugnant creature who had owned her for so long. There had been a time, long ago, when she had made excuses for Aponte, trying to justify his depravity, that he had been neglected as a child, that he had been rejected as a youth, that life had been harsh and unfair; that she had been a faulty wife.


  Then the massive walls enclosing her tiny world had crumbed, and she had been booted out into a reality that was no less harsh, difficult or brutal than the circumstances that might have shaped Aponte. People experienced hardship every day and, unlike Aponte, chose not to become self-indulgent and debauched. People could change.


  But not Aponte. He saw nothing wrong with his ways and that was a danger not just to her, but to the others who might come after her.


  “Come to bed, wife.”


  She knew from experience that she would be a thousand times better off submitting as she had done throughout the marriage. Her preservation instinct flared up: Hadn’t she survived all of those years with only a few notable injuries? Hadn’t she lived a productive life enjoying her craft’s complex challenges? Why not fall back on the old habits that had kept her alive through the worst of it?


  Because she had learned that survival without freedom meant slavery and slavery wasn’t the only way to exist. Because she had met affection in her journeys and knew that life without it was pointless and grim. Because she had learned courage from a brave man. And because the boat was moving, leaving behind Teos and her captive friends, which freed her to make her own inevitable choices.


  Aponte loomed over her like a threatening storm. “What kind of trip do you think this is going to be if you begin by defying my commands?”


  “You’re going to kill me anyway,” she said. “You’re going to burn me as soon as we’re back in the kingdom.”


  “That doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy the last of you.”


  “You’ve already enjoyed your last. You just don’t know it yet.”


  “I have a mind to show you different.”


  “You can try,” she said, very calm. “But it won’t work anymore, with me or elsewhere.”


  “You’re not talking about—?”


  “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.”


  “Have you forgotten how persistent it can be?”


  “Was.”


  He stared at her, then looked down on himself as if commanding his body to react on demand. “You can’t pretend to have any sway over me.”


  “If I had the power to rouse you, why can’t I have the power to pacify you for good?”


  “Pacify me?” He tittered then went suddenly serious. “You can’t do that. Can you?”


  She shrugged.


  “You’re a remedy mixer, not a conjurer, and I haven’t taken any of your potions lately.”


  “True, but not all results can be accomplished with remedies and not all remedies work with the expedience you might think.”


  “You never believed in that other stuff,” Aponte said, pacing the little room. “Spells, charms, you thought they were tricks and foolishness.”


  “Yet you accused me of practicing the odd arts, better yet, got me convicted of it and sentenced to death.”


  “Out of necessity, to please the king.”


  “Well, here we are, practicing justice again. Only this time, it’s my kind of justice.”


  “You’re jesting,” Aponte said. “I don’t like you having fun at my expense. You were many things, but never an oddity.”


  “What do you know of oddities and such?”


  “Still, you weren’t that.”


  “All those chicken bones you brought to the magistrate. Babies’ bones, you said, proof of my crimes. You had fed on the fowl every night, and yet you never admitted to that.”


  He looked worried. “I swear it, if you’ve done something to me—”


  “Money spells, lucky charms, lust potions, love hexes. Did I not bring money, luck and so much more to your life? Then surely I can take them away. And I did.”


  She averted her eyes from his desperate groping, praying that her newfound Strength would be enough to accomplish a victory. He mumbled, huffed and groaned to no avail. When Lusielle dared to look up again she saw defeat on his face.


  He growled. “You!”


  She had known the risks and was prepared to pay the toll. She curled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms over her head, knowing that no remedy in the world could cure this man’s wrath and that his monumental defeat could only be surmounted through rage.


  Chapter Eighty-four


  IN AN INSTANT, BREN’S MIND SHIFTED from the fitful sleep’s blackness to the madness’s excruciating brilliance. The pain that had been consuming him in slow churns tripled with the light, launching into a new crescendo. The ague’s shriek returned and followed suit. Pain wracked his mind like a fork raking his brain. Every part of his body twitched and seized with the hurt. Just when he thought he couldn’t bear it any longer, the intensity rose again.


  Bren screamed until his throat grew raw and his voice went hoarse. After that, he screamed some more.


  “Welcome to the madness.” A fiery voice scalded his hearing. “Welcome to your death.”


  A yank. A jerk. A jarring landing. An image of him, sitting in his father’s chair. The chair’s scrolled arms snaked over his arms and twisted around his wrists to strap him down. The legs in the shape of paws grew formidable claws. The claws crunched against his crushed bones as they sank into his ankles to hold him fast. A shallow panting was the only way he could manage to breathe and even then, air barely made it to his starving lungs.


  It was just an image, he told himself, a vile trick of his ailing mind. Right now, he was lying on his bed in the lord’s chamber at the Laonian hall in Teos. He had to pay attention. There was knowledge in the madness, insight in the revelations he would receive. He would not live to reap the benefits, but the revelations could prove helpful to preserve Laonia, understand the curse’s intricate workings and ensure an end to it once and for all.


  “You want insight?” the voice said. “I’ll give it to you.”


  His father’s strapping figure came together from a flash of light, the closely cropped beard, the distinguished silver glint streaking his temples, the dashing figure he had cut at the time of his death, dressed fashionably in the deep hues of Laonian blues.


  “Give it up, my boy,” he said. “You’re the last one. There’s no one left to hear whatever knowledge you’ll get out of the madness. No one cares.”


  It was a trick of the madness, trying to disable him, trying to get him to surrender, but Bren wouldn’t budge, even if the torture was enough to make him crave death’s numbness.


  “You’re a stubborn one,” his father said. “Why do you hang on so tight? Why endure the pain? Why incur more of the same? Life’s but a string. Cut it and you’re free.”


  It would have been easy to do as his father said. It would have been sane. But Bren couldn’t give up. Not yet. He had to discharge his final duty before he died.


  “Who are you?” Bren said. “What’s your name?


  “Why, I’m Edmund, your father. Don’t you remember me?”


  “You’re not my father. You’re the wicked fiend who cursed him. Even you must have a name.”


  “For you, I have no name.”


  “Why did you curse my father?” Bren said. “What did he do to anger you?”


  “I’ve got to give it to you,” Edmund said, shaking his head. “Even at this late hour, you’re still trying to beat the curse. You want to know my name and the reason for the curse. Do you still want to redeem the curse? Will you ask if you can right my wrong next?”


  “I would if I could,” Bren said. “I’d right whatever wrong was done to you, if you told me how.”


  “Aw.” Edmund smiled. “Do you think you’re so noble and dedicated? Do you think you ought to be credited for acting rightly on occasion? Allow me to remind you about some of your more glaring character flaws.”


  His father deconstructed into the fleshy lump giving form to Nelia. She materialized before Bren with the dirk in her hand and put the deadly point to his belly. When he looked down, he sat naked and defenseless with the point of the dirk pressed against his belly button.


  “Now you’re gonna know,” Nelia said. “What they felt like, as you killed them.”


  She wiped a tear from her eye. The tear on her fingertip thickened and fell to the ground, transforming into a woman holding Nelia’s hand. It was Godivina, Nelia’s sister, and when she held out her free hand, two other women sprang from her fingers, recreating the ghastly trio who frequented Bren’s nightmares. Their faces were alight with scorn. They cheered when Nelia’s dirk drew blood. They clapped as the long blade plunged into his belly button’s lapsed channel.


  A macabre fountain of blood spurted from his belly. “It’s a dream,” Bren rasped, but the pain was real. It burned through his gut, sharp and vicious. Thinking about the murdered women, he knew he deserved the suffering. He could never fathom forgiveness from any one of them and yet nothing could atone for his last murder.


  “For you,” he whispered, embracing the terrible pain. “I’m sorry.”


  “Now you have regrets?” Nelia twisted the dirk in his belly. “Too late. Vengeance is sorrow’s best alternative.”


  Bren gasped with every agonizing turn of the blade. “Alishia! Godvina! Levinia!”


  “What is it, boy?” Nelia hissed. “Don’t you believe in revenge?”


  “He doesn’t,” another voice said, and Nelia’s face rippled to form the familiar features of Ethan’s broad face. “Ladies?”


  The three women holding hands flowed back into his body. Water dripped from Ethan’s dark hair, drenched his clothing and dribbled from his mouth and nose, as if the floods he had fought so hard in life stalked him beyond the grave. He withdrew the dirk from Bren’s belly, but only to lick the bloody blade.


  “You were always slow to spill blood, little brother. You were never worthy of the sword of Uras.”


  “I tried to be true to Uras,” Bren said hoarsely. “Wait. You’re not Ethan. Why do you do this?”


  “A curse is life’s affair,” the creature hiding behind Ethan’s features said. “Death is nourishment, craft is breath, work is life, grief is gold.”


  “Why won’t you stop this?”


  “‘Cause I can’t,” the creature said. “‘Cause I don’t want to. ‘Cause I don’t care. It’s too late. You’ve failed. You never served our house with the brutality it required, never lusted for blood. In a field of hundreds, you killed only three.”


  “The tests,” Bren said. “The trials—”


  “They’re amusing,” he said. “They’re entertaining.”


  Bren’s heart jolted with the sting. “You mean they made no difference?”


  “You used those as excuses to allow our line to die. You balked, Brennus, you dallied, and ultimately refused to do your duty. In doing so, you neglected our cause. Our line went extinct under your watch.”


  “I didn’t—”


  Ethan’s features shifted into Robert’s ruddy face. “You never applied yourself. Did you? You were never a patient learner to my teachings, a welcomed presence in my study. I might have toyed with the idea of taking you into my confidence and showing you the riddle I found in Father’s library before I burned it, but you were too stupid.”


  “I sat with you for many hours,” Bren said. “Don’t you remember?”


  “Excuses,” Robert said. “Disappointment. You let us down. You deserve to die in agony.”


  The dirk struck. Again and again the blade came down on his thigh, lacerating his leg, puncturing through muscle, clinking sharply against the bone. Bren screamed, reliving the brutal stabbing with each thrust.


  “Be still, my lord, calm down.” A familiar voice reached him from a distant place.


  Robert’s form melted into a bubbling pool on the floor. From each roiling boil, the tiny figures of armed men and women popped up, running through the streets of a diminutive city, dragging the decapitated bodies of the traitors behind them.


  Bren recognized the purge, the riots that had followed Robert’s death and the attempt to overthrow the house of Uras. Only this time, the rioters were intent on him. Like soldiering ants, they mounted his bare feet by the hundreds, hacking at his toes with hoes, rakes and axes, torturing his shins with the tiny torches they put to his flesh, climbing up his legs in writhing heaps.


  He tried to shake them off. “Let me be. Please! Not me!”


  The horde’s attack left him bloody, sweaty and sore. On his shoulder, the tiny rioters melded into the shape of a hand that grew into an arm, a shoulder, a body, a face, until fair Harald was standing before Bren.


  “My dear brother,” he said. “Did you think you’d do better than me? All these efforts to avoid the madness and last longer than the rest of us, and yet here you are, proving that you’re a fool without merit.”


  Harald edged the scar on Bren’s cheek with the sharp blade. Bren had a vision of himself holding his signet ring with a pair of pliers and pressing it into a pile of coals, until the silvery edges glowed with the coals’ blistering glint. The stink of burning flesh filled his nostrils. The same horrific sting that had scalded his cheek spread like flames over the side of his face, scorching the skin, devouring the gristle beneath it, and blackening the exposed bone.


  “Did you burn the ring on your face because you hated yourself?” Harald asked. “Or did you do it because you thought you were better than me? Did you think you might feign compassion with a tear stamped on your face? If I, who was the fairest of us, couldn’t complete the hunt, what made you think that you, scarred and damaged as you are, could ever find the Goddess’s true mark?”


  Bren was tightly restrained in the madness, but in some other place, his hands were slapping the scorching fire, his fingers scraped off the flames and someone else was fighting to keep him from tearing out his face.


  “Do you really think she liked you?” Harald laughed a cruel cackle. “Why, little brother, your manners with the ladies leave much to be desired. They don’t like you. They find you foul and loathsome, as they should. How pretentious to think she might feel something for you. At least my kills went blissfully happy to their graves. Yours wept all the way.”


  “Shut up!” Bren said. “Shut up, whoever you are! You’re not my brother. You’re not any of my kin, for they loved me as I loved them!”


  “Really?” Harald smirked. “All those people who loved you. Where are they now? Your few remaining Twenty are sleeping in the hall. Hato is notable for his absence. Did you think the old man was going to be loyal to the end? He’s probably swearing allegiance to Riva as we speak.”


  “Hato?” Bren called out. “Hato!” Who would record his revelations if not Hato? He had sworn he would be by his side during the madness. Where was he?


  “And the woman,” Harald said. “Where’s she when you need a sip of that potion you like so much?”


  “She would’ve been here,” Bren rasped, “if she could.”


  “But she’s not,” Harald said. “She’s busy at the moment. Care to see?”


  The creature held up a crystal pitcher of water. An image of Aponte standing over Lusielle besieged Bren’s addled mind. She curled on the ground, limp and listless. Aponte’s boot crashed into her ribcage. His fist landed on her flesh with a hollow thump. Bren clenched his jaw so hard his teeth bled. The taste of blood, caustic and hot, flavored his mouth.


  “Was she one of Riva’s moles or was she one of mine?” Harald said, setting the pitcher aside. “Happy or sad, free or suffering, who cares? You’ve got no more grief to give her.”


  Bren wept, giving in to the desolation that had lived within him for the last ten years, suffering the horror of knowing that Lusielle had been returned to the abuses of Aponte’s cruelty. But even in his misery, he discovered something extraordinary. Lusielle was alive! She had not died in the river as Riva had said. She still lived and even if Aponte was capable of changing that, Bren rejoiced at every moment she existed.


  The news strengthened his resolve and dispelled the terror that had so effectively assailed him. “She’s not dead,” Bren said. “She’s not one of Riva’s moles. She’s not one of yours either.”


  “How would you know?”


  “I know ‘cause she’s mine and mine alone.”


  There was no doubt in Bren’s mind he was telling the truth, no uncertainty and no regret. He had done many wrongs in the name of duty during the last four years, but he had done right by Lusielle and she had done right by him.


  Harald’s look-alike fought to retain his shape, buckling for a moment before reclaiming his father’s form, granting Bren the briefest glimpse of the elusive face behind it.


  “You’ve come for knowledge,” Edmund said, “and knowledge I shall give you. It’s what you crave most, here at the end. Isn’t it? You’d like to know: Why was I cursed? Why did your brothers have to die? Why did you have to suffer as you do?”


  “You owe me the truth.”


  “Is that why you’ve come so gladly to the madness?” Edmund said. “To learn something important, something that will give worth to your death? How about this? Robert was correct. The riddle he found in Laonia’s library was one of my verses. I am also the author of the verses Hato found. Together, all those verses were part of a scroll. Perhaps the scroll could’ve been used to neutralize Laonia’s curse. Perhaps not. You’ll never know. But I’ll give you what you wanted most: the reason why I cursed your father. The final verse, the last piece of the scroll, the strip your father burned with these very hands back when he thought he’d outsmarted the curse.”


  “Wait,” Bren said, trying to understand. “My father burned the last verse of the scroll even before Robert burned the verse he found?”


  “It was a simple solution, the prescribed way of destroying curses in the old days, the logical thing to do. He cut up the scroll and scattered the other verses hoping to neutralize the curse. Then he burned the last verse. But your father didn’t count on the curse’s accomplished perfection. Pay attention, lad, ‘cause you’ll be the only one who’ll ever know what happened.”


  Bren’s heart drummed an uneven beat. The pain demanded all his attention, but he focused on Edmund instead. It was Bren’s turn to learn from the madness. He had been determined to survive the torture in order to secure the revelations. He had no chance to beat the curse and yet he couldn’t fail Laonia.


  Edmund spoke slowly, softly, an insidious whisper, five sentences of veiled meaning, thirty words that Bren tried to commend to his memory with every bit of will he could muster from his weary being. He was shocked and incensed at the same time.


  But when he next tried to remember the verse, he couldn’t. The lines were stowed away somewhere in his fragile mind where his memory couldn’t reach them. The words were like bubbles driven by a whimsical breeze. Every time he came close to remembering a notion, it disappeared like bubbles bursting in midair.


  “You can’t remember.” Edmund cackled. “For you, I saved my best. As long as you’re conscious, the words aren’t meant to thrive in your head. It’s your bane to die ignorant, useless and abandoned like the reviled outlaw and the rogue killer you’ve become.”


  It was a devastating blow. His life’s meaning had been gutted. All his efforts had been voided. He had tried. By the Twins, he had. Where was Hato? How could he tell him that he had forgotten the truths he had been granted? Wasn’t it enough misery that he had fallen short in life? Did he have to fail in death as well?


  He lunged for Edmund, and although he was bound in the madness, his hands found a fragile neck somewhere else. A surge powered his strength. There was screaming and struggle, but he didn’t want to forgo the only chance he might have to try the simplest solution, destroying the monstrous source of such misery.


  “No, my lord, let go!” someone was shouting. “You’ll kill her! My lord!”


  He didn’t get to kill the wretch before someone came to the monster’s aid, but at least he got to try. He couldn’t recognize the people who had come to the creature’s defense, but he was furious with the scum who had thwarted justice.


  “And to think those men once called themselves your friends.” Edmund shook his head sadly. “The Twenty were never trustworthy. You were always alone and worthless, deserted, betrayed and despised.”


  The Twenty? Had he been fighting some of his own men in his madness? Oh, gods, he hoped he hadn’t killed any of them. Misery chilled him like a pail of iced water and left him shivering. How much more of this could any man endure?


  “You can’t trust anybody,” Edmund said. “She betrayed you, left you for Khalia, for Teos, for power. Hato has left you too, sold out to Riva and abandoned you on your deathbed. All those traitors. So many enemies.”


  “No, no, no!” He had tried; he had worked hard to become something better than just a desperate killer. “Was there ever a way to beat the curse? Did any of us ever have a chance?”


  “There’s no way to defeat the curse,” Edmund said. “You were never worthy of loyalty. You were always meant to be your line’s bane. You shouldn’t live to see another sunrise, but if perchance you make it through the night, your survival will precipitate Laonia’s final blight. It will descend upon Laonia with the light. You see, Brennus, you were always a foul thing, you were always meant for slaughter.”


  Bren felt the madness contracting about his reason, his sense of self slipping away like a loose glove. He tried to focus on something good and wholesome to pluck out of the grisly lot of his life, something worth remembering. It wasn’t easy. So much sorrow and sadness. So much horror. That is, until he thought of the last few weeks of his life.


  “What kind of crime turns a good man into a wanted fugitive?” Lusielle had asked.


  “You’re assuming I’m a good man.”


  She had looked him straight in the eye. “That part I know.”


  There had been peals and chimes of sweet laughter, and a swarm of golden butterflies brightening the green eyes like the sun rising over the Laonian steppes.


  “Would you ever trust yourself to me?” he had dared to ask.


  She had smiled. “The gods willing, my lord, I think I would.”


  Edmund was still speaking, but his accusations were no longer cutting through Bren like a knife skinning a bloody carcass. An odd calm quieted his mind and soothed his heart. He listened above the ague’s malevolent shriek and beyond the pain. When you were your people’s blight, when you had lost everything, including your death’s purpose, memories were the only link to life and suffering was the only way to enlightenment.


  “Who ripped your sails and disabled the tillers?” Edmund was saying. “Who spread news of your death and told Nelia where she might find you? Who faked the words that Liliaveth relic spoke at the thirteenth temple? Who tried to kill your precious remedy mixer on that barge on the Nerpes? And who, pray, who planted those decoys along the way and caused that highborn witch Yadire to be branded in order to muddle your search and stoke highborn anger against you?”


  “Not my friends,” Bren mumbled, summoning the last of his strength to make the connection between the long list of suspicious deeds and the creature who knew all of them. “You did it. Not content with cursing my line, you set out to make sure nothing and no one could diminish the curse’s suffering. You made sure I never had a chance. You did all that.”


  The ague’s screech was the sound of murderous fury. The dirk in Edmund’s hand grew to a sword and the sword into a fearsome spear. It plunged into his belly and jerked up, ripping through him in a trail of burning fire. The pain was beyond unbearable, but Bren went into the rigor laughing like the madman he had become.


  Chapter Eighty-five


  BY THE TIME THEIR LITTLE GROUP caught up with Clio and Cirillo, pacing the entrance to the dockyard, Hato was puffing like the old man he was.


  “He went that way,” Clio reported as they trotted down the stairs. “Somewhere towards the end, although I couldn’t see where he turned in.”


  “Did you talk to the guards?” Hato said.


  “Orell had kingdom permits,” Cirillo said. “They assumed he was going to one of Riva’s transports. There are some twenty-seven kingdom vessels in this dockyard. They’re not docked in any particular section, but rather all over the docks.”


  “He was ranting when I spotted him last,” Severo said. “He was cursing aloud as he ran. If you let me through, my lord, I’ll find the bastard and I’ll squeeze the eyes out of his sockets.”


  Khalia got them through the guarded gates with nothing but a haughty glance at the guards. The dock rattled under the clatter of feet. Ships were tied in row after row of long piers designed to accommodate the hundreds of vessels that traveled with the White Tide procession. More ships anchored around the island and near the shores.


  Ernilda took in the extensive sight. “How will we ever find her?”


  “Each of us will take a dock at a time and go down it.” Hato picked up handful of chalk pebbles from the manicured path and gave them out. “Overlook nothing, keep in sight of each other, and make a mark on the first post when you’re done scouting a pier. Keep your eyes open and ask questions. If you see anything, hail the rest of us. Be discreet. Every highborn on the island will be back here in an instant if they think something’s going on.”


  Hato tackled the first dock, rushing down the long pier, stopping only to ask a question to the occasional mariners he found along the way. To his advantage, the bulk of the crews and passengers were in Teos proper, enjoying the sights and going about their business. To his disadvantage, there were fewer people to talk to and the majority of the vessels were shuttered and empty.


  By the time Hato was halfway down his fourth pier, sweat had broken out on his forehead. The chances of finding Orell were growing slimmer. By now, he would be aboard somewhere, which meant they would have to search each ship in order to find him, not practicable with the entire highborn fleet at hand.


  “My lord!” Severo hailed him from a couple of piers over.


  “What is it?” Hato was wheezing by the time he reached Severo.


  He held up a ripe-smelling suckerfish and a dead rainbow-tailed crow. “The guards said he was carrying these. They thought it was strange.”


  Hato thought it was strange too. If Orell had gone to the trouble of carrying these things this far, why had he left them behind? He summoned the others. “Let’s search over here.”


  “Did he have this stinky suckerfish on his person?” Khalia wrinkled her nose. “If he did, I should be able to find him.”


  “But you’re hurt—”


  “I can find this scent,” she said. “I know I can.”


  “You’d be risking your craft and your livelihood. You’d be risking everything you’ve worked for after all these years of service at Teos.”


  “Is preserving my livelihood more important that ensuring Laonia’s freedom?” Khalia’s gray eyes fixed on his face. “Is there a place for a ruined inhaler away from Teos?”


  Hato knew exactly what Khalia was asking. “I don’t wish to see you harmed,” he said, “but if there’s a life for me on the other side of this bridge, I won’t live it without you.”


  Khalia’s face lit up with the smile that had captured Hato’s imagination forty years ago. She sniffed the air cautiously and marched to the far end of the pier. “Strange. I can whiff the ripe suckerfish. Right here. Do you see Orell?”


  “No.”


  “The smell,” she said. “It’s coming from … beneath us?”


  Hato knelt down and, hanging his head over the edge, looked under the pier. Orell sat very still on the last rung of a wooden ladder. He reminded Hato of a bird resting on a perch. Half of his body was submerged in the dark water. The other half was perfectly dry.


  “Orell?”


  “Oh, hello,” he said, all too amiable for the bellicose thug Hato remembered.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Dying.”


  “Dying?”


  “I didn’t figure it’d be this soon,” Orell said. “She killed me.”


  “Who?”


  “The remedy wench.”


  “Lusielle?”


  “I’ve survived bloody battles and crazy deeds, but I couldn’t survive her.”


  “Where’s she?”


  “Are in you in need of a remedy mixed?” Orell laughed like a drunk. “I know I am.”


  “What’s going on?” Khalia lay down on her belly next to him. “What’s he doing?”


  “He says he’s dying.”


  “This is no time for foolery,” Khalia said. “Come up. Where’s the woman?”


  “I don’t have her,” Orell said. “My lord Riva, he betrayed me. He took her when I needed her most.”


  “Why would Riva do that?”


  “He doesn’t need me anymore. He wants me to die, too. He doesn’t want anything to do with it.”


  “It?”


  “You know.” He made a face. “The curse.”


  It took a moment for realization to sink in, but when it did, it came to Hato and Khalia at the same time.


  “Yeah.” Orell winced. “I’m cursed, too.”


  “Listen, lad,” Hato said. “We can help you. There might still be time. You might yet—”


  “I’m done. She killed me. Dragon’s breath. I had some hours. But now she’s gone. I’m dead.”


  Khalia frowned and whispered, “Dragon’s breath takes days to kill, not hours.”


  “Where did she go?” Hato said. “Where is Lusielle now?”


  Orell pointed to a massive four-masted vessel heading upriver towards the bend.


  Damn the river gods.


  “I’ll get the galley ready.” Khalia’s quick steps rattled the dock.


  Hato’s heart found a soft spot for Edmund’s wretched bastard. “Why don’t you come up and we’ll talk about this on the way?”


  Orell shook his head, put his hands to his belly and jerked a little. “It’s too late. I didn’t want to wait. The poison. The curse. How did he do it, Hato? All these years. I’ve only known for a few days and I can’t stand it. How could Bren live and fight knowing he was slated to die so badly?”


  “Day by day,” Hato said. “Hour by hour.”


  “I’m so glad I don’t have to wait anymore,” Orell said. “They like to linger after the procession.”


  “Who’s ‘they’?” Hato said. “Who likes to linger?”


  Orell’s neck bulged. His lips swelled. Hato caught a glimpse of translucent scales running like a silvery tongue inside his mouth. A fat little yearling slipped out of his lips. It dangled there for a moment before doubling back. A twin peaked out from in between Orell’s bloody buttons. By the time it plunged back into the crowded body, Orell was dead. His body dropped backwards into the water and, heavy with its famished passengers, sank into the river’s quiet embrace.


  Chapter Eighty-six


  THE DOOR BURST, INTERRUPTING THE BEATING. Lying on the floor behind the bed, Lusielle couldn’t see what was happening, but she heard the ruckus of many feet trampling into the room and then Aponte was no longer standing over her.


  The pain stopped.


  “You bastard!” A punch. A crash. More thrashing. “That’s only a taste of what you’ve got coming!”


  Was that Severo’s voice?


  “Get him out of here,” Hato barked.


  “By the Triad, out of the room, all of you!” Lusielle thought she also recognized the lady Khalia’s authoritative voice. “Take that beast to the galley.”


  The Chosen’s face came into view. The lady Ernilda hovered behind her. Lusielle didn’t know what to make of the Chosen’s unexpected arrival, but she was nothing if not kind to her. A warm cloak covered her naked body. A cool drink moistened her lips.


  “Can you hear me, child?”


  “Aye.”


  “What did he do to you?”


  “Nothing that will not heal in time,” Lusielle said.


  “Can you move?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Would it help to know that your Lord Brennus needs you?”


  Lusielle hugged her arm to her chest and rose on a sore elbow. “He lives?”


  The lady Khalia nodded.


  “Help me up.”


  They made the strangest trio, the two highborn women carefully lifting Lusielle from the floor and helping her onto the upholstered chair. The lady of Barahone sponged off the blood and cleansed her scrapes. The Chosen took off the leash and wrapped her sore ribs with great care. The world tilted on a shifting horizon. Lusielle closed her eyes and, resting her forehead on her hand, forced the bile down.


  Snippets of the women’s conversations reached Lusielle through the haze. “What kind of animal leashes a woman to his bed? Savage beating—Appalling beast.”


  The lady Ernilda gasped when she saw the straight line of little round burns Aponte had scorched from knee to hip on her thigh. “Damn brute.”


  Lusielle forced her mind to work. “I’ve got some cooling salve in my remedy case.”


  The lady Ernilda fetched the case and carefully oiled the burns. The lady Khalia helped her to don her shift and wrapped a blanket around her shoulders. Her worried face seemed to be floating in some kind of fog before Lusielle’s weary eyes.


  “Last time we met, you wanted to kill me,” Lusielle said.


  “Killing you was never my intent.”


  “Why are you here?”


  “We need you.”


  The haze clouding Lusielle’s sight parted to reveal a new expression dawning on Khalia’s face, a combination of grief, truthfulness and humility. It was strange. It was as if Lusielle’s senses were awakening from a long sleep. She could sniff the truth in the other woman, as if the Chosen’s pores had opened up to waft her true scent.


  Hato entered the room.


  “How long before we return to Teos?” Lusielle asked.


  “The ship has turned about,” Hato said. “An hour, maybe less.”


  “The sooner we set your arm, the better,” the Chosen said.


  “Can you do that?” Hato said.


  “We are all trained in the basic measures of healing,” the Chosen said. “Go find me some bandages, Ernilda. I’m very good at setting bones.”


  “My lady.” Lusielle stretched her forearm on the table and closed her eyes.


  “Call me Khalia,” the woman said.


  Lusielle’s aching body was almost numb. A tug, a couple of jerks, three jolts of white pain, and it was done. The woman was indeed well trained. Ernilda produced a roll of clean bandages she had requisitioned from the ship’s master and went out to locate the makings for a proper sling. Khalia began to wrap her arm with obvious skill.


  Lusielle leaned her head against the chair’s cushion. “What am I?”


  Khalia looked up from what she was doing. “What do you think?”


  “By birth and training, I must be an oddity.”


  “Do you worship the Odd God?” Hato said. “Do you practice the forbidden odd arts?”


  “I didn’t know it,” Lusielle said, “but I think I do.”


  “How did you come to the realization?” Khalia said.


  “My remedies,” Lusielle said. “They’re not always simple potions. They’re complex preparations, bettered, not just by the balance of superior ingredients and perfected processes, but by the fusion of knowledge, reason and awareness, which results in the Strength.”


  “You mean as in the Odd God’s Strength?” Hato said.


  “The book and the prayer are the two elements that differentiate the way I practice,” Lusielle said. “The prayer is the trigger than unleashes the fusion. Isn’t it?”


  Khalia nodded. “It’s called an entreating prayer.”


  “The book is not just a place where knowledge is recorded,” Lusielle said. “It’s a transformative tool where worthy efforts are advanced by the Strength.”


  “Some call it the witching book.”


  “The witching fire is to the inhaler what the witching book is to the mixer.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Wait a moment.” Hato looked from one woman to the other. “What’s going on here? Did you know Lusielle was an oddity from the beginning?”


  “I suspected that the birthmark your lord hunted was likely to be the ancient sign of an oddity,” Khalia said. “But I didn’t know what kind of oddity we should expect. There are many kinds, you know. We are all different. I don’t know of another oddity quite like Lusielle.”


  “Is that why Riva was also hunting for my birthmark?” Lusielle said.


  “Yes and no,” Khalia said. “Riva started to look for the Goddess’s mark when he found out that the lords of Laonia were hunting for such a mark. But it’s not so easy to find. He set out to find the mark by doing something he’s always done very well: fishing for oddities in his kingdom’s wide sea, hoping to net and kill the oddity that the lords of Laonia were looking for before they found it.”


  “I understand that Riva wanted to thwart our search to ensure my lord’s death in order to get his hands on Laonia,” Hato said. “But Riva was hunting for oddities some thirty years ago, even before the curse was conjured. What was his motivation back then?”


  “Fear,” Khalia said. “Riva has always been terrified of oddities. He believes that no man can dethrone him, but an oddity could and a curse is the only practicable threat to his kingship. It’s why he’s persecuted and executed oddities since he came to power. He’s afraid of the curse giver and the cursed. It’s why as soon as he realized that his champion was cursed as well, he betrayed Orell and left him to die.”


  “Orell’s dead?” Lusielle was surprised. “How?”


  “He gave himself to the yearlings,” Hato said. “He despaired because the curse had begun to affect him. He said you had poisoned him with dragon’s breath.”


  “He once gave me this to poison Bren.” Lusielle pulled out the little comb from her remedy case and showed it to Hato. “I had long cleansed the poison off it when I used it on Orell. He wasn’t going to die from the scratch I gave him, but did I kill him all the same?”


  “A man without a will to live is as good as dead,” Khalia said.


  “Let me get this straight,” Hato said. “Lusielle never poisoned Orell. He died all the same. Riva kills oddities. Teos collects them. You are an oddity. She’s an oddity. But Teos serves the Triad, whereas oddities serve the Odd God. Does everybody in Teos know this?”


  “Only the highest Chosen are initiated into the Odd God’s mysteries.”


  “I don’t understand,” Hato said.


  “Lusielle, would you care to explain?”


  “I can only guess,” she said. “Teos was founded to keep Suriek’s peace. To do so, Teos had to promote the worship of a unifying deity that included all the gods and their children—the Triad. By all versions of The Tale, Suriek was ‘skillful, clever and proficient, generous in spirit and capable of great deeds.’ I should think that means she was proficient at deceit also.”


  “What do you mean?” Hato said.


  “The Goddess would stop at nothing to give peace and comfort to her children, even after she turned to stone,” Lusielle explained. “That’s what the Odd God aims to do. That’s what Izar strives to do as well. Suriek. The Odd God. Izar. They’re one and the same, Suriek in disguise.”


  A stunned Hato looked from one woman to the other. “Are you telling me Suriek impersonates her own children?”


  “Easy to do when you’ve spawned a thousand gods,” Khalia said.


  “Easy to believe also, if you’ve ever tried worshipping all of them,” Lusielle said.


  “And thus you think that the powers of oddities come from Suriek herself?”


  “Yes,” Khalia said.


  “No,” Lusielle said at the same time.


  “Which one is it?”


  Lusielle shrugged. “Of gods, she knows better.”


  Khalia gave Lusielle a curious glance. “Do you have reasons to doubt the faith?”


  “My craft relies on reason over faith, knowledge over legend, practice over belief. My reason is all I have. My life is all about doubts.”


  “How—?” Hato shook his head. “You’ve never been to the great libraries and schools of Teos. You’ve just been recently thrown into this chaos. How did you figure it out?”


  “Lusielle is something different altogether,” Khalia said. “She’s a new concoction, a brew which hasn’t been mixed very often lately, an element of fusion. It’s why she turned out to be fate in your riddle. It’s why she brings change wherever she goes—”


  The Lady Ernilda bustled into the room. “We’re coming into port.”


  Because Lusielle’s knees were still wobbly from the beating, Khalia and Hato insisted that she should be carried off the ship. Lusielle found herself smiling despite a sore jaw when Severo took a knee before her.


  “Mistress.” He kissed her good hand.


  “I’m glad to see you safe. Elfu?”


  “He’s hurt but alive,” Severo said. “There’s something I should’ve told you before. I don’t care if I’m damned like my lord from now on. You were right. About the Twenty. When he dies, we all die by the lord Hato’s sword.”


  The world darkened with the promise of more death and suffering. Her ribs ached along with her heart. When she had come to like the Twenty, she couldn’t tell, but she didn’t want Severo and the others to die. They were good men, devoted, brave and loyal. They didn’t deserve to suffer the curse’s brutal fate.


  Lusielle fought a wave of dizziness to keep her senses. Strength. She needed it now more than ever. She had suspected that the vicious curse involved some shocking provisions. How much blood could one creature covet?


  “My lady?” Severo said. “I’m sorry I failed you. I’m sorry you got hurt. I swear to you, on my house’s seal, I would have given my life to spare you the horror.”


  “I know.” She squeezed Severo’s hand. “I believe you. You have been a great friend to me and a brave companion to your lord and for all of that I thank you. Will you please take me to your lord quickly?”


  “Done,” Severo said, picking her up and carrying her in his arms.


  The lady Khalia grabbed her remedy case and, together with the rest, escorted them out. The trip from the ship to the Laonian hall took only a few moments. The world went by in a blur, but as they rushed beneath the traitorous bridge where they had been ambushed before, Lusielle noticed the swirl of gods above her. She could only hope the gods were looking down on her with mercy this time around.


  Laonia’s hall was nearby. Severo rushed up the stairs. At the landing, the balance of the Twenty parted to let her past. An ornately carved door opened the way into a luxurious chamber. The scents perfuming the room quickened her senses and focused her mind: chamomile, lavender, heavenly whiff, the soothing smells. There were many people in the chamber, but she saw only one.


  The man on the bed frightened her. He wore Bren’s face, but he wasn’t really Bren, because death had raided his body and looted his strength. His lips were blue, matching his fingertips. His breath was ragged and shallow. His skin was cold but a clear sheen glimmered on his forehead. Lusielle’s belly twisted with dread.


  “The case, please.”


  She groped one-handed through her ingredients and found the flask. Her hand shook as she tried to pour some of the potion into a cup. The lady Eleanor came to her assistance, pouring for her. She sported a nasty set of bruises on her neck.


  “What happened to you?” Lusielle asked.


  “The madness happened,” Eleanor said. “You?”


  “Madness too, of a different kind, but brutal all the same.”


  Moving stiffly and holding her painful breath, Lusielle grabbed a small dispenser from the healer’s tray and climbed on the bed next to Bren. She filled the dropper from the cup, steadied it against his lips, and emptied it into his mouth one drop at a time. It took a while. She measured the moment in drops and the progress in swallows, praying to her gods and his.


  Khalia herded everybody out of the room, until only she and Hato remained behind. Vestor was summoned, but there was little he could do for her or Bren.


  “How’s Elfu?” Lusielle asked.


  “We don’t know yet,” Vestor said.


  Lusielle took a swipe from the strengthening potion, because her heart was as battered as her body and yet she had no choice but to keep going.


  “The potion,” Vestor said. “It might be too late. It might not work.”


  “I know.” Still, she fed Bren a few more precious drops.


  Khalia ushered Vestor away and offered Lusielle a fragrant cup of tea. It was strange to be on the other side of the brew, but it was good and it soothed the pain, calmed her nerves and got her thinking ahead. Her eyes fell on Hato. He was looking almost as haggard as she felt.


  “The gods will have to forgive me.” His face sank into his hands. “I’ve broken my oath. I swore to my lord that I would stand fast when the time came. I tried. I swear I tried. I can’t believe I missed my lord’s madness.”


  Khalia landed a caring hand on his shoulder. “Pharseus reports Bren never woke after the madness. He never issued any instructions and spoke only rantings.”


  “He called my name, Khalia. Several times. He called for me and I wasn’t there.”


  “Hush, Hato. You did your best. You were acting in your lord’s best interest.”


  Lusielle sensed not just the affection between these two, but the deep caring they had for Bren. The curse had bestowed a terrible burden on Hato, appointed him to the gruesome task of watching all of his lords’ deaths and slaughtering the faithful Twenty. Laonia’s Chamber Lord was a man to be admired, for he was one of the curse’s casualties and yet he bore his tragedy with extraordinary grace and dignity.


  “You can still help your lord,” Lusielle said. “It’s not too late. I need to know everything that you know, beginning with how Edmund died.”


  The anguish in Hato’s eyes flared. “I can’t betray Laonia.”


  “You’re afraid the creature will hear you and punish the whole of Laonia for the trespass.”


  “Correct.”


  “There might be a way.” Khalia said. “The inverted vermillion shells are currently protecting this room. If they can fool human ears, why can’t they fool the rest?”


  “I can’t risk it,” Hato said.


  “Are you giving up on Laonia?” Khalia said.


  “Nay,” Hato said. “But I’m afraid my lord may be beyond help.”


  “He’s not dead yet,” Lusielle said defiantly. “If you want to help him, if you want to save Laonia, then we have to pool our knowledge.”


  “We’ve got to try,” Khalia said.


  “How can we make sure the protection is working?” Hato said


  Lusielle clutched the amulet against her breast. “I have an idea.”


  Chapter Eighty-seven


  HATO REMOVED THE WASH BASIN FROM the room and locked the door. Khalia did a last check of her inverted shells, making sure they were placed to offer optimum protection. Lusielle was curled next to Bren on the bed, toying with the amulet hanging from her neck. She didn’t look very formidable at the moment, breathing shallow breaths and sporting a broken arm and a nasty bruise along her jaw, but Hato knew her appearance was misleading. The heart of a mighty warrior beat in her chest.


  She was set on proving to Hato that the chamber was safely protected. “Is all the water out of the room?” she asked.


  “Every vessel and every drop,” Khalia said. “Are you sure you want to take the risk that your amulet doesn’t work?”


  “I’m sure,” Lusielle said. “You two can wait outside if you wish.”


  “I’m staying,” Khalia said.


  “Me too.” Hato had no intention of being anywhere else but by his lord’s side.


  Lusielle held the amulet up. “Curse giver, if you are listening to me, I’d like for you to come and meet me.”


  Hato’s eyes were glued to the amulet’s crystal charm.


  “Curse giver,” she said again, “I have questions to ask of you, about Edmund’s curse, about the blight you have inflicted on the house of Uras.”


  She had to be the bravest, most determined creature Hato had ever met, uttering the offending words in every possible way, openly challenging the murderous fiend.


  “Curse giver—you vile coward—come and get me if you dare.”


  The charm’s crystal never darkened.


  “I suppose it’s as safe as it can be,” Lusielle said, hovering over Bren, feeding him some more of the potion.


  Hato traded a look with Khalia. She nodded. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, recalling the screams that had woken him from sleep on that fateful night so long ago. Then he began to tell the story that ruined his life and fueled his nightmares, the story he had never told to anyone before.


  * * *


  Hato was still fastening his robe as he ran down the hall. A servant ran past him, screaming. A guard was slumped against the wall. A second guard stumbled out of the room and vomited. Edmund’s bedchamber seemed in order, except for the odd scent of sandalwood saturating the air, and the open windows, which allowed the wind-blown rain to drench the polished floors and soak Edmund’s favorite carpet.


  Edmund sat in his chair, whimpering faintly the screams he could no longer utter. His fingers had turned blue. His eyes were crying blood. His earlobes were but shreds flapping at either side of his face. But these were all incidental horrors compared to what Hato saw next. The curse was etched on Edmund’s forehead by means of a blood stained silver needle. It was pinned to one side of his mouth as if his cheek were the perfect pin cushion. A thread of gold silk was still looped through the eye of the needle, the same fine yarn which had embroidered the perfect seam of tidy stitches sewing Edmund’s lips together.


  * * *


  The horror of that terrible night still haunted Hato. To this day, the scent of sandalwood made him sick. He couldn’t get himself to say the lines he knew by heart. Instead, he pulled out his journal from his saddlebags and opened it to the right page. Lusielle read the dreaded curse aloud.


  
    “A house to pay for vengeance’s fees


    A line to ensure the deed


    A crop to share the grief


    A sword to reap the wretched seed


    And just in case, to kill the means, silence is decreed


    A curse of curses, to seal the feat, Laonia’s final fee.”

  


  Ten years after Edmund’s death, Hato had learned much about misery, grief, failure and despair, but he had never found a way to defeat the curse and, despite all his efforts, he still couldn’t account for the terrible deed that had doomed the house of Uras.


  “What do you know about the curse?” Lusielle asked Khalia.


  “Every curse has to have four basic elements,” Khalia said. “Subject, affliction, provision and signature. These elements don’t have to be in a particular order, but they must be present for a curse to work. The subject defines who is cursed, in this case, a house to pay for vengeance’s fees, Edmund’s entire issue. The affliction defines how the curse will affect the cursed, as in the second line, a line to ensure the deed; the succession will be terminated and every male heir will die.”


  Hato was impressed with Khalia’s extensive knowledge. “I take it you’ve read Mythology of Curses?”


  “It’s a shame it was never completed,” Khalia said.


  “What do you mean?” Lusielle said, gently lifting one of Bren’s eyelids to examine his pupil. The look of disappointment in her face was heart-wrenching.


  Hato pulled the ancient manuscript he had secreted from Tolone’s library out of his bag and handed it to Lusielle, who turned over the dropper to Khalia while she examined the manuscript closely. Khalia refilled the cup and the dispenser while Lusielle skimmed the manuscript’s pages, stopping once or twice to reread a particular paragraph, going back and forth several times between different headings, rushing through it as if she were starved for knowledge.


  “Interesting,” she said, when she was done, retrieving the dropper from Khalia and resuming her attempts to get more potion into Bren. “What can you tell me about the curse’s provisions?”


  “The provisions are precautions that the curse giver takes to ensure that the curse will be powerful and effective,” Khalia said. “Sometimes, the provisions will mention some sort of remedy, but regrettably, any reference to a remedy appears to have been omitted in Edmund’s curse.”


  “Maybe that’s it,” Hato said. “Maybe Lusielle is fated to brew a remedy that will cure the curse.”


  “To brew a proper remedy one must understand not just the nature of the disease but what causes the ailment,” Lusielle said.


  “Besides,” Khalia said, “curses are never that simple and the provisions of Edmund’s curse are rather insidious.”


  “How so?”


  “Look at this line,” Hato said. “The curse giver conjured a deluge to flood Laonia and demanded a crop to share the grief, the appointment of the Twenty in order to stop the floods.”


  “Why?”


  “It was a sure way to spread the suffering,” Hato explained, “to connect Laonia’s highborn into the curse, to incite revolt, murder, conspiracy, mutiny, to further erode the line of Uras’s support among Laonians. But the provision didn’t work as the curse giver intended, because the people stood by the house of Uras and far from being the bitter victims the fiend might have expected, the Twenty turned out to be a steadfast bunch.”


  “That I know,” Lusielle said, checking on Bren’s breathing and rearranging his blankets. “You are the sword, aren’t you? The one intended to reap the wretched seed. Why you?”


  “I was Edmund’s Chamber Lord. I was his second in command. I was convenient. The curse giver needed someone to do the dirty work at the end, someone to slaughter the faithful when the last Lord of Laonia dies, which is required in order to bring the curse to an end.”


  “I could’ve never guessed all that from these few lines.”


  “Neither could we,” Hato said. “Curses are notoriously difficult to understand. They read like riddles on purpose to bait, mock and confuse. They can be interpreted but never with complete assurance. Considering the serious implications of a mistake, we couldn’t afford misinterpreting anything.”


  “Then how did you learn what you know so far?”


  “We found out what the lines meant when Ethan died,” Hato said. “It was Ethan who told us what to do and why. The curse giver was very shrewd. The lines can only be correctly interpreted during the madness.”


  “Edmund’s curse is also noteworthy because it contains a silence decree,” Khalia said. “It prevents anyone directly involved with the curse from speaking to anyone else about the curse.”


  “The curse giver didn’t want us talking about it,” Lusielle said. “It was protecting its work from reason and knowledge.”


  “The penalties for breaking the silence clause are huge,” Hato said. “An endless blight on Laonia, pestilence, famine, catastrophe. If the floods were any indication of the curse’s enormous power, Laonia can be utterly destroyed if someone speaks out of turn.”


  “That’s why Bren never spoke of the curse,” Lusielle said, holding Bren’s inert hand, “or you, or any of the Twenty.”


  “And just in case someone thought it necessary to break the silence clause,” Hato said, “the curse giver added a curse of curses, a perpetuation clause, a promise of personal contagion if anyone tries to tamper with the curse in any way.”


  “It’s why none of Teos’s scholars wanted to study the curse,” Khalia said. “It’s why every highborn who knows is afraid of even mentioning what happened to the house of Uras. The fiend who conjured this curse was as cruel as it was smart.”


  “It was also very accomplished.” Lusielle said. “Where’s the curse giver’s signature in Edmund’s curse?”


  “That’s another problem,” Hato said.


  “There’s no signature,” Khalia said.


  “But you said there had to be a signature if the curse was to work.”


  “We must assume it’s in the curse somewhere, because it works,” Khalia said, “but no matter how hard I’ve looked, I haven’t been able to find it.”


  “Me neither,” Hato said.


  Lusielle seemed to think about that. “Tell me about these other verses you’ve found. I gather that you think they’re written by the same author. Are they part of Edmund’s curse?”


  “I don’t think so,” Hato said, “but they are somehow related to it.”


  “How?”


  “The verses were written by the same person,” Hato said. “They could offer us clues as to who the curse giver is and why the curse was conjured in the first place. If that’s the case, then it could give us the knowledge we need to defeat the curse.”


  “What kind of knowledge?”


  “In the old days it was believed that if a person knew the reason for the curse and the name of the conjurer, one could redeem the curse by righting the wrong that had fueled the curse in the first place.”


  “Is that true?”


  “Who knows?” Khalia said. “It was also said that if a person could burn the original written curse, the curse would be defeated. Robert burned the riddle he found and it obviously didn’t work.”


  “Bren and I thought that a different curse from the same author could defuse Edmund’s curse,” Hato said.


  “Is it possible?” Lusielle said, squeezing a few more drops of the potion into Bren’s mouth.


  “There’s an old account that speaks of defeating a curse with another curse,” Khalia said. “To evil, evil; to horror, terror counsels The Tale. I don’t know how it would work.”


  Lusielle’s forehead wrinkled in thought. “A poison that neutralizes another poison is not a suitable remedy because it kills all the same. How can you be sure that the verses from the manuscript are also a curse?”


  “I can’t be sure,” Hato said. “But the tone, the voice—”


  “The structure, too,” Khalia said. “It conforms closely to a curse’s basic composition.”


  “Show me.”


  Hato lay out the strips on the bed. “Do you have Arnulf’s strip?”


  Khalia gestured to Lusielle, who was already opening a secret compartment in her remedy case and pulling out the little scroll.


  “My lord needed it,” Lusielle said to Khalia and it wasn’t an apology.


  As his eyes fell on Arnulf’s strip, Hato had to still his leaping heart. Judging by the ornate decorations that encased the verse on all sides but the bottom, this strip had been at the top of the page. Hato fitted the other two strips against the first. The bluntly cut edges of Lambage’s strips fitted perfectly against the bottom of Arnulf’s verse. Ripping the page out of his journal, Hato placed Robert’s verse in the empty space between Lambage’s and Hillisel’s strips.


  “I think there were five verses on the original page. If I’m correct, then the text would read as follows:


  
    In truth I dabble,


    In songs I trade,


    In fear supreme I reign.


    In dread I deal, with black I kill.


    Shiver when you hear my steps


     



    Doomed and damned are the souls of the wicked,


    Useless are their struggles.


    Few have the courage to endure me,


    None has the mettle to embrace me.


    The wicked will be upheld.


     



    The mighty will fight,


    The wealthy defy,


    The mark of the Goddess reveals:


    Hunt, test, trial? Tease, chance, fate?


    The wicked shall prevail.


     



    The highest will plummet,


    The lowliest will rise,


    A venomous battle decides.


    The damned can’t be free, but the free can be damned,


    Just as surely as the wicked will win.

  


  “It’s quite the proclamation,” Lusielle said. “If this were a curse, can you tell me, according to your research, which part of it would be which?”


  Khalia reread the strips quickly. “I’d have to guess that the first paragraph is a signature of sorts. In very old curses, the curse giver sometimes signs with an explanation of the trade and a boast. Wouldn’t you agree, Hato?”


  “Aye,” Hato said. “I’d venture to say that the second one is the affliction. The third paragraph is the provision. We know what it means for sure, because Robert gave us the meaning of it during his madness.”


  It struck Hato as strange that Lusielle didn’t ask about the specifics. Perhaps she already knew. Perhaps she didn’t want to know. In any case, she focused on the last verse.


  “What do you think this one means?”


  “It could be another provision,” Khalia offered.


  “Any interpretation we make of it is bound to be wrong,” Hato said.


  “Perhaps Bren’s madness will shed light on what it means,” Lusielle said.


  Hato didn’t know quite how to state the obvious, so he just said it. “Bren is already in the rigor. It comes after the madness. Pharseus said that he shouted and ranted but said nothing intelligible or logical. I’m afraid nothing helpful will come out of Bren’s madness.”


  “Harald never returned to his senses after he fell into the rigor,” Khalia said.


  “Neither did Ethan or Robert,” Hato said.


  “Bren is better than his brothers.” Lusielle fed him another sip. “He’s stronger, more dutiful, more determined. If the potion takes to his body, he could rally, at least for a time.”


  “He was the best of my lords.” Hato’s eyes filled with tears. “If only we could’ve found you earlier.”


  Lusielle caressed Bren’s hair. “He too is sort of an oddity, an oddity of the human heart. And he won’t give up easily, because he’s a dutiful soul.”


  “I can hear you, sweet.” Bren’s voice rose hoarse but clear from lips that had repelled some of the blue hue tinting his mouth. “Your potion is working.”


  Hato gasped. He watched as Lusielle smiled and held his lord’s hands, kissing him softly, cuddling against him as if she could lend strength to his body. His face was pale but animated with a new surge of life. His eyes were haunted.


  “I’ve been to the madness,” Bren said. “I’m afraid all of our efforts have been for naught.”


  Chapter Eighty-eight


  BREN HAD BEEN STRUGGLING AGAINST THE rigor for a while. His sense of taste had broken free first, awakened by the potion’s spicy jolt, which had warmed his body, breaking his muscles’ stiff resistance. He had been able to follow most of the conversation between Hato, Khalia and Lusielle, albeit with effort. Little of what he heard surprised him, and yet none of it mattered.


  It had taken time for the rest of his body to gather the potion’s strength, an excruciating and uncertain wait. Lusielle kept feeding him the potion, slowly improving his ability to fight the rigor. The wholesome scent of her was an incentive to breathe. Her voice was an urgent summons to his sputtering mind. His legs never regained function, but when his eyelids finally lifted, the sight of her was enough reward to forgive even the uncaring gods.


  “Did he hurt you very badly?” he asked, tracing the bruise on her jaw with his fingers.


  “How did you know?” Lusielle said.


  “I saw it, in the madness, and I wanted to kill Aponte Rummins.”


  “The bastard will see justice, my lord,” Hato promised.


  “The madness,” Lusielle said. “What did you see?”


  “The curse giver.” Bren remembered. “It gave me no name and no reason for the curse. The fiend granted me the last verse of the vellum we found and then erased it from my mind.”


  “How cruel can that creature be?” Khalia said. “How much death is enough for it?”


  “Death is nourishment,” Bren said, “craft is breath, work is life, grief is gold.”


  “The fiend said that?” Lusielle said.


  “Aye.”


  “This is very good, my lord,” Hato said, with unusual optimism. “If the potion can sustain your strength, then we still have time to defeat the curse. Isn’t that so, Lusielle?”


  “Every potion has a range and every range has a limit,” she said. “What works today might not work tomorrow. Maladies adapt. Bodies react. The potion aims to increase Bren’s strength. It might continue do so for the next few days, improving his condition. But the potion isn’t a cure for the curse. It will not help forever.”


  “There’s no way out,” Bren said, “no way to defuse the curse.”


  “How do you know?” Hato said.


  “The curse giver said I had to die. It also said that any attempt at delaying my death would only speed the coming of Laonia’s blight. If I’m not dead by sunrise tomorrow, the blight will descend upon Laonia with the light. So you see, inasmuch as I’m glad to have the chance to see all of you again, you’ve got to let me die.”


  The silence in the room was shock’s loud expression. The glint Bren spied in Lusielle’s eyes alarmed him. The way her back straightened and her chin came up frightened him more than the curse giver.


  “You promised me you’d fight for each moment,” she said. “On the barge, on the Nerpes, you said you’d fight for our time together regardless of how short it may be.”


  “I remember, but—”


  “We’ve earned this moment,” she said. “We have to be willing to fight for the next one.”


  “If it were in my power—”


  “Promise me you’ll fight to survive,” she said, squeezing his hand. “Swear it. You’ll drink the potion. You’ll stay alive for as long as you can.”


  “I can’t forsake Laonia—”


  “Promise me!”


  He had little defense against her eyes’ green glare. “As long as it doesn’t entail surrendering Laonia to the blight, I swear, I’ll try to last for as long as I can. But I must ask you for an oath, too. If I live when morning comes, you’ll give me a poison that will kill me quickly.”


  “I won’t brew your death.”


  “An oath for an oath,” Bren said. “If you refuse me, I’ll have no choice but to stop taking your potion and return to the rigor. It will be a worse death for me and it’ll give us no time at all.”


  She didn’t say yes outright, but she didn’t say no either. A grimace of pain twisted her face.


  “Is your arm hurting?” Bren said.


  “A little.”


  “Go find Vestor,” Bren said.


  “I don’t want to leave your side.”


  “I won’t have you hurting for naught.”


  “You could still try, you know, to run me by the trial and see what happens.”


  “No.”


  “I’m willing to try, Bren. Ask Khalia. I’m fate in the riddle. She saw it. I know it.”


  “No, Lusielle, no,” Bren said adamantly. “I made up my mind a while back. I was right all along. The curse giver is a trickster. The verses were just riddles the fiend composed to amuse itself. The hunt, the test, the trial, it was all for naught. There was never any way to defuse the curse except death.”


  “Are you sure?” she said with such sadness in her eyes.


  “I’m sure.”


  He kissed her before she left. She tasted like tears. She looked weary, fragile and resigned as she got up from the bed and, wincing, slung her remedy case over her shoulder.


  “Have him drink the potion every quarter of the hour,” she said to Hato. “No matter what he says, he must drink it. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” She turned to Khalia. “Will you lead me to the healing quarter?”


  “Surely.”


  As the two women left, Hato took a stool by Bren’s side.


  “The Twenty,” Bren said. “None of them ever betrayed us. It was the curse giver who ripped our sails and disabled the tillers. It conspired against us, using its means and perhaps even the occasional unsuspecting fool to prevent us from defeating the curse. It planted all of those fake brands to confuse us. It tried to drown Lusielle.”


  Hato shook his head and handed him the flask.


  Bren lifted it in the air. “To the good battles fought.”


  “And to the victories still to come.” Hato’s attempt to sound cheerful failed miserably.


  Bren started to take a swig then stopped. Why had Lusielle asked Khalia to lead her to the healing quarter?


  Vestor had been in the Laonian hall earlier. He was probably still here, tending to Elfu. A cold knot tightened in his belly. Had she been hurting, she could’ve brewed herself a soothing potion. Instead, she had chosen to leave when he knew she didn’t want to do so. All of a sudden, he recognized the expression he had seen in her face.


  Reckless strength.


  By the Twins. Bren threw the blankets aside but found his legs devoid of initiative. “Stop her, Hato. Bring her back. She’s not going for healing. She’s going to battle!”


  Hato’s expression managed to be sad and apologetic at the same time. “Sorry, my lord. She doesn’t want to be stopped and, for your sake—for Laonia’s sake—I can’t stop her, either.”


  Chapter Eighty-nine


  LUSIELLE DIDN’T HAVE MUCH TIME TO think through her plan. Everything she had learned, everything she had deduced had an important place in her designs. The gods would have to help her if she was going to accomplish the deed, because only a desperate woman or a suicidal fool would attempt what she was about to try.


  “Do you have any more of the vermilion shells on you?” she asked Khalia as they rushed down the hall with Severo at their heels.


  “These days, I always carry a spare pair.” Khalia pulled them out of her pocket.


  Lusielle grabbed one of the shells and strung it upside down next to her amulet, indicating for Khalia to do the same with the second shell. Khalia hooked the shell on the bejeweled torque she wore around her neck.


  “Do you think this will work?”


  “We’re about to find out.” With the shells in place, Lusielle took a deep breath and looked down on her amulet. “I can’t have the curse giver listening in today.”


  To her relief, the crystal in the amulet didn’t change color. With Khalia in tow, she entered the chamber where Vestor was ministering to Elfu. She and Khalia went around the room, methodically picking up every basin, pitcher and cup of pure water they could find and setting it outside before shutting the door.


  “Oh, oh,” Vestor said. “What kind of trouble are you courting now?”


  “I need a name,” Lusielle said, setting her annotation book on the desk and borrowing a quill.


  “Whose name?”


  “Remember the desecrated shrine where we hid when we were at the thirteenth temple? I need to know the name of the fallen Goddess to whom the shrine was once dedicated.”


  “Jalenia?”


  She dipped the quill in the ink and wrote the name down. “What’s her story?”


  “I think she was a minor Goddess,” Vestor said, “a younger daughter, one of her mother’s favorites. That in itself is a bit of a problem, since jealousy runs high among gods and humans. Jalenia was famous for speaking in riddles and mixing truth with lies. She loved music and singing and was said to have a beautiful voice.”


  “Did she play the lute?”


  “Yes, a gift from her mother, constructed of sacred ebony.” Vestor shook his head in confusion. “How did you know?”


  Lusielle ignored the question. “What else do you know about her?”


  “Her favorite offering was animal guts, the small intestine of sheep, if I remember correctly, to make strings for her precious lute. She was also known for her incomparable sewing skills. She used to make the gods’ seamless robes. Her stitches were known to be invisible to the eyes.”


  Khalia gasped. “The silver needle speared on Edmund’s face. The stitched lips Hato spoke about. Do you think they were the way in which she—”


  “She signed Edmund’s curse with her needle and stitches,” Lusielle said. “Now we know the curse giver’s name. If we can find out the reason for the curse and right the wrong, we still have a chance.” Lusielle had to still her runaway heart. “Vestor, why was Jalenia pushed out of the divine realm?”


  “It was something silly, as it often is; something about a cloak.” Vestor tried to remember. “Ah, yes, she once tried to stitch together a cloak that would fit all her brothers and sisters as well as Onisious’s Twins. For a crowd that takes pride in their differences, it was a great offense. They ambushed her in her sewing room and hurled her out of the window.”


  “That’s it?” Lusielle said. “That’s all they had to do to get rid of her?”


  “Ronerus’s children aren’t very strong when they stand alone, but on those rare occasions when they get together and turn on one of their own, they can’t be stopped.”


  Lusielle understood the anger that could come with the experience of being discarded like that. One day, you’re minding your business, practicing your craft as best you can; the next day, you’re on the pyre or hurled out of a divine window.


  She added a few words to the page.


  Vestor cleared his throat. “You do realize that these are all legends, stories taken from The Tales, right?”


  “I do,” Lusielle said, slamming her notebook shut and sliding it back into the case. “But I’ve always wondered: What’s the difference between legend and belief, stories and history?”


  Vestor opened his mouth and closed it. “I-I don’t know.”


  “Thank you, Vestor,” she said, patting his shoulder. “You’ve been very helpful. Please take good care of Elfu.” Ignoring all of his questions, she swept down the stairs as fast as her bruised ribs allowed.


  “How can we find Jalenia’s shrine at Teos?” she asked.


  “There’s a map by the main fountain.” Khalia took the lead.


  “Will the shrine be desecrated here as well?”


  “I should hope not,” Khalia said. “Teos takes pride in preserving the original monuments.”


  “Mistress!” Severo caught up with them. “There you are. You can’t just leave me behind.”


  “You’re not needed in this,” Khalia said.


  “Wait,” Lusielle said. “You could be helpful. You might come, but only if you swear to do exactly as I ask.”


  Thanks to Teos’s accurate map, Jalenia’s shrine wasn’t difficult to find. The shrine was locked, but Khalia had her formidable pack of keys with her.


  “Hurry, please.” Dawn was not long approaching.


  Khalia unlocked the padlock and opened the gate. “How did you make the connection?”


  With the tip of her boot, Lusielle pointed out the words etched on the floor by the entrance. “In truth I dabble. This sentence was inlaid in the floor of the desecrated shrine at the thirteenth temple. I recognized the words again in the verse we retrieved from Arnulf’s box. Vestor’s story filled in the gaps. The needle was the final part of the puzzle.”


  “Do you really think the gods are somehow involved with this?”


  “Just one,” Lusielle said, ignoring the sick feeling in her stomach. “A Goddess who’s no longer a Goddess.”


  The shrine at Teos was a bigger and more elaborate version of the one she had visited at the Temple of the Lesser Gods. It was also clean and well preserved. The shallow pool with the mirrored eye above it stood in the center of the chamber. The water in the pool was clear and cool, no doubt kept fresh by Teos’s flowing aqueduct.


  Ignoring Khalia and Severo’s startled looks, Lusielle stepped into the pool, waded to the middle, where the water was up to her knees, and sat down. “I’m going to need you to hold me under.”


  Severo stared at her in horror. “Mistress, I can’t do that. If I hold you under, I’ll drown you. I’m charged with preserving your life!”


  “You have to hold me down,” she said. “There’s no way around it.”


  “Do you want to die?” Khalia said.


  “Not particularly,” Lusielle said, “but I’ve got to do this and you must help me if you want Laonia and your lord to survive.”


  Severo hesitated then stepped into the pool and splashed to her side. “I’ve seen what you’ve done for my lord and I know he’s at the end.”


  Khalia hesitated as well, before tucking her skirts around her waist and kicking off her shoes. “The Twins will have to help us. You’ll have to be quick. You have but moments to try this.”


  Lusielle took in a deep breath and plunged backwards into the water. Water. The fiend’s preferred means, Elfu had said. Sounds were muted underwater. Movement seemed careful and defined. Time slowed down and reflection provided ample advantages for deflection. It was a stealth mode for traveling, listening and watching, a cunning if subtle approach, a fitting strategy. Could it also be used in a reverse ambush?


  She saw the pool reflecting on the mirrored pupil above her. Severo bent over her, holding her under, while Khalia knelt next to her. Lusielle’s breath grew tight in her lungs. She held on to it for as long as she could and still her mind went nowhere, sloshing at the bottom of the pool along with her thrashing body. It wasn’t until the sights before her began to blur that she felt her consciousness flowing, abandoning her body, joining into some communal torrent, plunging into the dark abyss.


  * * *


  Lusielle’s hope that the pool would take her to the curse giver was more than just a hunch. The curse giver was a most deliberate creature, meticulous in her work and accomplished at every level.


  By Lusielle’s estimation, she—for the “it” had become a “she” in her mind now that the creature had a name—was a somewhat indulgent being with a strong sense of self who had once reveled in merriment and mischief. As a Goddess, she would have wanted a means to enjoy her followers’ adoration and showcase her power. As a curse giver, it would have been a handy skill to count on. For a water-loving being, the pool was the perfect means.


  Lusielle had seen the creature once before, when she had been intoxicated with Khalia’s powerful airs, when her lungs had failed and the lack of breath had freed her mind from her body’s hold. In many ways, that first journey served as her guide now. The shrine had been the logical port. She had toyed with the idea of taking in the airs again, but she knew it would be difficult to recreate the same conditions and arrive to the same place, especially if the creature was alerted beforehand by an inhaler’s potent rites.


  This is why she had chosen to use the pool in the shrine. The cult of Jalenia might have died many centuries ago, but Lusielle was wagering that the fallen Goddess’s habits were part of the creature she had become and that an old road would lead her to a new address.


  All of a sudden, her mind’s torrential plunge broke. Her thoughts coalesced into a sentient presence that looked and felt like herself. A humid cold enveloped her and sank into her arm’s broken bones. A pebble tripped her boot, causing her foot pain. Her sore ribs ached when she moved. She was as vulnerable to injury and violence here as she was back in the shrine. Death could find her easily at either place.


  Her lungs rattled a demand for air. Her mind began to pull away in response to her body’s frantic call. A trickle of spicy breath appeased her starving lungs. She recognized the inhaler’s breath, no doubt forced into her body while she was under the water by Khalia’s formidable lungs. Good woman, Khalia. She was blowing a little air into her lungs every so often in order to keep her body alive but her mind free.


  Working through the periods of air deprivation proved to be as difficult as it was disturbing. The craving for air was strong. Her traveler’s body rattled desperately waiting for Khalia’s breath and yet Lusielle pushed on. Thank the gods for the Chosen’s breath, because breath was time and time meant life.


  Lusielle clutched the amulet she wore and looked around. The sight before her was familiar from her vision but not exactly the same. The landscape didn’t ripple as it had done before, an indication that it was part of a real geography somewhere, a place susceptible to weather and change, not a vision.


  Today, the lake she had seen before was draped with shrouds of drifting mist lapping at the cliff where the lonely house stood. She made her way to the blue door, ignoring the fear. The door was locked. She tested the lock, but it didn’t budge. The Strength … could it lend her mind the brawn her body lacked?


  The amulet turned hot to her touch. The opaque crystal darkened to black. Fear flared, compelling her to run away.


  Instead, she aimed for the doorknob and kicked. Much to her surprise, the door crashed open. Lusielle barged into the room.


  The wood notes of fragrant sandalwood overwhelmed her senses. The hearth was burning. The black lute sat on a stand by the fire. The chair was empty. The hastily abandoned quill rested on the desk, dripping ink on the floor. Lusielle snatched it from the desk.


  “Come to check out your handiwork?”


  Lusielle spun. Orell stood by the ornate crystal basin in the corner. His decomposing body showed the yearlings’ ravages. His drenched clothes were ripped and ridden with holes. His sodden, decaying skin bulged and rippled with the frantic movements of the little beasts feeding inside of him. Mottled barnacles grew on his skin, around his nose, mouth and fingers, the yearlings’ parasitic companions.


  Lusielle had to repress the urge to bolt. She gagged when a yearling poked out of Orell’s ear, a flash of silvery scales and a bloody beak. No shock. She managed to keep her composure. No fear.


  “I have your quill.” She lifted it in the air and, holding it by the ends, flexed it slightly. “Don’t go anywhere and don’t move if you’d like to keep it intact.”


  Elfu had said that the only possible way to trap the creature was to control its weapons; this curse giver wrote her curses down.


  “Well done.” Orell clapped but stayed sensibly in place. “How fun. I haven’t been surprised in … let’s see … never. How did you manage?”


  “Don’t mind that. You know why I’ve come.”


  Orell clucked. “How does a servant of Izar become so skilled at deceit? How did you come to kill with your craft?”


  “I didn’t kill you—I mean, him. The comb was clean of poison. He killed himself.”


  “The comb might have been clean, but you killed me all the same.”


  “Fear killed you,” Lusielle said. “Dread did you in. The difference between fear and courage is not the absence of danger, but the will to tackle the risk.”


  “How can you live with yourself?” Orell said. “How many have you killed with your potions? How many deaths have you caused by neglect, excess or recklessness?”


  Lusielle’s visceral anger was the first sign she was floundering. The second one was the need to defend her actions. The creature was homing in on her weaknesses, on her doubts, on the questions she had asked herself many times after a customer failed to get better or died. She was not of the line of Uras and yet she got a sense of what the madness was all about.


  Orell tilted his head and smiled, a feminine gesture which contrasted in every way with his masculine face’s gruesomely deformed features. “I enjoy a worthy opponent every so often.”


  “Why did you curse the line of Uras?” Lusielle said.


  “I told your boyfriend,” Orell said. “He is your boyfriend. Isn’t he?”


  “You know he can’t remember.”


  “Clever, don’t you think?”


  “I don’t enjoy torturing people quite as much as you do.”


  “But can you appreciate the superior craftsmanship?”


  “Cruelty trumps craftsmanship any day.”


  “But you have to admit, the combination makes for supreme entertainment.”


  Lusielle didn’t have time to indulge the creature’s gloating. “Were you one of Edmund’s scorned lovers?”


  “Me? Edmund’s lover?” Orell laughed. “He was such a treacherous man in that way, intellectually satisfying, but hardly accomplished at anything more.”


  “Did he spurn you?” Lusielle said. “Is that why you cursed him?”


  “Sex, sex, sex. Why does everything have to be about sex around here?”


  “You know why.”


  “Pretty clever, don’t you think?”


  “You amuse yourself with your work,” Lusielle said.


  Orell scoffed. “You shouldn’t find any fault with that.”


  “I don’t mix remedies for the sake of amusement.”


  “The hours on end spent over concoctions and ingredients,” Orell said. “The little jolt your heart gave every time a customer walked through your little shop’s doors, wondering what challenge you’d be tackling next, what new and intricate potion you’d be able to brew at their expense. Is that not amusement all the same?”


  She wasn’t going to let the creature throw her off balance. She had to focus. “How long have you been watching me?”


  “I like watching.”


  Lusielle strained the delicate quill. “I didn’t come here to linger.”


  “Oh, yes, why did you come?” Orell sneered. “Not for my company, I think. You find me repulsive. Perhaps if I looked different ….”


  Orell’s ghastly face shifted into her mother’s familiar features. His decomposing body blurred and rearranged into her mother’s graceful figure. Lusielle found herself staring into a pair of green eyes very similar to hers. It was eerie and strange all at once to see her dead mother’s features masking the creature’s face, but she couldn’t allow the curse giver to divert her.


  “The Lord of Laonia is going to die,” Lusielle said.


  “So?” Her mother shrugged icily. “Blame his father for that.”


  “Did someone contract a curse on Edmund?”


  “Do you think I’m a ruthless mercenary?”


  “That’s what you do, isn’t it? You live off your curses. Death is nourishment?”


  “You’re putting too much stock in words.”


  “You might be a trickster and a rogue, but I happen to think you mind your words.”


  A blinding smile lit her mother’s eyes. “Really?”


  “You’ve put a lot of work into your curses.”


  “Some have said I might be a poet.”


  “Not a trained poet.”


  The smile died on the lovely face.


  “You composed those verses carefully, deliberately,” Lusielle said. “Are they part of yet another curse?”


  The creature’s eyes darkened dangerously. “I think perhaps you shouldn’t have come.”


  “Believe me, I would have stayed away gladly. I’m drowning slowly back at Teos.”


  “Shall I finish what I once started?” The creature flashed a malicious grin. “Why don’t we drown you right here and now?”


  The curse giver moved so fast, Lusielle’s eyes never saw it coming.


  One instant her mother was standing by the basin. The next instant, an extraordinarily strong grip was shoving Lusielle face-first into the water basin.


  Water—the whole of the Nerpes, it seemed—poured down her nose, ears and throat. The quill snapped in her hands and yet the curse giver didn’t even flinch.


  Lusielle knew she was done.


  Her calculated gamble had failed. Her educated guesses had been wrong. From the basin’s clear depths, she watched her mother’s expressions, the fascination, the thrill, the determination.


  Lusielle’s death seemed to last forever. The rain kept falling against the windowpanes. The lute sat idle on its pedestal. The fire flared, stood up on two legs and walked out of the hearth.


  Chapter Ninety


  BREN TOOK ONE LOOK AND KNEW he had arrived barely in time. Damn the Twins. Lusielle’s strengthening potion was so effective he’d had to skip three dosages before he fell back into the rigor. Hato had tried to cajole and persuade him to drink the potion, but in the end, Bren’s will prevailed. A man didn’t have to have total use of his legs to defend himself from his friends. He just had to keep them at bay with the range of his sword, enlist the help of an unlikely ally—Lusielle’s friend, Vestor, who was readily at hand—and charge him with the task of keeping Hato and the potion away from him once he went into the rigor.


  As to his journey, Bren had had no doubts where he would end up if he tried. After he figured out what Lusielle was about to attempt, he realized that the madness had opened up a door which had been shut to him before now. Perhaps he, too, had a chance to go after Lusielle and surprise the curse giver. The gods knew, he couldn’t allow Lusielle to fight his battle and face the creature alone. He didn’t know if destroying the curse giver would defeat the curse, but despite the long odds, given the opportunity to face the curse giver who had destroyed his line and his life, he would not hesitate to kill it.


  The creature had laid out a direct path to his mind during the madness. The trail was still fresh. It was like following a deep rut in the mire, hard going but clear tracks. His overwrought mind would have followed that trail to the demon pits if necessary. The wall of fire protecting the fiend’s lair wasn’t going to stop him.


  Bren was pure will, and his will was fueled by a rage that was hotter and more pervasive than the fire that could no longer consume him. The heat enveloping Bren didn’t burn him because he had transformed into the same kind of heat and his rage flared with the fire.


  Lusielle was struggling but feebly, drowning in the crystal basin. In the guise of a handsome woman, the powerful creature Bren knew to be the curse giver held Lusielle down with one hand. Knowing that surprise was the only advantage he had, he slammed against the curse giver, a scalding collision that knocked the evil creature clear to the other side of the room.


  Bren lifted Lusielle out of the basin and laid her out against the wall. She hacked and retched, unable to draw breath. He saw the desperation in her eyes, the last compulsive gasps of a body unable to function.


  “Back,” he barked. “Journey in reverse. Get a breath!”


  Her eyes closed. Her body went into spasms. That’s when he got hit from behind, an icy blow that smothered the fire protecting him.


  “You came back for more?” Edmund’s scornful smile overtook the fiend’s face. “What a pleasure. I get to finish the line of Uras with my own two hands.”


  The fight that ensued was less of a battle and more of a test of endurance. Blow after blow, Bren was slung against the wall, trampled beneath the desk, slammed against the door and even hurled over the ceiling beams. If he conjured a sword from his thoughts, the creature conjured a bigger one. If he called on the help of a spear or a shield, the fiend produced deadlier versions of his weapons.


  He had to make a stand. He jumped from one beam to the next, swung about and landed on Edmund’s broad back, trying to slash the creature’s throat with his sword. The curse giver threw him off as if he was a tiny monkey trying to ride a steed.


  Bren knew it was only a matter of time, but he kept the creature engaged. Lusielle’s body was no longer visible in the room. Her chances to escape the curse giver’s pervasive reach were better with every moment that passed. His odds were getting worse by the moment, but Bren hunkered down to prolong the fight for as long as he could last or to kill the beast, whichever came first.


  Chapter Ninety-one


  LUSIELLE GASPED, HACKED AND HEAVED AT the same time. Severo was holding her up by the armpits. Water poured out of her like a river from its source. The shrine spun around her in dizzying whirls.


  “Breathe!” Khalia shouted. “Breathe!”


  If only it were so easy.


  Bren. He was back there. Alone. With the curse giver. The quill. It hadn’t been the quill. What then?


  “Did you learn anything?” Khalia pushed aside the drenched hair sticking to Lusielle’s face. “Did you figure out how to defeat the curse?”


  She shook her head, coughing water and bile.


  “Laonia’s lost,” Khalia said. “Morning is only moments away!”


  If not the quill, what was the curse giver’s weapon?


  Was it the silver needle? No, she had left that behind when she killed Edmund. There had to be something else.


  In truth I dabble. Animal guts. In songs I trade. Strings. In fear supreme I reign. Songs. In dread I deal, with black I kill. Black. Shiver when you hear my steps.


  By the gods. “Put me back!” she rasped. “Under the water!”


  “You’ll die for sure,” Severo said.


  “Run back to the hall,” she said. “Force your senseless lord to drink the potion. Do you hear me? If you want to live, if you want your friends to survive, if you want to help your lord, on my orders, do it! Khalia, hold me down. We have no time to waste.”


  Chapter Ninety-two


  SEVERO RAN AS FAST AS HE had ever ran. His steps clattered on the cobble stones, his wet boots squished as his feet pounded the stairs, and his ragged breath echoed in the alleyways. He prayed as he ran, to the Twins, to his mistress’s gods, he didn’t care. If they had listened to his prayers when he had been trapped in that cellar, then perhaps they would listen to him now.


  He prayed for his lord and his mistress. He prayed for himself, for speed for his feet, breath for his lungs and power to his legs. He prayed for the sun to slow its daily birth, for the night to extent its rule. The fate of his lord, the lives of the Twenty, and Laonia’s future depended on him.


  He took the steep stairs three at time. His breath was coming raggedly now. His eyes were fast on the fire burning atop the tower of Laonia’s hall. It guided him through the maze of streets and alleys pounding beneath his wet boots.


  He knew now the truth he had refused to see from the very beginning: Mistress Lusielle was and had always been the very woman that his lord had needed. Maybe the Twins themselves had placed her in Severo’s path. Perhaps she had been the gods’ conduit from the very beginning. Maybe the gods had taken mercy on Laonia and chosen Severo to deliver the woman into his lord’s arms, because they knew that even if Severo doubted their intentions and questioned their fairness, he had always believed in their power.


  He bolted through the gates of Laonia’s halls, shoving aside the guards, ignoring the questions of the alarmed courtiers lingering downstairs, tackling the steps even though he couldn’t breathe any longer. The balance of the Twenty were waiting grim-faced outside of his lord’s chamber. They parted to let him pass without asking questions. Standing guard by the door, Cirillo and Clio opened the door for him.


  As Severo barreled into the chamber he knew what he had to do. He would need help to deliver his lord from his grim fate and not just from the Twins, but from all the Thousand Gods. His lady had given him a charge and never again for as long he lived was he going to let her down.


  Chapter Ninety-three


  EDMUND HAD BREN ON THE FLOOR, pinned down with a foot to the throat. The sinuous blade of the house of Uras nicked his sternum, aiming for the vulnerable spot where the rib cage yielded the angled path to the heart. Bren had been contemplating a slow death for ten years. He didn’t like the idea of dying any better today, but he preferred this kind of death to the alternative of languishing among his bed’s soft pillows.


  A bubbling shriek startled the curse giver. Bren spotted Lusielle, surging up from the basin’s fluted bottom and like a dolphin, breaching over the side. Damn the woman. She was supposed to be getting away. Why had she returned?


  “The lute,” she shouted as the basin’s delicate pedestal wobbled and toppled over.


  Crystal shattered against the floor. Water spilled everywhere. The curse giver hesitated. Bren was out from under Edmund’s foot in an instant, scrambling towards the fire on all fours. The sword crashed too close to his foot, but Lusielle wedged herself in between Edmund’s legs. The curse giver tripped and fell.


  The black lute was light and delicate to Bren’s grasp. He held it over the fire and shouted. “I swear, if you move, I’ll destroy it.”


  The blade aiming for Lusielle froze in the air. Edmund’s face crumpled like the broken basin. Another face emerged from behind the mask, large brown eyes, long nose, generous lips, short dark hair, the features of the woman he had spotted once before during the madness.


  “Edmund’s curse will seem like a nursery rhyme to you if you break my lute,” she said in a low, hissing voice.


  Perhaps he was already mad, but Bren had to laugh. “I’m cursed, remember? I’m doomed.”


  “Give him life.” Lusielle edged her way around the curse giver and stood next to him. “Give him his life and he’ll give your lute back.”


  “I can’t do that,” the curse giver said.


  “Why not?”


  “The curse has long been cast and the soul chaser has been called.”


  “The soul chaser?”


  “He who comes to gather the souls of the cursed.”


  “You can’t call him back?”


  The curse giver gestured towards Bren. “It’s his cursed blood doing all the calling.”


  “How can you ward off the soul chaser?” Lusielle asked.


  “Life, awareness and freedom from the curse,” the creature said, “all conditions no longer viable for your boyfriend.”


  “Call off the blight on Laonia and I’ll give you back your lute,” Bren said.


  “Would you die to stop the blight?”


  “We’re talking about millions of people who don’t deserve to suffer.”


  “And you’ll give me the lute if I agree to free them from the blight?”


  “You’ve got to let Lusielle go,” Bren said. “And Hato and the Twenty. Then we’re even.”


  “Why don’t you give me the lute?” Lusielle said under her breath.


  “I think I’ll keep it for the moment,” Bren said, “‘cause you’re both equally shrewd and capable of great deceit.”


  “Doesn’t he trust you?” the curse giver said.


  “You know men.” Lusielle shared a quick grin with the monster. “Will you please do as he asks?”


  “The curse I can’t lift, but the blight and the Twenty, they’re just part of the provisions.”


  “Then lift the provisions and be done with it.” Bren felt suddenly queasy.


  The curse giver went to her desk and, picking up the lower half of the broken quill from the ground, dipped it in the ink. She wrote down ‘Laonia’s fee’ and ‘a crop and a sword,’ then flashed a demure smile. “Will you give me the lute now?”


  “She’s not done yet,” Lusielle warned.


  “You’re no fun,” the curse giver said.


  “Her weapon is well disguised,” Lusielle said. “It’s not the quill and it’s not the ink. Her weapon is in the fusion between her writing and her mind’s music.”


  “Finish it,” Bren said, moving the lute closer to the fire.


  “Don’t!” the curse giver said. “I’ll do it. I’ll do what you want.”


  She closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and sang the words, a simple but pleasant melody. It took but a moment. When she was done, she drew a quick line over the words on the vellum, then looked expectantly at Lusielle. “Happy now?”


  After ten years of well-worn terror, Bren’s mind couldn’t fathom that the horror dangling over Laonia could be so easily dismissed with a simple song and the quick stroke of a common quill.


  “Is it really done?” he asked.


  “She has recalled the provision with a song and struck it down on her witching vellum,” Lusielle said. “It should be sufficient, but she’s hardly known for telling the truth. We’ll have no way of knowing for sure until sunrise.”


  Considering that Laonia’s future was in the balance, Bren would’ve preferred a better assurance.


  The curse giver wiggled her crafty fingers. “The lute?”


  Lusielle landed a hand on the instrument. “If you can’t call off the curse, can you at least tell us why you cursed Edmund?”


  “I already did.”


  Blessed be Lusielle, she was still trying to redeem the curse, but the fiend was intent on her games and Bren was getting tired of it. The curse giver had come into his mind during the madness and tortured him by impairing his memory. She had said that he wouldn’t remember the verse as long as he was conscious.


  But what was the definition of conscious when his body lay senseless on his bed and his mind had journeyed to this place? Had she counted on him crashing into her world? Had she taken precautions to impair him while he was in her territory?


  He summoned the memory of his last encounter with the fiend and forced himself to remember. The words resisted him at first. It was as if he were drawing an endless net out of the sea’s dark depths. With each new attempt, his memory’s reach stretched, taking hold of something concrete, words dropping into sentences like newly netted fish tumbling onto his mind’s slippery hull, until, at last, slowly, painfully, he remembered the entire verse.


  He uttered it aloud in defiance, but also to share the knowledge with Lusielle, since according to his plan, she was going to be leaving this place before him.


  
    “God or foe,


    Friend or mortal.


    Steal not my shield, forget not my words.


    A deed undone does not a wrong reverse.


    A wrong reversed does not a theft prevent.”

  


  “You remembered!” Lusielle said. “The last verse! You broke through her spell and removed her block!”


  “A shield?” Bren spat the word between clenched teeth, digging his nails into the lute’s soundboard until the precious ebony grated beneath his fingers. “What by the turd of the gods were you thinking? What kind of petty monstrosity are you? You conjured an evil blight on Laonia, cursed my father, and destroyed the line of Uras, all because you think my father stole something as common as a shield from you?”


  “It wasn’t just any shield,” the curse giver said. “It was my shield!”


  “Why would my father want to steal a shield from you?” Bren said. “We’ve got hundreds of thousands of shields in Laonia. There are millions of shields in the territories!”


  “Where is it?” Lusielle said. “We’ll fetch it. We’ll give it back to you.”


  “Edmund destroyed it,” the curse giver said sullenly. “And even if it hadn’t been destroyed, the warning was clear. Your father cursed himself the day he stole it from me.”


  The wrong couldn’t be righted. The object of such a virulent curse had been destroyed. The curse couldn’t be redeemed after all.


  The lute was suddenly very heavy in Bren’s hands. His legs buckled under his weight. It was all very physical, considering he was lying in his bed at the Laonian hall. It was also quite concerning.


  “I think I’m—”


  “I know, love.” Lusielle relieved him of the lute. “Take your medicine. Good-bye.”


  Chapter Ninety-four


  HIS LORD CAME OUT OF THE rigor cursing like a man possessed. Hato tried to explain, pointing out the time, the men gathered in the room, Severo; but it was to no avail.


  “How dare you disobey my orders?” Bren shouted. “I’m still Laonia’s lord and you’re pledged to me! And you!” He turned to Vestor like a snarling beast. “Do you want her to die? Is that why you allowed them to feed me the potion? Did I not tell you to keep Hato and the rest away from me?”


  “She sent a message. With him.” Vestor pointed to Severo. “I trust her.”


  “She knows what she’s doing, my lord,” Severo said. “I know it in my heart.”


  “I didn’t pick you ‘cause you had a damn heart. I picked you ‘cause you could follow orders!” Bren took another swipe from the potion and, pushing himself out of the bed, hooked an arm over Severo’s shoulder. “Take me to her.”


  “My lord, please.” Hato threw aside the shutters and opened the window. “The sun.”


  Dawn illuminated Bren’s worn-out face as he stumbled to the window. The light revealed the reminder of the Twenty’s somber faces, the end of their dreams, the moment’s soul-consuming terror. Hato’s knotted heart plummeted to his gut. Perhaps he should have killed Bren himself. Perhaps he should have executed the Twenty before the sun rose to avoid this moment. It was too late now. He had failed in his duty.


  Now Laonia would die, too.


  He examined his hands for the pox that would obliterate all Laonians, scouring his skin for signs of the smoldering sores that meant his people’s sudden incineration had begun. When he didn’t find sings of an immediate plague, he looked at the others and was surprised to find them alive.


  He imagined Laonia’s sea rising above the steppes, or Laonia’s crooked mountains crumbling under a monstrous earthquake. He wished he was there, by the sea where he was born; but he was beside his lord instead, with the Twenty, as he had wanted to be. He reached out, clasped Bren’s shoulder and stared into his lord’s dark eyes.


  The Lord of Laonia met the sunlight with a defiant smile. “Laonia is free from the curse,” he said. “You and the Twenty will live to see many more sunrises.”


  “What?” Hato said, clutching his chest to keep his heart from jumping out.


  “We tangled with the fiend and won over the provisions,” Bren said. “Your fate was averted with a lute.”


  Chapter Ninety-five


  LUSIELLE WATCHED BREN DISAPPEAR LIKE A puff of steam. To have a chance at success, battles had to be fought by likely warriors and forces had to be evenly pitched. He had to be alive and aware to ward off the soul chaser. He needed the potion’s Strength to fight death’s steady pull. He also needed to witness a sunrise where Laonia, Hato and the Twenty were free of the curse in order to feed his hopes. Otherwise, he could very well kill himself before the curse killed him.


  She realized that her own life was on a tight timeline. Surviving the curse giver was going to be as difficult as surviving for much longer under the water. In the shrine, Khalia was doing what she could, but Lusielle’s lungs were strained. Any moment, her body would follow suit and quit. She called on the Strength to help her. She needed a different kind of fusion today, a fusion of wits, intellect and imagination.


  The lute whined when Lusielle plucked a discordant note from one of the strings. The curse giver winced, tortured by the sound.


  “Jalenia—”


  “No one has called me that in … centuries.”


  “You’ve got to help me,” Lusielle said.


  “Give me my lute back.”


  “You’ll kill me if I do.”


  “So?”


  “You’re evil,” Lusielle said. “Of that I have no doubt. If you could, you’d kill me without remorse. You’re like a spoiled mare, quick tempered, self-indulgent, capricious, bitter, ruthless and vindictive.”


  Jalenia smiled. “Glad to be of such appeal.”


  “You’d curse me too, if only I had done you wrong.”


  “I’d enjoy that.”


  “The Lord of Laonia must not die,” Lusielle said.


  “Doomed and damned are the souls of the wicked.”


  “The last of the curse must be defeated.”


  “Useless are their struggles.”


  “He’s had the courage to endure you,” Lusielle said. “What if I had the mettle to embrace you?”


  “You?” The curse giver scoffed. “You understand very little about me.”


  “Perhaps I understand a little bit more than you think,” Lusielle said. “You think the gods threw you out because you followed in your mother’s footsteps. You wanted to do good, to promote peace like Suriek, but ended up doing evil instead.”


  “I like doing evil.”


  “You were thrown into the abyss.” Lusielle continued. “You think you have memories of being divine and you have retained impressive powers which are rare in this realm. But I wonder: How does that throwing-gods-into-the-abyss-thing work? What does it mean? How did you arrive here?”


  “It’s none of your concern.”


  “You were born, weren’t you? You were born into the world like the rest of us.” Lusielle strummed a dissonant note on the lute.


  The curse giver growled. “It’s an insult to be baked like a cheap loaf in a common woman’s womb, to be spat like a stinking turd into the world. The wretch who birthed me was but a gutter running with filth. I’m glad I killed her.”


  Lusielle swallowed a dry gulp. “You mean your mother?”


  “I have no mother but Suriek.”


  “So you believe that when gods and goddesses are thrown into the abyss, they are born to human mothers?”


  The curse giver spat on the floor. “You said it, not me.”


  “Was it your birth mother who named you Jalenia?”


  “She didn’t name me after a fallen Goddess, if that’s what you mean. I am Jalenia.”


  “Growing up must have been difficult for you,” Lusielle said cautiously. “You must have been quite an extraordinary child.”


  “Extraordinary?’ The curse giver laughed. “More like the neighborhood freak.”


  “Oddities, curse givers, gods, all those creatures of unknown powers who we fear,” Lusielle said. “We all struggle to understand who we are.”


  “Not me.”


  “But what’s the definition of being odd if not having to thrive in a realm different from that which we claim as ours?” Lusielle said. “What’s true punishment if not being ejected out of one realm and forced to survive in another?”


  “Boring.”


  “What did you do when you couldn’t live among your folk any longer? Did they turn you out? Did you run away?”


  The curse giver pretended to yawn.


  “I think you must have found someone to train you,” Lusielle said. “Power like yours had to be honed and harnessed. You must have had a teacher or a mentor, someone to bring you along, to help you make the connections, someone who instructed you about The Tale and the mythology of the divine realm.”


  “So now you think I’m a myth?”


  “You? A myth? Nay. I think you’re real.”


  “How many oddities do you know that wield power like mine?” the curse giver said. “How many have you met who can straddle the realms and command water like I do?”


  “I don’t know many oddities,” Lusielle said. “But if Khalia can command the airs as she does, and if I can command some of my ingredients the way I do, why wouldn’t someone of your power and skill be able to command a simple means like water?”


  “A simple means?” The curse giver huffed. “I can destroy whole lines and unleash catastrophic blights. You can’t explain power like mine.”


  “I heard a story the other day,” Lusielle said. “It was about a little girl who was sickly and lame, whose parents threw her into the Lake of Tears during the yearlings’ spawning. She survived the yearlings and lived for some time thereafter. The lake’s daughter, they used to call her. Years later, she went back to the lake and was never seen again.”


  “What does that have to do with anything?”


  “The legend said she joined with the water. Have you ever wondered why the yearlings—those efficient little killers—have always been called Suriek’s life-giving gift in The Tale?”


  “No.”


  “You’re lying,” Lusielle said. “I wonder, Jalenia, when your family thought to get rid of you ‘cause you were odd, did they throw you out to the yearlings as was the old custom? You may not be the lake’s daughter, but could you’ve been a similar case? Is that scar at the base of your neck proof that you tangled with the yearlings and won?”


  Jalenia glared. “You think you’re so smart.”


  “I think you were naturally talented and somehow enhanced by the yearlings’ bites,” Lusielle said. “But the person who trained you must have been powerful in her own right, highly skilled, learned in the ways of the Odd God and very proficient with the Strength. My guess is, she taught you more than knowledge, reason and awareness. I think she taught you fusion and helped you take it to a new level.”


  “Why don’t you end this useless conjecture and give me my lute back?”


  “Your tutor taught you the curse craft, which leads me to believe she was very ancient and had perhaps toyed with the art of long-life trading.” Lusielle paused for a moment. “Was her name by any chance Shehana?”


  The curse giver frowned. “What could you possibly know about Shehana?”


  “It’s no wonder Shehana knew so much about curses,” Lusielle said. “She was a curse giver herself. Wasn’t she? A good one, if her pupil is a reflection of her skills. I wonder: Why did she go to the trouble of writing the manuscript?”


  “Maybe she was an old crone seeking attention at the end of her miserable life,” Jalenia suggested off-handedly.


  “Maybe,” Lusielle said. “But maybe she had other reasons.”


  “I take it you like guessing games.”


  “I doubt Shehana wanted to bring the curse craft into the mainstream. I happen to think she wrote out of fear, to instruct others on curses and to teach them how to defeat a virulent curse. I find it fascinating she never got to that part. She never finished her treatise.”


  “You think you have answers for everything,” the curse giver said, flashing her malignant leer. “Yet you’re unable to face your reality. I won’t help you. I’ve gone to great lengths to ensure my success and I won’t relinquish my gains now.”


  The puddle of water on the floor shimmered with a luminous glint. An image formed from the light, showing the curse giver igniting the fire in the tidy kitchen, stoking it into high flames.


  Lusielle’s fingertips ached from gripping the lute. “You?”


  The curse giver smiled. “Me.”


  * * *


  Lusielle had just washed the dishes after a slow night at the inn and an intimate dinner with her parents, brother and Elfu and Carfu. Fresh roasted capon, she remembered, a luxurious treat for a regular weeknight. She kissed her parents good night and raced her brother up the steps to their little rooms above the kitchen. The scent of soap clung to her hands as she fell asleep in her pallet, listening to her parents’ quiet laughter as they too came up the stairs. It was the last time she had ever felt safe in her life. It was the last time she had gone to sleep happy.


  She woke up to the acrid scent of smoke scalding her lungs. Plumes of black smoke erupted through the floor boards. Fiery sparks ignited the thatch roof above her head. The heat pressed all around her. The famished flames lunged after her, consuming everything in the way. She was succumbing to the smoke when the door flew open. Elfu crashed through the flames and pulled her out of the burning room. Carfu dragged a senseless Tristan.


  “My parents!” Lusielle cried out, dodging Elfu’s grip and running to their room. A surge of black smoke punched her when she opened the door. The chamber groaned and screeched under the flames’ assault. Everything in the room was ablaze, including the bed, where the flames fed like ravenous beasts on her parents’ smoldering bodies.


  “We have to go!” Elfu shouted, dragging her away.


  “No,” she said. “No!”


  The floor of her parents’ chamber collapsed into a fiery pit. The roaring fire below swallowed it whole. Then Elfu and Lusielle were running as the boards beneath their feet gave way, racing the fire’s angry breath, barely escaping the destruction that ended Lusielle’s blessed childhood and hurled her into a bleak and painful world.


  * * *


  The image of her parents’ scorched bodies kept repeating on the water’s lustrous reflection. The tears were hot on Lusielle’s face. The lute groaned under her clutch. The curse giver was laughing like the hideous fiend she was. Madness nibbled at Lusielle’s mind. Rage quaked through her body.


  She could barely keep from shouting. “How could you?”


  “I could, and I did and I enjoyed the whole of it.” More laughter. “Your mother, she would’ve been the only one remotely capable of taking me and my curse on. She wielded the Goddess’s mark, not easily visible, mind you, but she had it all the same.”


  “Is that why you killed her?”


  “I trumped fate, just in case. Now, child, come and get me.” The curse giver beckoned. “Revenge will be satisfying.”


  The provocation was too much to resist. The impulse to slam the lute and crush it into splintered pieces was overriding. But that was exactly what the curse giver wanted, a chance to punish Lusielle, a justification for murder, the lute out of play and an easy opening to kill her.


  Lusielle swallowed her rage and curbed the loathing in her voice. “You overlooked something important that night.”


  “I don’t make mistakes.”


  “You overlooked me,” Lusielle said. “You didn’t know that I, too, wielded the mark.”


  “You were never any threat.”


  “You killed the wrong oddity.”


  “I did not!”


  “You wanted to trump fate and killed my mother, but it was I who was fated for the Lord of Laonia, not my mother. You made a mistake, and now fate is about to catch up with you.”


  The curse giver snarled and charged at the same time. Lusielle raked the strings, repelling the ferocious attack with the jarring sound. The curse giver gasped as if mortally wounded, but still, the need to murder was stamped all over her face.


  “Killing is your only solution.” Lusielle strummed the flute in a frantic crescendo. “You think you’re so fierce and yet you’re not brave at all. You’re a devious coward who eliminates the competition in advance. Your mother. My mother. That’s also why you killed Shehana, because she realized the monster you were becoming, the evil she had helped to create. Isn’t that the truth?”


  The curse giver covered her ears and, groaning in agony, fell to her knees. “She had turned weak and feeble,” she rasped. “She was afraid of me.”


  “You had to survive.” Lusielle stopped the noise. “You had to retain your right to exist. How does an odd creature who thinks she’s entitled to eternity fight against time?”


  “You’re dying,” the curse giver said, “back at the shrine. You’re drowning. There’s only so much the inhaler can do for you, only so much your body can take. Give me the lute and go.”


  The curse giver was right. Lusielle’s strength was ebbing like a fickle tide. But she was determined to get the information she needed out of the curse giver. She also knew the curse giver was not likely to forgive the affront and forgo her murder.


  “A curse is life’s affair,” Lusielle said. “Death is nourishment, craft is breath, work is life, grief is gold. A curse is breath for you, the gold that pays for your prolonged existence. You kill to live. You’re into the long-life trade, aren’t you? That’s why you’ve been able to live for so long. Shehana knew about it, and used it to prolong her own life until you killed her. You learned it from her. If you don’t curse, you die.”


  “So what?” Jalenia said. “We all pay a high price to exist.”


  “How many years did you gain from Edmund’s virulent curse?” Lusielle asked. “Twenty? Forty? Eighty?”


  “It was a profitable venture, that’s all I’ll say.” The curse giver smiled. “In any case, you can’t pretend to understand my words without the madness. I won’t ask again. Give. Me. My. Lute.”


  “It’s been hard for you to find a place over the ages,” Lusielle said. “Purges, persecutions, proscriptions, the occasional mischievous rival, all of that is hard to survive. Secrecy requires isolation. Friends are few and far between. When they die, they leave you alone again.”


  “Who needs friends when you’re as powerful as I am?”


  “Perhaps you lived in the kingdom, until Riva came. Perhaps you fled from there to Laonia. It doesn’t really matter how you got to Laonia. The fact is that you met Edmund and now you’re going to tell me what happened.”


  “I don’t have to tell you anything.”


  Lusielle plucked at the lute.


  “Play all you want, torture me if it amuses you,” the curse giver said. “You might be able to disable me with the sound, but you can’t kill me. You can’t stay here forever either. When you’re done wasting my time, I’m coming after you, and even if you run, I’m going to find you.”


  The lute’s string twanged when Lusielle snapped it off the lute.


  “No!”


  “I hear that a good string takes years to cure.” The fire hissed when Lusielle threw the broken string into the flames.


  The curse giver’s eyes were bright with rage. “I’m going to kill you.”


  “You said you liked Edmund’s intellect,” Lusielle said, “which meant that you two had a friendship at some point. Edmund was passionate about many things, Laonia, his lovers, his library. He wasn’t so passionate about shields. What did he really steal from you?”


  When the woman didn’t answer, Lusielle yanked another string from the lute. “Should I also throw this string into the fire?”


  “My shield,” the curse giver said. “Edmund stole my curse giver’s song.”


  At last, an answer that rang true and viable. “What exactly is the curse giver’s song?”


  “It’s the curse I cast and composed to protect myself from gods and mortals.”


  “That’s why Shehana was afraid of you,” Lusielle said. “Not only was she afraid of your powerful curses, she was also terrified of your protective curse. No one could stop you once you wrote and sang your song. No curse giver, no matter how strong, could touch you, and that included Shehana.”


  It all began to make sense to Lusielle. The curse giver’s song secured the fiend’s existence. The riddle, the verses, they composed her masterpiece. The song was a protective curse which she wrote and sang in order to defend herself from dangerous rivals. It was also a preemptive strike.


  “You were proud of it,” Lusielle said. “You used the most precious vellum in the world and conjured a magnificent work of art. And somewhere around the twenty-third year of Edmund’s rule, you showed it to him, because you knew he would admire and appreciate it. Once he saw it, he wanted it for his collection. And in the ways of the highborn, he took it without your leave.”


  “He ignored the warning,” the curse giver said. “He deserved the curse.”


  “When Edmund realized what he had done,” Lusielle said, “when he realized the true nature of what he had stolen, he burnt the warning verse, thinking he would defuse the curse that was likely to befall him if he didn’t burn it.”


  “He was such a proud, stupid fop.”


  “Instead, when he burned the verse and cut up the vellum, he destroyed your protective curse, leaving you vulnerable, forcing you to flee further into isolation in order to protect yourself. It took you ten years to compose and cast the virulent curse that would end Edmund’s life and his line. You stretched the curse’s provisions over ten more years to account for your years of strenuous work.”


  “This has all been very entertaining,” the curse giver said, “a brilliant intellectual exercise. But what is it to you, remedy mixer? You gain nothing from knowing my story and you lose him all the same.”


  Lusielle’s craving for air suddenly became more pronounced. Her body shuddered like a bag of bones. She didn’t know why, but the trickle of air that Khalia had been blowing into her lungs stopped flowing and didn’t come again. Either her body had quit taking in breath or Khalia had ceased giving it. Khalia’s touch was absent as well. In the shrine, the last of Lusielle body’s reflexes drew only a load of water. Her listless body settled at the bottom of the pool.


  “Jalenia, please,” Lusielle said. “Does your song have any provisions that can help Bren?”


  “No.”


  “Are you lying to me?”


  “The curse can’t be redeemed, defused or lifted.”


  “Are you sure?” Lusielle said.


  “By my soul, your lord will die a cursed man.”


  Lusielle’s knees gave up. She plopped down on the hearth’s ledge. It took a great effort to replace the lute on the stand.


  The curse giver frowned. “You’re giving up?”


  “Almost, but not quite.” She winced, bending over her sore ribs and her aching arm, giving into her body’s weaknesses.


  Jalenia’s voice rumbled with the warning. “Even if you’ve put the lute down, I won’t forgive you.”


  Lusielle looked up. “You could’ve killed me when I first grabbed the quill.”


  In a blink, the curse giver merciless grip wrapped around Lusielle’s throat. “Don’t assume I’m capable of good, ‘cause I never served it and never will.”


  “You’re a selfish witch and nothing’s ever going to change that,” Lusielle rasped. “But—”


  “But what?”


  “You can’t kill me, not even if you wanted to, which I doubt you want to do even now.”


  Jalenia hissed. “You people don’t make any sense when you’re dying.”


  “You cannot kill me because I put a curse on you.”


  The curse giver’s grip faltered then tightened again. “You can’t put a curse on me.”


  “You’ve wronged me,” Lusielle said. “More than one time. You killed my parents. You burned the inn. You destroyed my family and my life. You’ve tortured the one I love. You’ve lied to me. You’ve even tried to kill me. I’ve got good reason to want to curse you and I did.”


  “You’re no curse giver.”


  “I’m odd,” Lusielle said. “I’m not so different from you.”


  “I’m divine!”


  “If you are divine, so am I.”


  “Has the lack of breath addled your brain?”


  “We are all Suriek’s children,” Lusielle rasped. “No matter how much we try to enforce our differences, mortal or divine, highborn or baseborn, whatever you want to call yourself, we all spawned from her. We are one and the same.”


  “You’re deluded if you fancy yourself part goddess.”


  “Only as deluded as you may be.”


  It was strange, but the curse giver actually pondered the idea.


  Lusielle seized on the chance. “I think that the gods—they’re part of us, too. Maybe they’re our past, or maybe they’re our future. Oddities, we have a strange sense of straddling time and realms, and an ability to draw deeper from the Strength’s bottomless well, but we are no different than the rest.”


  “I’m a fallen goddess,” Jalenia said stubbornly.


  “We have all risen and fallen throughout our lives.”


  “You can’t expect to match my power and skills.”


  “I’m a daughter of the Odd God who’s one and the same with Suriek,” Lusielle said. “I’ve got the skills to cast a curse and the means to do it properly. I wrote it down on my annotation book and I said my little prayer over it. My vellum might not be as precious as yours, but it’s transformative all the same. My curse is cast. You’re cursed, curse giver, and if you try to kill me, you’ll kill yourself.”


  “Impossible!”


  “Look it up,” Lusielle said. “Shehana wrote about it in her manuscript. I’ve cursed you with something more powerful than vengeance, more defining than rage, more binding than blood.”


  “Such a curse doesn’t exist.”


  “Oh, yes it does,” Lusielle said. “There’s a curse which by definition is capable of stilling any curse giver’s hand. It’s an endless loop. There’s no way out. It can’t be redeemed, defused or denied. It’s fierce, obliging and merciless. It’s an ailment that can’t be cured. I’m sorry that you don’t know it, but from now on, you will.”


  “What curse?” The curse giver demanded. “What kind of curse?”


  Lusielle met the woman’s glare. “The curse of friendship.”


  * * *


  The terror in the curse giver’s eyes confirmed Lusielle’s suspicions. She had chosen her curse well. Friendship was freedom and trap, choice and duty, need, gift, rule and demand.


  “But you can’t want a friendship with me,” the curse giver said. “I killed your parents. I cursed your lord.”


  “It’s done,” Lusielle said. “I am and will always be your only and most devoted friend. You can’t escape my curse now.”


  The curse giver’s fingers slipped away from her throat. It didn’t help Lusielle’s condition much. The darkness drew on her life with an inhaler’s grit. She might have subdued the curse giver, but what was the purpose to going back to Bren if he was going to die all the same?


  The curse giver’s voice came from a long distance. “In truth I dabble, but only sometimes. In lies I dabble better. There could be truth in my lies. If the highest are willing to plummet, if the lowliest are willing to rise, the battle will decide and the wicked will prevail.”


  Then there was only water and light, light and torrential water.


  Chapter Ninety-six


  BREN ENTERED JALENIA’S SHRINE WALKING ON his own power, propelled by the potion he had drunk on the way and an urgency he couldn’t control. What he found there gave him no time to think but plenty of cause to despair, because Riva was holding Khalia down—drowning a high Chosen of Teos in the shallow water—and Lusielle’s limp body lay at the bottom of the pool.


  The sword was out of the scabbard before Riva’s surprise registered on his face. It came down at the base of the self-made king’s neck without hesitation. If Bren had been weak earlier, he was now the strongest man alive. The blade hacked into Riva’s vertebrae like a butcher’s cleaver, splitting the spine and leaving the almost severed head dangling over the man’s chest by a tangle of cartilage and spurting blood vessels.


  Bren didn’t care that he had just killed a highborn ruler at Teos. He didn’t dwell on Riva’s death as a matter of justice or change. The sounds of Khalia’s hacks coming from Hato’s arms might have given him comfort if his eyes weren’t fixed on Severo, who had pulled Lusielle out of the pool and had her on the side, pounding on her back.


  By the turd of the gods. Bren was freezing inside. Lusielle was pale and purple when he knelt by her side. She had become the curse’s latest casualty.


  Severo cradled his mistress in his arms, still trying to draw life from her. Hato, supporting a trembling Khalia, shook his head and wept. Khalia frowned when she rested a finger on the crook of Lusielle’s neck.


  “You told me we had to fight for the next moment,” Bren said. “Damn it, woman, fight!”


  “Tell her you’ll agree to a battle of poisons,” a voice rose from the water, followed by the liquid outline of the curse giver, uncoiling from of the pool like a watery snake.


  Severo clutched his mistress to his breast. Hato gasped. Khalia’s mouth opened and wouldn’t close. Bren’s grip tightened on his sword’s hilt as he turned to face the curse giver.


  “Down, boy,” she said. “I didn’t come here for strife. Swear on your house’s seal that you’ll agree to the battle, ‘cause she’s not coming back to watch you die.”


  “Whatever that means, I’ll do it.” Bren said. “But what if she can’t hear me anymore?”


  A column of water shot from the curse giver’s hand, drawing a graceful arch that landed precisely on Lusielle’s ear.


  “Ouch,” Lusielle said. “I heard him. You didn’t have to do that.” The green eyes were open and intent on his face. “Don’t be mad at me. It’s not my fault that you’re a stubborn fool.”


  Bren gaped at the soggy woman before him as if he had never seen her before. “You conspired with the curse giver to get me to—?”


  “A gal has to do what she must.”


  “You naughty witches!”


  “Two of a kind,” the curse giver said, before her face dissolved into ripples and her liquid image whirled back into the pool with a colossal splash that exploded past the door and windows, drenching everyone in the room and drawing alarmed cries from people passing by.


  Lusielle flashed an apologetic smile. “I don’t mean to rush you, but we don’t know how long the potion will work. The soul chaser is on the hunt, and time remains of the essence in your case.”


  Bren looked around the room, unable to think of a single thing to say.


  Khalia stared at him with wide eyes. “He who can control the tides of men can change the river’s course.”


  “Who goes there?” A golden guard wearing a captain’s badge entered the shrine cautiously, followed by a dozen more, aiming their spears at Bren and the rest. A growing number of curious bystanders trailed behind the guards, no doubt vying for fresh gossip.


  “We’ve had reports of trouble here,” the captain said, taking in Bren’s bloody sword.


  Bren laid his sword on the ground and got up slowly to face the man. “The killing is done,” he said. “You’ll get no fighting from any of us.”


  “Stay where you are!” The captain’s eyes fell on the floating body. He reached into the bloody pool, and grabbing the bobbing head, stared at the face. “What kind of treason is this? Who has killed King Riva?”


  “I did,” Bren said.


  “Take him,” the guard said. “He has broken Teos’s peace.”


  “No, he hasn’t.” Khalia rose to her feet.


  “My lady!” The captain took a knee before Khalia. “I didn’t recognize you.”


  “This man has not broken the peace,” Khalia said.


  “With all due respect, my lady, he admits to killing the king. The law requires his head for Riva’s, and right away.”


  “You’re right,” Khalia said. “Under any other circumstances, Teos would require this man’s head, but you see, this is no ordinary crime.”


  “My lady?”


  “King Riva attempted to kill me.”


  “The king tried to murder you?” The captain grappled with the notion. “But why?”


  “The king knew I was on to him,” Khalia said. “He has been making plans to rebel against Teos and invade the Free Territories. He waited until I was alone in order to attack me.”


  “No offense, my lady, but why didn’t he send one of his men to do the deed?”


  “He wanted no witnesses. He was going to frame Laonia’s lord for my murder. But these good people learned of his plot and came to my aid. The lord Brennus saved my life.”


  “The law makes allowance for the defense of a high Chosen,” the captain said. “Still, I must arrest the lord until such time as a proper inquiry has been concluded.”


  “I’m afraid you have no jurisdiction to arrest the lord Brennus,” Khalia said. “Whatever happened here, it didn’t happen on sacred soil.”


  “Aren’t we on Teos and isn’t all of Teos sacred?”


  “In principle, yes, but we’re standing in one of the few spots which have been lawfully de-sanctified, the shrine of a fallen goddess.”


  “I believe the Chosen is right,” Hato said. “You have no authority to arrest my lord.”


  “In that case, I should file my report with the lord Terrachio right away. News of King Riva’s death is bound to spread quickly and will cause trouble all around.”


  “You do that,” Khalia said. “I’ll be over presently to testify on Lord Brennus’s behalf. And captain? Thank you for your prompt response. Your name and diligence will be mentioned when Lord Brennus’s heroic deed is announced.”


  “I’m most grateful, my lady. My lords.” The captain retreated, leaving some of his men behind to watch the crowd assembling around the shrine.


  “For a high Chosen,’” Bren muttered, “you’ve got poetic flare.”


  “You are welcome,” Khalia said. “You’re a lucky bastard today. Had you killed Riva in any other place, my story would’ve been very difficult to prove. You’d be dying just about now.”


  “What about Bausto?”


  “Ernilda is after her husband,” Khalia said. “Leave the matter in her capable hands. Now that she has proof, Bausto’s rule will not be able to survive her challenge. The people of Barahone won’t stand for treason.”


  “And Aponte?” Bren said. “You do realize that he’s mine to punish?”


  “I might be able to work something out with Terrachio.”


  “With my lord’s permission,” Hato said, “I’d like to assist you with the task.”


  “As long as you’re willing to follow my instructions,” Bren said.


  “I’ve always followed your instructions!”


  “You didn’t earlier today.”


  “Oh, that.” Hato looked to Lusielle. “I was following her instructions.”


  “So are we free to leave Teos?” Lusielle asked.


  Khalia nodded. “I can’t imagine you or your lord have the time or the inclination to linger here for the formalities. It’s what I do best.”


  “I think it will be prudent for the two of your to get out of here right away,” Hato said. “We’ll take care of matters here.”


  For a cursed man who hadn’t had a lucky day in ten years, this day was turning out particularly well. Bren’s eyes fell on the drenched, bruised and battered woman before him. He was blind to everything but her smile.


  With Severo hovering like an overprotective grandmother, Bren helped Lusielle up and led her out of the shrine. The day was new. The light was bright to his eyes. Word of Riva’s demise must have gotten around, because the rabble had grown to great numbers. The crowd was cheering. A number of fools were calling out his name. The balance of the Twenty who had made the journey to Teos formed an escort, clearing the way.


  “Are you all right?” Bren said.


  “I’m fine,” Lusielle said. “All I need is a bath, a hot meal and a steaming kettle.”


  “You heard your mistress,” Bren said to Severo. “Run ahead and make the arrangements.”


  Severo kissed his mistress’s hand and, boots squishing with water, took off at a trot.


  Bren smiled. “I wager from now on to the end of your life, you’re going to get all of your wishes properly seen to.”


  “Oh, good,” Lusielle said. “‘Cause after the bath, the meal and the kettle, I’m going to need a bed, with you in it.”


  Chapter Ninety-seven


  THE SMALL PRIVATE FERRY THAT HATO and Khalia sailed across from Teos to the Kingdom’s nearby shore docked without fanfare at the market’s busy pier. Rumors of Riva’s death had just begun to spread beyond Teos, but the mood in the bustling market was jubilant and decidedly optimistic. Trade was brisk and traffic was at a peak. There would be uncertainty in the days to come as change swept through the kingdom and rival factions rushed to stake their claims—Hato had no doubt about that—but euphoria ruled at the moment, and hope, new and fresh, blossomed on people’s faces.


  Word had come to the Lady of Tolone that the landing of Riva’s troops on Tolone’s shores had been repelled. Abandoned ferries were floating down the Nerpes and found stranded along the kingdom’s shores. Eleanor had already sailed for Tolone to deal with the problems likely to stem from the failed invasion’s fallout.


  If somebody would have told Hato less than a week ago that Eleanor was going to be a helpful and stabilizing influence for the Free Territories, he would have laughed. But everything was different now. Before his very eyes, Eleanor had transformed from an insecure, fearful sham into a capable ruler. It was as if the woman had drunk some miraculous remedy that had healed her self-confidence.


  Hato helped Khalia out of the boat. She had forsaken her golden robes for more subdued attire, a striped skirt, a ruffled blouse and a brown woolen cloak that allowed her to fit in with the market crowd despite her undeniable authoritative bearing. She had complained to Hato that she looked plain and old. Hato thought she looked even more beautiful than before.


  “The place is located next to the butchers’ quarter,” Khalia said.


  “Which way is that?” Hato asked.


  “I can’t smell a thing,” she said. “We’ll have to ask.”


  It pained Hato that Khalia had lost her gift. And yet she seemed uncharacteristically resigned and maybe even a bit relieved. Since she had been away from her airs for a few hours, she was already beginning to develop the rattling cough typical of inhalers experiencing the airs’ withdrawal. The next few months would be difficult for her, but as she tackled the market’s crowded lanes, she didn’t seem particularly daunted by the challenge.


  He motioned for the men to follow him. Clio and Cirillo had volunteered to remain behind with Hato in order to finish his lord’s business at Teos. They were as eager to complete their mission as Hato was. Duty aside, they were all looking forward to returning to Laonia and celebrating with their families.


  After ten years of hardship and tribulation, it was fitting that Hato should carry out his lord’s final directives. First thing this morning, Hato had crafted and filed the list of evidence outlining the details of Riva’s attempted invasion. He had lodged it—along with the claims against Bausto—with Teos’s inquirers as the code required. Hato, Khalia and Severo had all provided first-hand testimony on Riva’s death. Laonia’s charter was safe, and although the formalities would span months to come, Hato was confident of the outcome.


  Only one other task remained to be accomplished. His lord had wanted to do it himself, and yet he had been too short on time. But before he left, Bren had given Hato precise instructions. Hato had listened quietly, agreeing with his lord’s sense of justice but also horrified. He judged his mission fair, distasteful in principle, but necessary.


  They walked by the butchers’ quarter, leaping over the bloody gutters and skipping around the stinking puddles of piled gore. The place reeked like a three-day-old battlefield. Flies buzzed everywhere. The freshly skinned carcasses of lambs, goats, cows and pigs dangled from hooks, a gruesome sight. Hato looked behind him, where tightly flanked by Clio and Cirillo, Aponte Rummins’s face was as white as the fat gristle gleaming among the carcasses’ pink flesh.


  The man’s terror was gratifying. Aponte probably thought he was meant to hang on one of those hooks. It wasn’t a bad idea, but for better or worse, it wasn’t what Hato’s lord had in mind.


  “Here we are,” Khalia said. “That’s the man I spoke to you about.”


  A short, skinny fellow wearing a soft cap sunk all the way down to his eyebrows greeted Hato with a bow and motioned him into the small room that served as his office. “My lord.”


  “Hush,” Hato said, taking in the room’s squalor, the dirt floor, the stink of sweat, tears and misery wafting from the room next door. “As my message clearly stated, we’re not supposed to be here. Your type of business is not condoned where we hail from.”


  “I understand.” The man took a seat on a wobbly stool before an old desk. “Many feel as you do, and yet they also find my trade convenient. What do you have for me?”


  “A ruined trader, a lying cheater with an addiction to greed and a perverted streak.”


  Aponte Rummins groaned. “No, my lord, please! We can come to an agreement, I’m sure—”


  Cirillo silenced him with a look.


  “I don’t suppose I can get much for him.” The merchant studied Aponte. “He’s fat, all flab and lard, and not very strong. He’d take lots of coin to feed. As to his skills, they’re probably useless to my clients.”


  “I have to agree,” Hato said. “But surely you can find a suitable buyer for ripe goods such as him.”


  “How much do you want for him?”


  “Me? Nothing. You can sell him for as little or as much as you can get and keep the full price.”


  “Really?” The man perked up.


  “Our requirements are of a different sort.”


  “Oh?”


  “We don’t want the fellow placed in a domestic household or a business. And we don’t want him to remain in the kingdom or in any of the territories. We don’t want him sold to Riva’s salt mines either, if only because with Riva dead, the mines are bound to experience change and we don’t want him cheating justice.”


  “Where would you like him sold, then?”


  “We want your assurances that he can be sold in the lands beyond The Wilds, preferably to the infamous mines after which Riva modeled his salt mines. It is said that Riva’s mines are like the gods’ halls compared to the mines in the lands beyond the Wilds. That’s where we want him sold.”


  “An excellent idea,” the trader said, “one that will be profitable for me and satisfactory for you.”


  Aponte started to bray and complain like a mule in pain.


  “What a racket.” The trader selected a leather strip from the ones hanging on the wall and offered it to Cirillo. “Would you like a gag for the noisy fellow?”


  Hato nodded and Cirillo proceeded to silence Aponte. It was a relief not to have to hear the coward’s wails any longer. Hato returned his attention to the merchant. “Would you be able to guarantee the outcome?”


  “A trader’s word is his currency. I can be faithful to your wishes ….”


  “But?”


  The man shifted uncomfortably in his stool. “There’s the small matter of legalities, my lord.” He cleared his throat. “Teos is very strict and I run a reputable business. One wouldn’t want to commit an innocent man to slavery on account of a quarrel, deceit or revenge.”


  “Of course not,” Hato said. “What sort of shrew would stoop to such tricks?”


  “Am I correct to assume that you have judgment papers for the ruffian?”


  “I do.”


  “May I ask, my lord, on whose authority are the papers signed?”


  Khalia dropped the heavy sheaf on the desk. “See for yourself.”


  The man’s eyes widened when he unfolded the papers. “Teos’s seal! We don’t get these very often.”


  “Teos wants this done exactly as my companion specified,” Khalia said in her most acrid tone. “Consider this a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to serve Teos. Should you fail to follow our instructions, you’ll lose your trader’s permit and forfeit your livelihood. You could be called under the airs at any time, so be thorough. And remember, Teos is ever present. Teos is always watching.”


  The man’s pronounced Adam’s apple bounced several times up and down his throat. If he had ever had any doubts about the importance of this transaction, they had been completely dispelled. He pocketed the papers and got up.


  “It’s done, my lord.” He selected a collar and clasped it around Aponte’s fleshy neck. “Be at ease.” He hooked a chain to the collar and tugged on it, dragging a wailing Aponte into the other room. “Consider the matter closed.”


  The world seemed cleaner when Hato left the slave master’s quarters. The light seemed sharper. The scents were more poignant but less putrid. He had never sold a man into slavery before. He knew he would never do it again, but he also knew that justice didn’t wear a clear face and fairness needed help. He knew he had served his lord well.


  Hato reached out and held Khalia’s hand. She flashed him one of the blinding smiles capable of restoring rightness to his world.


  He would continue to serve the Lord of Laonia for as long as Bren wanted him and in whatever capacity his lord needed his skills. But he would also serve Khalia. To his dying breath, he would toil to redress her hardship, restore her affection and amend his neglect.


  He was no remedy mixer, and yet he was set on brewing a new life for Khalia and himself. Life still held joy, promise, surprise and adventure, even for the likes of him. And whatever little time remained on his life’s shrunken calendar, he was going to seize it.


  Chapter Ninety-eight


  BREN SIGNALED THE PILOT TO YIELD the way. With a sudden shudder, the barge veered off towards the small cove etched on the river’s west shore, straining against the powerful current, plowing an arch of frothy furrows on the water. The crew trimmed the sails, catching the wind for one last glide into the cove’s calm waters, before furling the sails. The horses stopped, and with them, the wheels ceased turning as well. The anchors were dropped, a short plunge into shallow depths.


  Bren stood by the gunwales, watching as Teos’s galleys sailed by in the second procession of the cycle, commonly known as the Scarlet Tide because of the crimson surge created by the mature yearlings trailing the ships. This time, the ships led the adult yearlings upriver and back to the Lake of Tears. He could have raced ahead of the galleys if he had wanted—the refitted barge could have easily outrun Teos’s galleys—but he chose to follow the law. He had a future dealing with Teos, a future he hadn’t envisioned before.


  He called on Severo, who stood the watch by the pilot, tracking the Scarlet Tide’s progress through his scope.


  Severo snapped his scope shut and came over. “My lord?”


  “I’ve been meaning to speak to you,” Bren said.


  “My lord, I’m so sorry I allowed harm to come to the mistress,” Severo said contritely. “I understand it if you see fit to dismiss me, but I’d rather you punish me instead—”


  “Punish you?” Bren said. “On the contrary, my friend. I want to thank you for bringing your mistress through the great perils you faced with such extraordinary courage. She would have never survived the dangers if not for you. I know I owe you her life and for that I will always be grateful.”


  “She’s a brave one, my mistress.” Severo flashed a crooked smile.


  “I’m also grateful for your loyalty to me. I know the last few years have been rough. Without you, the outcome would have been very different. I would be dead and the gods only know what would have happened to Laonia. Most importantly, I want to thank you for finding her for me. Do you know what I mean?”


  “Aye, my lord, I think I do.”


  “For your feats, your name will be inscribed on Laonia’s wall of heroes along with those of the Twenty. Beyond that, you will be remembered as the hero who found the only person in the world capable of defeating the curse giver and saving Laonia.”


  “My lord,” Severo said, “that’s too great of an honor for one who failed you too many times.”


  “From every failure we rose, and from every mistake we learned. That, Severo is the best compliment one man can give to another.”


  “Thank you, my lord.”


  “For your efforts, you will be rewarded with the titles, riches and estates that you deserve. You saw us through. You can choose any post you like.”


  “Any post?” Severo gawked. “I—I appreciate my lord’s generosity. My house will rejoice in your favors. But don’t you remember? You’ve already assigned me a life-long post, my lord, one that I swore to keep, for no one can separate me from my mistress’s service.”


  Bren laughed. “Do you realize that you are going to be the richest and most highly decorated bodyguard in the history of Laonia?”


  “The Twins be praised,” Severo said. “I can’t think of a better fortune, my lord.”


  “It shall be as you wish.” Bren slapped Severo’s brawny shoulders. “Go then, return to you post with my gratitude.”


  Bren watched his man saunter away and thanked his good fortune. Without Hato, without Severo and the Twenty, his story would have ended very differently.


  The river Nerpes, water of the fickle Goddess, sweat, seed and blood of the world. For all Bren knew, the river had always been his steadfast companion, offering escape when he needed it most, trapping his heart in the voyage’s intricate flow.


  Leaning on the gunwales, Bren stared at his reflection on the cove’s tranquil water. The man before him was a bit of a stranger. His hair had grown too long. His clean-shaven face seemed leaner and older. His black eyes had turned darker, as if the night that had cradled his nightmares had finally succeeded at sucking all the light from his being.


  Bren blinked to dispel his eyes’ sinister expression, but his reflection stared back at him without blinking. In fact, his whole face split into an evil smile, a flash of fangs that his mouth denied and his fumbling fingers didn’t find echoed on his tightly pressed lips.


  “Go away, Jalenia,” Bren said. “I don’t want you here.”


  “The curse giver must have made quite an impression on you.” His reflection’s sneer widened. “Enough to blind you to the realms’ worst dangers.”


  What happened next startled Bren. His reflection shot out of the water, somersaulting high above his head and landing behind him, trailing a tangled web of brilliant strings that snapped open in the air and settled around Bren in the shape of a luminous dome.


  The air turned suddenly cold. His breath came out in visible bursts. Time stopped, or maybe it accelerated, until the world outside of the dome had no cadence or rhythm, no sense of movement, no illusion of beginning or end.


  Several things happened at once.


  Bren called out for his men, but none came. The iridescent dome distorted his views and echoed with the contained sound of his voice. It was as if he had been trapped in a glass goblet. Just a few spans away, Severo and the pilot were frozen in what had been animated conversation. They could not hear Bren. Had they looked, all they would have been able to see was the reflection Bren spotted on the outside of the dome’s mirrored surface, his own image, quietly staring at the placid waters as he had been doing a moment before.


  Bren spun, sword in hand, tracking this newest and oddest of enemies, noting with alarm the details that made it different and distinct from the curse giver. Jalenia had teased him by assuming the shape of those he knew—his father, his brothers, his victims—but not once had the curse giver attempted to mimic him.


  Other differences became instantly obvious. The creature before him had broken its bond with the water. It could travel independently and thrive without it. The creature’s face looked exactly like Bren’s, but it was dressed differently, wearing one of Teos’s golden assassin’s badges and holding a strange tubular weapon, a black dagger, fitted with three elegantly curved prongs, a deadly claw.


  Bren’s blade clanged like a bell when it clashed with the strange weapon. The jolting blow jarred his wrists and rattled his bones. It was as if his sword had collided with solid granite. Sparks flew, igniting the creature’s body into a fiery radiance. The dagger’s massive hilt flashed and then Bren was facing a small, dark-eyed toddler no older than little Marcus, clinging to the odd dagger as if it was but a kid’s toy.


  Bren hesitated. The child. It looked just like him when he was young. No, it was him! The little boy should have posed no threat and yet menace issued from him with an intensity that had Bren bristling.


  “Who are you?” Bren said. “What do you want?”


  The little boy shrugged. His body was too small and reedy for the oversized tunic pooling about his feet. The odd weapon shook in his little hands. His pout quivered as if he was going to cry.


  “It’s all right,” Bren said, reaching out. “Don’t cry.”


  Bren never saw the little boy move, but before he knew it, he was struck by an incomprehensible blow, a powerful explosion that left him breathless, half blind, unarmed and splayed on his back. The little boy’s bony knee pressed down on his chest. The dark claw prickled playfully against Bren’s windpipe.


  In one swift movement, Bren reared, bucking from under the boy’s knee, rolling over the child while clutching the thin but strong wrist holding the dangerous dagger. It was strange. Bren’s body strained and not just with the effort of subduing the unnaturally strong child. He faltered, struck by the very blows he was delivering to the little usurper. The child seemed to become stronger as Bren spent his strength. His mind grappled with an impossible predicament. To prevail over the child he had to curb his attack, which in turn freed the powerful child to defeat him!


  The dagger flashed before Bren’s eyes. He lunged for his sword. The blade found an easy target, a throat quivering with rich laughter. Only it wasn’t a child’s smooth neck flirting with his blade, but rather a wrinkled mess of flailing folds and flapping tendons, an old man’s neck, attached to an old man’s face, where a thinning crown of stringy white hair framed Bren’s own features, which had yielded before his very eyes to the implacable force of old age’s gravity.


  “By the turds of the gods!”


  “Ah, yes, call on those treacherous brutes,” the old Bren said. “You, they left for me, and me—well—for me, they’ll never come.”


  The creature’s breath smelled like sweet wine macerate mixed with complex extracts, like a familiar tincture—like Bren’s breath, for the gods’ sake—puama bark, schisandra berries, bitter herb cordial and–just in case he had any doubts—like that rare and unique ingredient, the essence of white toad mushrooms.


  The old man smiled, a tarnished flash of dull and discolored teeth grown too long in the aging gums’ cradle. Surrender lurked in the old man’s frail body, which contrasted with the surge of rage powering Bren’s growing strength. He might have ripped apart the old man’s throat with his clawed fingers, but something stopped him. From within the folds of his opponent’s crinkled eyelids, Bren’s own dark eyes challenged him to murder.


  Bren wanted to kill the creature. His every instinct drove him to end the threat once and for all. The creature seemed to agree with his instincts, offering little resistance. Why?


  Bren kept the sword in place against the old man’s throat and stumbled to his feet. “You want me to kill you. Don’t you? Why is that, I wonder?”


  The man sat up, cackling aloud, swiping Bren’s sword out of the way with a casual bat of his knotted hand. “I’d heard you were clever, but you’re also quick.”


  “Let me guess,” Bren said. “If I kill you, I’d be killing myself. True?”


  “A worthy adversary,” the old man said. “I hope you’re not just a passing fad.”


  “Who by the gods’ pissing demons are you?”


  “You know me,” the old man said. “I’m your fate.”


  The hilt of Bren’s sword turned cold between his fingers. “Are you—?”


  “The soul chaser, at your service.” The old man wrapped his gnarled fingers around Bren’s sharp blade and, displaying an absurd amount of strength, snatched the sword from Bren. With a single thrust, he stabbed half the blade’s length into the barge’s sturdy deck.


  Bren’s eyes darted from his shuddering sword to the old man, who was now engaged in an incongruous struggle to lift his old bones from the floor.


  “This won’t do.” The dagger in old Bren’s hand flashed. He leapt to his feet, a younger man, a fitting match to Bren in everything but dress and weapon.


  Bren swallowed a gulp of freezing air and no spit. “Why have you come?”


  “You were on my schedule.”


  “I’m not your prey anymore,” Bren said. “I’m alive. I’m aware. I’m no longer at death’s door or under the curse’s evil spell. The curse giver has been defeated. My execution has been called off.”


  “That’s not exactly all true,” the soul chaser said. “Your death has been postponed. The curse hasn’t been defeated, but rather it has been defused, or perhaps I should say diffused? Yes, that’s the better term, diluted in intensity, if you will, by your newfound ability to share your poison, which will only become possible if your woman has the capability to withstand your venom.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “It’s all a matter of proportions,” the soul chaser said. “Or else ….”


  “Or else what?”


  “Oh, I don’t know.” The man scratched his back with his dagger’s curved prongs. “She’s very clever, your remedy mixer. One never knows what she’s brewing in those pots of hers.”


  “Are you saying she has somehow doctored my existence?”


  “Perhaps she doctored her own existence. How should I know? She’s talented, you know; those odd souls, they’re particularly succulent, fresh to the taste, luscious to boot, not to mention diligent between the sheets—”


  “Stay away from her!”


  “No problem. I like my women a bit more … compliant, shall we say?”


  “I won’t ask again,” Bren said. “Why are you here?”


  “Your soul still calls me. Your blood will always tempt me.”


  The hair on the back of Bren’s neck stood on end. “Let’s have a fair fight and be done with it.”


  “A fair fight?” The soul chaser pointed to Bren’s marooned sword. “And how do you think you could ever defeat me?”


  “Let’s find out.”


  “Hmm.” The soul chaser smiled, a young vital, engaging smile, neither a young child’s truant grin nor an old man’s feeble jeer. “Perhaps I’ll take you up on the challenge some other time. But not now. I haven’t the time. The kingdom’s a bloody place today. Riva’s gone. Revolt, they tell me. A massacre is about to take place, right over those hills. I’ll be busy.”


  Bren wasn’t about to let his guard down. “Then why take a detour?”


  “I like detours.”


  “The curse’s failure might have stilled your hand,” Bren said, “but you still wanted to give it a try. You might not be currently able to take my life, but—”


  “You can’t blame me for trying,” the soul chaser said. “Who am I to refuse your soul if you’re willing to give it to me?”


  “I think you knew I’d fight to keep my soul,” Bren said. “And yet you still came.”


  “Call it curiosity,” the soul chaser said. “Some say it’s my bane.”


  “You seem smarter than your bane.”


  “So do you.” The soul chaser smiled. “I’ll tell you why I came, but only ‘cause I’ve grown to sort of like you, B.”


  “B.?”


  “I came here to meet the only mortal I’ve ever known who managed to outwit the curse giver. Surviving that shrew. Ha! I wish I could’ve been there when you beat Jalenia at her game. What a feat. What a hoot. If you managed that, my friend, you may yet make it into The Tale.”


  “I don’t want to be in any tale but my own.”


  “We don’t choose what tales others make out of our lives.”


  “Lives?” Bren said. “So are you mortal or divine?”


  “Wouldn’t you like to know?” He laughed. “I can see that lingering here will only work to my disadvantage. Finish your hunt, my friend. Go bed your wench. See if I care.” The dagger in the soul chaser’s grip flashed. “But don’t worry, B. I’ll be around. You and I. We’re on the schedule.”


  And with that, the soul chaser disappeared and the dome vanished.


  Bren stood frozen in place, assessing the world with heightened senses. The afternoon sun warmed his chilled muscles. The sounds of the day revived in his ears, the men’s banter, the wind teasing the furled sails, the horses whinnying, the water whispering an occasional secret to the hull. Only when he was sure that the soul chaser was truly gone did Bren approach his sword. It reluctantly sprang back intact from the wounded deck. On the hilt, the black stone of the house of Uras comforted Bren’s icy fingers.


  He counted the unintended benefits of the creature’s visit. He might not know the creature’s true nature, but he now knew some of its capabilities and weaknesses. Fiercer battles had been won with less.


  Bren knew he was safe for the moment, for as long as he could stand his life’s gifts along with his guilt’s heavy burdens. There could be no sure defeat when two beings were alike. There could be no sudden loss when two creatures shared in the same pot of strength. The air he breathed was sweet to his lungs. The sun was warm to his soul. The future beckoned.


  He clasped the gunwales and closed his eyes. The current pulsed beneath his feet, beating strongly like the blood in his veins. He felt the river flowing through him, the communal conscience gushing through his senses, all that life, thriving within, all that promise waiting to burst.


  The river Nerpes, lifeline of the land, jugular of the world, trail of mankind’s purest dreams. Perhaps he could race the current and win. Perhaps he could still build the fastest ships on the Nerpes, nurture Laonia into peaceful prosperity and flood Lusielle’s life with his affection’s ferocious tides. True, no life was assured for more than the present instant, and yet the future was always ahead, a risk to be run, a dream to be chased.


  From here on, he got to make his own fate.


  He remembered his father with affection for the first time in a long time. Edmund had made a foolish, prideful mistake and he had paid for it with his life. His father’s violent end, combined with his own ordeal, had taught Bren a humbling lesson: All men were flawed, and yet—despite their failures—all men could still be loved.


  With a twinge of longing, he thought about his brothers. He wondered what they would have thought of a day like today. He said a prayer for their souls, that they should find peace in their deaths; that they should bring solace and comfort to the quest’s unintended casualties; and that on the starriest of nights, the sons of Uras be allowed to bring havoc to the gods’ tame halls.


  Perhaps he ought to thank a certain Goddess as well, but only reluctantly. It was Suriek who had pushed him into the abyss, who had coerced him into wickedness, suffering, agony, murder, madness and despair. But it was also the Goddess who, in her darkest form, had embraced him. And it was she who had fashioned the odd wonder he loved and the dark world where creatures like him—not to mention the curse giver and the soul chaser—could survive with an entitled sense of rightness.


  He didn’t know how he should feel—victorious, subdued, euphoric, grateful, hopeful, humble, apprehensive, or supremely fortunate. All of it, he decided, unable to sift though his emotions.


  He took a deep breath. He still had a final challenge to face. He had earned this chance. It would take a while for a cursed man to feel assured, and yet he knew without a doubt that he was the most blessed cursed man who had ever walked the land of the Thousand Gods.


  Chapter Ninety-nine


  THE BARGE WAS FIGHTING THE STUBBORN current, making its way slowly upriver despite the Nerpes’s swollen waters. Clean, dried and warm, Lusielle washed down the last bite on her plate with a brew of fragrant flowers and nilla beans. It was a talented brew, capable of soothing and enticing at the same time, and it calmed her belly’s jitters with a burst of Strength.


  “I can’t understand why you won’t consent to marrying me.” Bren paced the tiny cabin. “We could’ve sailed to the Sea Port Cities and be done with it.”


  “My lord may remember you have a marriage contract with the Lady of Tolone,” Lusielle said, “a contract that has only increased in importance given the changes in rule about to take place in the kingdom and the territories.”


  “Since when do you care about highborn politics?”


  “Since I started caring about you and your future.”


  “A future,” Bren mumbled.


  “Get used to the notion.”


  “You can’t really believe I’m going to marry Eleanor over you.”


  “Why not?” Lusielle reclined on the berth, enjoying the luxurious feel of the silk linens and the feather pillows dressing the new mattress, courtesy of the Lady of Tolone’s generosity. “Eleanor is a highborn lady with a reputation for fairness. She’ll represent you and Laonia well.”


  He was still not over his shock. “I’d never agree to share you with anyone else, and yet you want to share me with Eleanor?”


  “Me? Share you? I don’t think so.” She wasn’t that fair. “She’d get the name and the title, I’d get the rest. She has Tatyene. I claim you.”


  “But I want to marry you!”


  “May I remind you, my lord, that I’m terribly unsuited for marriage, rebellious by disposition and plain dismal at the practice of it?”


  “You could give it another chance.”


  “I’m also baseborn.”


  “You’re part highborn—”


  “Oh, please, I’d be a disaster at anything highborn,” she said. “I’d show up late for the banquets, wearing stained aprons instead of gowns, reeking of this or that.”


  “In any case, I intend to repeal the rule of marriage as soon as it’s legally practicable.”


  “I do believe the law needs changing, but not because of me.”


  “If we don’t challenge the law, who will?”


  “The young who will be raised with open minds and who might one day look at the world without seeing the differences between high and baseborn. Maybe even your Konian godchildren?”


  “Do you have an answer for every question and every detail planned?”


  “Well,” Lusielle said, “it seems logical that you should adopt those beautiful children, since you can marry your betrothed, but you won’t be able to have children with her.”


  “Not that I want to sleep with Eleanor, you know that,” Bren said, “but since she doesn’t bear the Goddess’s mark, she would die for sure if she lay with me, like those other women died.”


  It wasn’t a question. It was more like an admission. Lusielle knew that nothing she could say would ever erase the pain and guilt that Bren felt, so she reached out for his hand and squeezed it softly.


  “I told you it was worse than you thought,” he said quietly. “Do you think some sins can be forgiven?”


  “Healing can take place, even in the mortally wounded.”


  “What if—?”


  “You won’t kill me.”


  “I would never forgive myself if I harmed you.”


  “So you’ll marry me, but you won’t bed me. Is that what you’re saying?”


  “How can you be so sure?”


  “Part of me has always known,” Lusielle said. “Fate, remember? I saw it written on my flesh. The other part of me believes the curse giver.”


  “How can you believe anything that evil creature says?”


  “The provisions of a friendship curse now make her my friend.”


  “Those provisions don’t prevent her from lying to you.”


  “The more you know someone, the better you get at telling their truth from their lies.”


  “Only you would want to get to know the curse giver,” Bren said, grimacing at the notion.


  “It was a fair trade,” Lusielle said. “Your life for her friendship. It’ll be interesting.”


  “I don’t trust her,” Bren said, “never will.”


  “Then trust me.”


  “What if it’s all a trap?”


  “The highest will plummet; that’s you, highborn. The lowliest will rise. That’d be me. A venomous battle decides. That’s a direct reference to this trial of yours. The curse damned the line of Uras by poisoning the seed of your father’s male descendants. That’s why your ‘trial’ was so difficult to survive.”


  “And yet you think you can survive it.”


  “For every ailment there’s a mix, for every poison there’s a cure.”


  “Do you think you’re my cure?”


  “I’m sure of it.”


  “The damned can’t be free, but the free can be damned,” Bren said. “You’d be turning poisonous along with me.”


  “Likely, but manageable.”


  “It’s a matter of proportions, isn’t it?” he said. “A drop of poison in a cup of wine kills the one who drinks it. That same poisonous drop, diluted in a jug of wine, might barely grant the drinker a belly ache and the runs.”


  Lusielle’s brow went up. “Since when have you become so interested in mixing and proportions?”


  “The poison would still be there,” he said. “You’d be sharing it with me. Or else—”


  “Or else what?”


  “You’d have to take something. Or you’d want me to take something.”


  “Like a brew or a potion?”


  “Yes, that’s it, a neutralizing potion of some sort—”


  “And that would bother you?”


  “If it somehow harmed you—”


  “I mix remedies to heal, not to harm.”


  “I’m not sure you understand.” Bren took a deep breath. “You wanted children and whether the curse would allow it or not, we couldn’t risk sharing my fate with an innocent or peopling the world with a murderous line.”


  “I know,” Lusielle said, parting with her old dreams while aiming for new ones. “Our children don’t have to be born from my body. Maybe I could help care for Irina, Caryna and Marcus.”


  “You’d have to move to Laonia.”


  “I was planning on a move before.”


  “Laonians aren’t always kind to strangers.”


  “But even strangers need remedies.”


  “Think about this,” Bren said. “You might regret this arrangement.”


  “I object to the impracticalities of marriage, but I like the idea of you and me and no one else. Besides, you’d really ruin my life if you died because you’re so stubborn.”


  “You can’t ask me to throw all caution away.”


  “You won’t kill me,” she said. “And may I remind you that right now you thrive only because of the potion, and that if you get sick again the soul chaser can still come after you?”


  Bren smirked. “Ah, yes, the soul chaser.”


  “What?” Lusielle smelled mischief. “Have you seen him?”


  “He has no reason to come after me at the moment.”


  She always knew when he lied.


  “I wonder if we’re really so different from them,” Bren said.


  “From who?”


  “The curse giver. The soul chaser.”


  “What do you think?”


  “They are selfish, wicked creatures.”


  “I’m feeling quite selfish and wicked at the moment.”


  “Me too,” Bren said. “Are you sure this is the only way to survive the curse?”


  “I’m sure,” she said.


  “You’d never be able to be with anyone else.”


  “I don’t want to be with anyone else.”


  “But are you sure?


  “I want to be your lover.”


  The look in his eyes was all fire and flames. The heat of his body enfolded her in a furious embrace. He went for her mouth like a man whose life depended on her lips. Nestled in the hearth of his arms, Lusielle knew she had come full circle. She had always been meant for the fire.


  “Some waits are worth the anguish,” he whispered against her mouth. “You’d have to stick with me forever.”


  “Forever’s fine,” she said. “I’m hoping that with good practice I might develop some talents that will suit you, talents I hope you’ll find indispensable in short order, if you can get over your apprehensions.”


  “You think I’m scared?”


  “I’m a little scared also.”


  “I’m well trained if not recently practiced,” he said. “You, on the other hand, have good reasons to be terrified.”


  “The past is done and I’m used to handling all kinds of ingredients,” she said. “Disappointing you, now that’s terrifying.”


  The smile on his face was joy’s honest breakthrough. “You’ll never disappoint me.”


  “And you’re not going to hurt me, so quit worrying about it.”


  “That’s pure cockiness speaking, considering your broken arm, your bruised ribs and your collection of assorted injuries.”


  “Now you’re talking practicalities,” she said. “You’re not exactly in fighting form either.”


  He laughed. “You’ve always fancied the wounded and the ailing.”


  “That’s ‘cause I believe in healing, for all in nature seeks balance—”


  “And all in balance fares well,” Bren said. “How are we going to do this?”


  She kissed him and her heart was a kettle brimming with all kinds of rare ingredients. “Very carefully.”


  Epilogue


  THE CURSE GIVER STOLE INTO THE shop through her usual clever way. Favoring the serpent’s sleek shape, she peeked out from the water basin, scouting the place in stealth. Spying continued to be one of her preferred thrills. She knew the names of all the crew now.


  The Laonian highborn Severo leaned against the door’s threshold like the common bodyguard he had become, talking to some pretty wench who was promising a kiss or two for later. Little Marcus, the red-haired toddler, sat on the porch rolling his reef ball back and forth to that ugly creature Carfu, who encouraged him with some ridiculous cooing. Elfu, the other monkey man, was supervising Irina’s sums in the corner. To this day, Neverus gave Jalenia the shivers.


  Vestor came out of his healing chamber, leading a recovered patient out the door. He flashed Lusielle that adoring smile that only a man smitten by a woman’s competency can offer. Poor healer. He’d had to come to terms with being first, but only as a partner in trades. They worked well together. If only all those fine outstanding Laonians who frequented the shop knew about the oddities among them.


  “Welcome,” Lusielle said from her post at the counter, manning her pestle next to little Caryna, who mimicked a similar preparation in her smaller pestle. “How are you today?”


  Jalenia let out a frustrated groan. The mixer’s senses, combined with that pesky amulet of hers, consistently thwarted the curse giver’s attempts at lurking undisturbed. Jalenia had tried to steal the stupid amulet several times now, but Lusielle had made a point of keeping it on her person at all times.


  The curse giver missed those simple days when sneaking around had been easy and she hadn’t had to bother with pleasantries. Not that she bothered with those now. Some things might have changed, but not her nature.


  “Jalenia!” Little Caryna rushed over and poked her watery cheek with a forceful kiss. “Can you please do that fountain thing again? Pleeeeeease?”


  How embarrassing, and yet the curse giver couldn’t really resist little Caryna’s appeals. Swelling her cheeks, she blew a graceful arch of water across the room, aiming at the empty cup next to Irina. The girls shrieked in delight, prickling the curse giver’s sensitive ears with the irritating sound. The Neverus glowered. A startled Vestor got wet when he unwittingly walked into the water spurt.


  “Stop that!” He wiped his face. “People around here are going to think we’re all strange.”


  “As if they don’t suspect it.” Lusielle laughed. “I warned you this shop would be unlike any other place you’d ever worked at.”


  The clatter of hooves announced the cavalcade’s arrival. The children ran out to greet the newcomers. The neighbors had gotten used to the ruckus. Or maybe the Lord of Laonia was bribing them to look the other way. That was probably it.


  “He’s back so soon?” the curse giver said. “Won’t he stay away for day or two at least?”


  “He lives upstairs, silly, but you know that. He works at the seed house, but he dwells with me.”


  Jalenia groaned. “I don’t know how you can stand having him around this much.”


  “Someday,” Lusielle said, “you too may find someone you want to be with all the time.”


  “I’d kill him,” the curse giver said, “and I don’t mean it as a figure of speech.”


  Lusielle shook her head and, dropping the pestle, wiped her hands on her apron. By then the lout had made it into the shop, all dressed in Laonia’s garish blue, all handsome, she supposed—if a creature cared about those things—all lord and ruler, except for the toddler giggling in his arms.


  He greeted Lusielle with a kiss. Yuck. All that kissing. It was bound to hurt the lips. But these two liked it, and occasionally— mostly because she knew it was naughty and very wrong—the curse giver enjoyed spying on the mischief that took place in their bed.


  “Good day?” Lusielle asked.


  “Excellent progress,” the Lord of Laonia said. “She’s here again?”


  “She’s always welcome.” Lusielle hushed his objections with another kiss.


  “Behave.” The lout waved a finger at the curse giver’s liquid face. “And stay out of our bedchamber or I’ll have to throw you out like I did last night. What a waste of clean water that was.”


  The curse giver glared, but she liked the suspicion she spotted in the lord’s eyes, the steady undercurrent of pure loathing that passed between them. Those were emotions worth living with and for. Those were the moments that still thrilled her existence. He might have accepted her presence in Lusielle’s household, but he had not forgotten that she had killed his father and brothers, and he would never forgive.


  He knew she was dangerous, would always be so, would never be anything other than what she was. He was a creature after her own heart, a dangerous foe, still cursed, an oddity if only because he was her curse’s sole survivor. She had never met a survivor of her work before, but she liked the scent of his scarred soul. Friends were hardly interesting when you thrived among enemies.


  Sometimes, she regretted the curse hadn’t killed the lord outright. If it had, she might have secured better access and more time with Lusielle. But if he had died, the remedy mixer might have refused to live on, and that would not do.


  The remainder of the lord’s cavalcade began to trickle in. Clio, Petrus, Cirillo, Severo and most of the Twenty trampled through the store escorting the lord’s crafty sister—that cunning witch, Hillisel—sweeping Vestor along in their revelries.


  As the rowdy group made their way to the expansive courtyard that stood among the fragrant gardens, they greeted the curse giver politely and without a second look. It took time to adjust to that kind of reaction, especially when one was used to the terror, screaming and sobbing that usually accompanied her sightings.


  Irina came next, holding hands with the Lady of Tolone and her bodyguard, Tatyene, chatting incessantly in that annoying way of hers. Irina’s elaborate dress resembled the Lady of Tolone’s elegant gown, but when the child smiled, she sported a pair of sharpened canines filed just like Tatyene’s. The kid might yet have hope.


  The old shrewd Hato came in last, escorting the ladies Khalia and Ernilda. The latter had become the new ruler of Barahone and had just arrived to spend a few days with her childhood friend. The two women had an odd connection. The curse giver suspected a cradle hex.


  Ernilda bolted for the courtyard, avoiding the curse giver as if she was stricken by the plague. Jalenia was hardly offended. On the contrary, it was fitting that people should fear her. But Khalia had none of Ernilda’s compunctions. She made a straight line for the curse giver, scouring her with that eerie gray stare.


  “Have you considered accepting my invitation?” Khalia said. “Will you visit with us for a few days? There’s so much more I’d like to know about you. There’s so much we could talk about.”


  The curse giver drew back a little. Khalia was no longer a servant of Teos and her inhaler days were over, but Jalenia was still wary of her craft, suspect of her old associations and frankly a bit unsettled by the old witch. People like Khalia were always, well, odd. Once a freak, always a freak. One had to be careful with the experienced ones. One had to be cautious.


  “I may come,” the curse giver said. “I may not come. What says he of your invitation?”


  “Hato doesn’t mind. He can be cranky at times, but he holds no grudges. Isn’t it true?”


  “If you say so, dear,” Hato said in passing.


  There was nothing but reproach in that long and lined face, nothing but dislike, resentment and antipathy. Oh, how she thrived on hatred like his. Hato and his lord gave an old gal hope that evil would always remain popular and good was only a different approach to evil. As long as there was wickedness in the world, the curse giver would thrive and her place in this realm would be assured.


  Everything else mattered little, everything else except for Lusielle. She was a novelty in her life, someone unknown and unexpected, someone whose behavior had to be watched and learned. It was going to be a fine dance. Nothing like a mortal trying to rise above her condition to entertain a fiend. Or to make one think.


  Lusielle stripped off her apron and smoothed out her skirt. “Dinner?”


  “Why do you always ask?”


  “Perhaps one day you’ll stay.”


  “Not today.” The curse giver withdrew to the basin, but she didn’t leave right away. Concealed below the rim, she watched Lusielle lock the front door and flip the little sign in the window to the “closed” position. Her Neverus waited patiently by the back door. Lusielle checked to make sure everything was in its place, replacing her annotation book on the stand and opening it to the curse giver’s favorite page.


  “See you tomorrow?” she said.


  “Maybe,” the curse giver said.


  “Good night, then.”


  The curse giver snaked out of the basin one last time and slithered to the window, to watch the remedy mixer join her friends at the table set on the terrace overlooking the endless Laonian steppes. They were an odd collection, a fellowship unlike any she had ever witnessed before, proof that the curses she had cast had surprising if unintended consequences.


  Lusielle didn’t know it yet, but Jalenia strived to stay up with the latest gossip. It was yet another advantage brought about by her watery travels. Word was that the cursed lord was searching the Sea Port Cities for Tristan, the mixer’s brother, and planned to surprise her by inviting him to come to Laonia when he found him.


  The lord was a fool. Why would he trouble himself with such trivialities when he had Lusielle firmly in his clutches? He was such a strange man, strong in so many ways, weak when it came to the mixer.


  Watching Lusielle take her place next to the Lord of Laonia reminded the curse giver of the things she had learned and the knowledge that still eluded her. Sharing deadly poisons could mean life, and even the fatally cursed could thrive in this dangerous world.


  On the other hand, lies and truths mingled together like flavors on an eager tongue. Could a simple woman’s will change the outcome of a deadly trial? Was a curse giver’s sudden whim the only way to breach an impregnable curse?


  The curse giver slithered over to the stand. She liked to gaze at the book. It was her secret pleasure. Jalenia. Her name looked good in ink. I curse thee with a perpetual spell of friendship. L.


  What a simple line for such momentous casting; what a strange, bold, blatant and desperate solution; what an understated way of roping oneself onto another being and jumping into the great abyss in forcible tandem.


  Maybe she should have accepted Lusielle’s invitation for dinner.


  Not in this realm.


  She drew back to the basin and traveled the water in order to return to her lair, where she was safe from kindness, cordiality and compassion. Brrrr. Those emotions were capable of chilling even the most passionate of hearts. One could only be exposed to that kind of peril a little at a time.


  Arriving home, she reclaimed her human appearance. She had one last bit of work to complete. It had taken her some time, but she was close to finishing the new protective spell to replace the one that Edmund had stolen from her. She grabbed her lute and sat at her desk, finding comfort in the way her body fit so familiarly in her chair. Peace. Silence. The advantages of a fitting lair.


  She wondered about what Lusielle had said. Would she ever be able to share her life with someone else? Who in his right mind would want to risk that? He would have to be a rare creature, someone evil like her, a traveler of the realms maybe. Not a lot of options.


  The only one who came to mind was the soul chaser. He wasn’t as striking as the Lord of Laonia, but he was wicked enough. He was even more elusive than she was, quick, surly and mysterious. He would be hard to find and dangerous to capture. Still, he got a lot of his business from her, and they had all of those cursed souls in common ….


  She strummed the lute’s strings, playing the new melody she had composed, while at the same time writing down the words that fit her music, the last verse of her new curse giver’s song:


  
    I sing the songs that make your world fail


    I say the words that end all joy.


    In pain I thrive, without regret


    Without time’s eternal constraints


    For I am the curse giver and you … you will always be my prey.

  


  The End
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  Glossary


  People, Gods, Places and Things


  People


  Aponte Rummins: Lusielle’s former husband is a greedy trader who repudiated and betrayed her.


  Arnulf: Highborn ruler of the free territory of Konia, grandfather to Irina, Caryna and Konia’s heir, little Marcus.


  Bausto: Highborn ruler of the free territory of Barahone, married to the Lady Ernilda.


  Bren, Brennus: The highborn Lord of Laonia is the fourth and youngest son of Edmund of Laonia and the last surviving heir of the house of Uras. He is afflicted by a mysterious curse that has ruined his house and killed his father and brothers.


  Carfu: Lusielle’s odd friend hails from the Wilds and, together with his twin brother Elfu, was Lusielle’s mother’s faithful servant before she died.


  Caryna: Bren’s goddaughter, grandchild of Arnulf lord of Konia, second daughter of Marcus, Bren’s deceased best friend.


  Cirillo: Highborn warrior pledged to serve Bren as part of the Twenty.


  Clio: The youngest of Bren’s Twenty, Clio is the latest recruit.


  Edmund: Bren’s father, Lord of Laonia for over thirty years, scion of the House of Uras, killed by a mysterious curse. He had four sons, Ethan, Robert, Harald and Brennus.


  Eleanor: Highborn lady, ruler of the free territory of Tolone, shrewd player of politics. She has a high stake in Bren’s and Laonia’s plight.


  Elfu: Lusielle’s odd friend hails from the Wilds and together with his twin brother Carfu, was Lusielle’s mother’s faithful servant before she died.


  Eligious: The Pious of the Thirteenth Temple of the Lesser Gods is a high priest of Teos who rules one of the most important temples in the kingdom.


  Ernilda: Highborn lady, married to Bausto lord of Barahone, old friend of Khalia who is a Chosen of Teos.


  Ethan: Bren’s oldest brother, Edmund’s firstborn, died one year after his father.


  Godivina: The woman who haunts Bren’s nightmares died a terrible death.


  Harald: Bren’s handsome brother was Edmund’s third son who died six years after his father.


  Hato: Laonia’s highborn warden and Chamber Lord since the time of Edmund’s rule is now Bren’s steadfast counselor and plays a mysterious part in the curse’s evil.


  Hillisel: Laonian spy stalking the Thirteenth Temple, she works for Hato trying to defeat the curse and has more than one identity.


  Irina: Bren’s goddaughter is the grandchild of Arnulf lord of Konia, first daughter of Marcus, Bren’s deceased best friend.


  Khalia: A Chosen of Teos, she hails from Laonia but became a powerful air inhaler, deserted Laonia, and joined Teos.


  Louis Lambage: The Laonian spy stalking Barahone’s decaying archives works for Hato.


  Lusielle: A baseborn remedy mixer married to a greedy trader, she is suddenly accused and condemned to die for a crime she didn’t commit.


  Marcus: Little Marcus is Bren’s godson, the grandchild and heir of Arnulf lord of Konia, only son of Marcus, Bren’s deceased best friend.


  Nelia: The mysterious old woman attacks Bren for reasons Lusielle can’t understand.


  Orell: King Riva’s champion hails from Laonia and has a long history of rivalry with Bren.


  Petrus: Old Petrus is the oldest of Bren’s faithful Twenty.


  Riva: King Riva hails from the lesser highborn house of Estes, but has managed to conquer or annex many of the Free Territories and rules a large kingdom west of the Nerpes.


  Robert: Bren’s brother was Edmund’s second son and died three years after his father.


  Severo: The best scout of Bren’s Twenty, Severo is a highborn warrior.


  Sheshana: The mysterious writer of an ancient manuscript who never completed her work.


  Tatyene: The Lady of Tolone’s bodyguard watches and protects Eleanor.


  Tristan: Lusielle’s younger brother escaped to the Sea Port Cities years ago.


  Vestor, Vestorio: The bastard of a highborn lady is a healer at the thirteenth temple and is often called the Half-holy.


  Gods


  The Triad: The three main gods, Suriek, Onisious and Ronerus.


  Suriek: The fierce goddess is the mother of all, who traveled three layers through the underworld and ascended to this world through the ice mountain. Her tears of joy formed Laonia’s vast lake, originated the mighty river Nerpes, and spawned all of the gifting creatures. Once she finished perfecting the world, she called on her beloveds, Onisious and Ronerus, who raced to her voice and became her husband and lover respectively.


  Onisious: The noble god was strong and powerful. He reached Suriek first when the goddess called and became her husband. His sweat fueled the Nerpes’s currents and salted the soil. Onisious and Suriek had two children, The Twins, who spawned twenty-eight children, the founders of the twenty-eight original highborn lines.


  Ronerus: The exuberant god was amusing and joyful. He reached Suriek second when the goddess called and thus became her lover. His fertile seed quickened the waters, fertilized the crops and produced nine hundred and ninety eight children who in turn spawned the baseborn.


  Some of The Thousand Gods Include:


  Greada: God of healing.


  Izar: Goddess of nature and remedies.


  Jalenia: One of Suriek’s favorite daughters, she was gifted at music and sewing. She sewed a cloth capable of dressing both her high and lowborn siblings, but her brothers and sisters rejected it and threw her out of the divine realm.


  Liliaveth: Goddess of suffering.


  Odalis: Goddess of the womb, life sparker.


  Puernicious: God of the odds.


  The Twins: Suriek’s children with her husband Onisious, spawned twenty-eight children who founded the highborn lines.


  Places


  Anean: A town on the east bank of the Nerpes located in southern Konia.


  Asuari: A trading town on the kingdom’s west bank of the Nerpes specializing in slave trading, where the king purchases slaves for his whorehouses.


  Barahone: A free territory located on the Nerpes’s east bank, bordering on the north with Konia.


  Belitania: A town on the kingdom’s west bank of the Nerpes, close to the Dismal Bog.


  Bovair: A town on the kingdom’s west bank of the Nerpes, close to the Dismal Bog where Aponte Rummins, Lusielle’s former husband, keeps a warehouse.


  The Crooked Mountains: The tall and craggy peaks that stand on Laonia’s east border.


  The Dismal Bog: A dangerous swamp located on the kingdom’s northwest bank of the Nerpes.


  The Free Territories: Independent provinces traditionally ruled by highborn lords, only the east bank territories have escaped Riva’s advances, including Laonia, Tolone, Konia and Barahone.


  The High Steppes: High grassy plains that dominate the Laonian territory on the Nerpes’s east bank.


  Konia: The free territory is located on the Nerpes’s east bank between Tolone and Barahone.


  The Lake Basin: The southern shores of the Lake of Tears are located on the Nerpes’s northeast bank.


  The Lake of Tears: The legendary source of the Nerpes is an expansive lake north of Laonia.


  Laonia: The northernmost free territory straddles the Nerpes south of the Lake of Tears, sharing a southern border with Tolone and the kingdom.


  The Narrows: The Nerpes’s narrowest point provides the river’s easiest crossing in the north between Laonia and the kingdom.


  The Nerpes: The mighty river originates in the Lake of Tears and ends at the Southern Sea, receiving the waters of many rivers along the way, including the Black River and the Little River.


  The Thirteenth Temple of the Lesser Gods: Located on the west side of the Dismal Bog, it’s one of the kingdom’s most important temples.


  The Quercus Forests: Located on the west bank of the lake of Tears, these forests provide valuable wood to Laonia.


  The Reed Beds: Located in Barahone on the Nerpes’s east bank, these reed beds are actively harvested.


  The Sea Port Cities: The consortium of free cities at the mouth of the Nerpes provides some of the best ports in the land.


  Teos: The sacred island is located at the confluence of the Nerpes, the Little Nerpes and the Black River, north of the Sea Port Cities and south of the kingdom and most of the territories.


  Tolone: The free territory is located on the Nerpes’s east bank between Laonia and Konia.


  The Wilds: Distant and mysterious land far to the west of the kingdom.


  Things


  Ascended: Priests and priestesses of Teos who serve in temples and on the sacred island.


  Baseborn: A person born of Ronerus’s line.


  Chosen: Highest authority of Teos.


  Curse Giver: A mysterious creature of unknown nature who exists by virtue of cursing others.


  Crimson Tide: The seasonal migration of millions of yearlings from the sea to the Lake of Tears.


  Fallen God: A god who has been banished from the divine realm.


  Highborn: A person born of Onisious line.


  House of Uras: Ruling house of Laonia.


  Inhaler of Airs: A chosen of Teos skilled in using dangerous scents for the purpose of divination and for determining the truth.


  Odd Arts: The outlawed practices associated with the mysterious Odd God.


  Pious: A representative of Teos who rules a temple.


  Seed House: The manor, castle or place of residence of each of the Free Territories’ highborn rulers.


  Strength: A special fusion of knowledge, reason and awareness, a gift from the Odd God that adds confidence and effectiveness to the practitioner of the odd arts.


  Soul Chaser: A creature who hunts the souls of the cursed.


  The Tale: The original narration of the beginning of the world and the strife of the gods.


  The Twenty: The group of warriors who accompany Brennus, Lord of Laonia in his quest.


  White Tide: The seasonal migration of millions of yearlings from the Lake of Tears to the sea.


  Witching Fire: The fire that releases the divination properties of an inhaler’s airs or scents.


  Yearling: A tiny, voracious, river-dwelling creature whose seasonal migration ensures the land’s fertility.
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