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Part One




Chapter

1

IN HINDSIGHT WRAYAN Lightfinger knew the moment Sanctuary returned to normal time.

He felt it, even though he was a thousand miles away and sound asleep when it happened. He was jerked out of a deep slumber, although he didn’t know why, and it left him feeling uneasy for the rest of the day.

For a time, he didn’t recognize the feeling for what it was, sensing only that the universe had profoundly changed and there was something gently tugging on his soul, calling to him. Calling him home.

It took him days to figure out what it was. He hadn’t felt the pull of Sanctuary for so long he’d forgotten what it was like.

Wrayan was certain he wasn’t the only one who could feel it. He was only part Harshini, after all. For him, the call was weaker than it would be for the full-blooded Harshini who walked the halls of the Citadel and the Sorcerers’ Collective.

They must be able to feel it, too, and much stronger than him.

The Harshini Wrayan had spoken to since understanding had dawned, however, just continued to smile and to pretend everything was the same. That nothing had changed.

Their silence bothered Wrayan. Surely they wondered what the return of Sanctuary might mean?

Or perhaps they knew and weren’t sharing the information with mere mortals like Wrayan Lightfinger.

Whatever the reason, their silence was odd at best, highly suspicious at worst.

The most powerful human magicians to ever live had thrown Sanctuary out of time: the demon child and Brakandaran the Halfbreed.

The Halfbreed was long dead and the demon child hadn’t been seen in over a decade. Why Sanctuary had returned, whether it had returned of its own volition or had been brought back by someone, or something, was a puzzle Wrayan feared would overshadow the other problems besetting the world of humans—and there were more than enough of those, at the moment, to deal with.

Wrayan studied the street below as Greenharbour’s distant City Watch rang twelve bells to indicate the start of a new day, his view blurred by raindrops still clinging to the glass. The street glistened in the moonlight from an earlier fall of rain, the scattered puddles reflecting the stars as if they’d been pulled down from the heavens and were now trapped underground. A movement caught his eye. A moment later a figure hurried down the street toward him. He frowned as he recognized the cloaked figure who stopped, asked permission of Willos, the Doorman, to enter, and then disappeared out of sight.

A few moments later, predictably, came a tentative knock on his door.

“Enter.”

His visitor slipped into the room and threw back the hood of her cloak. Her face was flushed, as if she’d run all the way here—which she may well have done.

Although she’d come specifically to see him, she almost seemed surprised to find him here. “Don’t you ever sleep?”

“Don’t you?”

The girl shrugged. She was seventeen and full of rebellious bravado. The lamplight shadowed the angles of her face, and her hair was damp, either from the rain or the wretched humidity, which the downpour had done little to alleviate. “I’m younger than you. I don’t need to sleep much.”

“And I’m a thief,” he reminded her. “Midnight is the middle of my working day.”

She pondered that for a moment, and then shrugged. “That makes sense. How’s business?”

She hadn’t come all this way in the dead of night to ask him that. “Well enough.”

“That’s good. I suppose. I mean, not for anybody who’s being robbed, but, well, you know . . . for your people . . .”

“I appreciate your concern,” he said, smiling at her awkward attempt to make small talk. “And to what do I owe the honor of this late-night visit? I thought we’d agreed you were going to stay away for a while. Since Jaz was taken, there are far too many people in Greenharbour paying attention to things they wouldn’t normally notice.”

“Like the High Arrion?”

“For one.”

She studied him curiously for a moment. “Are you ever going to tell her about us?”

“Are you?”

“Gods, no.”

Her determination amused him. “Are you sure Kalan doesn’t already know you sneak out of the Collective on a regular basis to visit me? Your mother is no fool, Juli. The High Arrion may be fully aware of what you’re up to and has simply decided to say nothing about it while ever you’re being discreet.”

The girl shrugged, picking up the silver letter opener on his desk and studying it with far more intensity than it deserved. “I wonder that myself, sometimes, but then I think she’s not that devious.”

He smiled at his young visitor’s naïve optimism. “Don’t underestimate Kalan’s deviousness,” Wrayan warned. “Or the deviousness of any woman of the Wolfblade line. Scheming little minxes, the lot of you, from Princess Marla right down to young Marlie.”

“Then why do you stay friends with us?”

“Because I’d rather be a Wolfblade friend than enemy.” She was stalling, he guessed, making small talk to avoid the real reason for this clandestine visit in the dead of night. “You didn’t risk coming here to talk about the Wolfblades.”

She nodded and put down the letter opener. “I came to ask . . . actually, now I’m here, it seems kind of silly.”

“Maybe it is. Won’t know until you ask me.”

She took a deep breath before she spoke. “I can feel something.”

“Can you be a little more specific?”

“No. Not really. It’s just . . . I don’t know. I can’t explain it. Actually, I can explain it, but you’re going to think I’m insane.”

“Let’s risk that,” he suggested, with a bad feeling he knew where this was leading.

She nodded and took another deep breath before continuing. “When I was little, really little . . . when I was living in Elasapine with Uncle Narvell, I used to feel the same thing I’ve been feeling for the past few weeks. I didn’t know what it was back then, and if I mentioned it, people just looked at me strangely. And then suddenly it went away. I haven’t felt it since I was six or seven years old.”

“And you can feel it now?”

She nodded. “For the past few weeks. I didn’t realize what it was, to start with, but then I remembered feeling it when I was a child.”

“And you’re sure it’s not indigestion?”

The girl glared at him. “I should never have come here. I knew you wouldn’t take me seriously. Honestly, I don’t know why I thought you capable of taking anything seriously.” She turned and headed for the door, sweeping up her cloak angrily—and quite possibly for dramatic effect—as she left.

Her hand was on the latch before Wrayan spoke. “It’s Sanctuary.”

She turned back to him, still angry. “What?”

He stood up from the window seat and crossed the rug to stand in front of her. “That’s what you can feel. Sanctuary. It’s come back.”

“But . . . how?”

“I don’t know.”

“But I thought R’shiel and Brakandaran the Halfbreed . . .?”

“They did. That’s what you felt when you were small and why it stopped so suddenly. Sanctuary was calling to you. It would have been faint, but it was there and the timing is right. Brak and the demon child threw Sanctuary out of time about ten years ago.”

“Why is it back now?”

“That’s something I’ve been asking myself.”

“Do you think R’shiel is behind it?”

“Her. Or a god.”

“Have you asked Dacendaran?”

“The God of Thieves appears to be otherwise occupied,” he told her. “He hasn’t been answering my prayers.”

Her eyes lit up. She was a determined little thing, something she had most definitely inherited from her mother. “Should we tell someone? Adrina would want to know. We have to find the demon child to help Damin, anyway. I mean, if R’shiel is there . . . maybe—”

“Maybe we should stay well out of it.”

“But—”

“But nothing,” Wrayan told her. He took her hands in his to stress the importance of what he was saying. “If Sanctuary is back, then every Harshini in the world can feel it, too. If they think it’s worth investigating, they are far better equipped to do so than you or I. Let it go.”

“Have you told my mother?”

“Have you?”

“No. But I didn’t know what it was I was feeling until a few moments ago. You’ve known for weeks. Why haven’t you told her?”

“Because I don’t want to give anyone false hope,” he said. “It may mean nothing. For all we know, Sanctuary was always going to come back someday, and that’s why none of the Harshini have remarked on it.”

“What should I do, then?”

“Nothing,” Wrayan advised. “Keep your head down and stay out of it. Everyone is focused on finding Jazrian. If you want to do something useful, find a way to help with that. You’ll be more use there than trying to figure out what Sanctuary’s return means.”

She didn’t seem too pleased, but she appeared to accept his advice, if somewhat reluctantly. “Will it ever stop calling to me?”

He let her hands go and shook his head. “It’s not calling to you, not specifically. It’s calling to the Harshini. You . . . and I . . . have enough Harshini blood in us to feel it, that’s all.”

“It’s driving me crazy.”

Wrayan smiled at that. “It’s the price of having true magical ability. Nothing in life is free, Julika. Especially not magic.”

“What has it cost you?” she asked, perhaps sensing his statement was more than rhetorical.

“Everything.”

She studied him in the lamplight for a long moment and then nodded. “I’ll help find Jaz. And try to ignore it.”

He embraced her briefly, kissing the top of her head. “That’s my girl.”

She looked up at him and smiled. “I am my father’s daughter.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” he said, only partly joking.
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2

NAVEEN RAVEVE, CHAMBERLAIN to the king of Fardohnya, spread out the chart that detailed the vast and somewhat convoluted ancestry of the Fardohnyan royal family, pursing his lips. There were so many names.

So many “loose ends”.

He carefully dipped his pen in the inkwell, tapped it on the side of the ornate silver pot, and drew a cross over the name “Rakaia”.

One less princess to take care of. It had cost a fortune, but what else could he do? Rakaia was out of his reach in Hythria, recently married to a strategically critical border lord. So he’d had no choice but to involve the Assassins’ Guild in her demise and they knew when they held the upper hand in a negotiation. Still, it couldn’t be helped and, as it turned out, Rakaia wasn’t technically a princess. Only a handful of people knew she wasn’t the king’s true daughter, but the bastard get of an affair between Princess Sophany of Lanipoor and the late Meyrick Kabar, former General of the King’s Army and once a young, foolish and apparently rather randy Captain of the Royal Harem Guard.

Naveen sighed as he leaned back and studied the rest of the chart. There were so many more to go.

The king’s eldest daughter’s name was also crossed out, but not because she was dead. Far from it. Her Serene Highness, the Princess Adrina, was alive and well and ruling the neighboring country of Hythria. But the deal negotiated with her husband, Damin Wolfblade, prior to lifting the Karien siege on the Citadel in Medalon over a decade ago had removed Adrina and any of her progeny from the line of succession, so she was not his problem while ever she remained married and on the other side of the border.

Her sister, Cassandra, had died in childbirth along with the son she was trying to deliver, some years ago, saving Naveen the trouble of taking care of the king’s next eldest daughter or her son. The Princesses Bevelle and Phonecia were also dead, one from a riding mishap, the other at the hands of her husband. Hablet had punished the man by imposing trade sanctions on his principality for a good three months before allowing normal trade to resume.

Such was the value he placed on the life of his daughters.

There were a number of other daughters who had been married off to remote and insignificant lords, but all of them had, like Adrina, ceded in perpetuity any claim to the throne on their marriage. They, too, had their names crossed out. The bastard sons, he was less worried about than the legitimate daughters. Hablet had learned his lesson with Tristan and Gaffen, his two eldest bastards. He’d allowed them positions of influence and power, and it hadn’t gone at all well. Tristan had got himself killed, and Gaffen had betrayed his homeland, denounced his allegiance to Fardohnya and was now a Hythrun warlord. Hablet stopped favoring his legitimate sons after that. The few that lived were anonymous, uneducated, and placed where they could pose little threat, often not even aware of who their father was. That just left the legitimate daughters.

Naveen’s task, after all, was to clean up the line of succession so there could be no question that it belonged to Alaric, the king’s only legitimate son. He wasn’t a cruel man by nature, just a practical one, and as he studied the names, Naveen tried to decide which, if any of them, was going to be a problem in the future.

Hopefully, none of them, he decided. Since taking on his role as the king’s seneschal, Naveen had been careful not to enable Hablet’s ambitious daughters by marrying them to powerful men. He’d learned that lesson from his predecessor, Lector Turon, who spent much of his final years in office trying to mitigate the damage to his reputation from the king’s eldest daughter running off and marrying his sworn enemy, the High Prince of Hythria.

Naveen was left with the occupants of the harem. Many of them were Hablet’s wives; many more were his illegitimate offspring. They would have to go, too, regrettably. It would not do to have some uppity bastard step up and try to stake a claim to the throne when the king died. Naveen could not imagine any circumstance where that might happen, but his job was to consider every possibility and make plans to deal with each of them. The idea of a popular bastard claiming the throne was remote, but it didn’t mean he could ignore the danger completely.

But a popular and unlikely bastard was a problem for another time. Right now, he needed to take care of the wives and daughters he could reach, and that was something for which planning was well in hand.

A knock at the door interrupted his train of thought. He glanced at the water clock and nodded. Right on time.

“Enter.”

The door opened, but the man who stepped into the room wasn’t the pyromancer he was expecting. It was one-eyed Luka, the former court’esa he’d recently promoted to the role of Assistant Chamberlain. The appointment had created a lot of muttering around the palace about his judgment. Luka was, after all, trained as a sex slave, not an administrator. But, like most court’esa, he had other, less obvious skills, not the least of them being his loyalty to Naveen. As slaves, neither of them had any family to speak of, but both belonged to a brotherhood nonetheless: a group of slaves so close, so bound by the shared torment of their upbringing, they trusted each other with their lives.

Naveen had lost touch with many of his brothers, but the few he located—now he was in a position to help them—he had acquired in the king’s name and promoted to positions of power and security. He lacked the power to free them, but Mavos was now the King’s Torturer, a position uniquely suited to both his training and his personality; Kanda had been placed in charge of the Treasury, a move that infuriated those who’d previously made their fortunes accepting bribes in the name of the king, however tenuous their connection; and Naveen was actively seeking the others. Eventually he would save them all.

In the meantime, he had to organize the murder of the king’s remaining daughters, so a spoiled brat of a prince didn’t have to deal with any uprisings when he took the throne.

“Sorry to interrupt, Naveen.”

“Is it important, Luka? I’m expecting the pyromancer any moment. Hablet wants to light up Talabar like it’s the middle of the day for the Feast of Jelanna. I think he hopes enough fireworks will make the populace forget he’s in Medalon, kowtowing to the whim of the Harshini and the Hythrun, exactly as he swore he never would. I’m still trying to find a way to break the cost of this to Kanda.”

Luka closed the door behind him and stepped into the room. He didn’t so much as crack a smile, his clouded, blind eye looking off oddly in the wrong direction. “I’m not sure there’s going to be peace much longer. Or how much kowtowing any of us will be doing.”

Naveen felt a chill all of a sudden. “What’s happened?”

“Prince Jazrian of Hythria was kidnapped a couple of days ago, during the wedding of our Princess Rakaia to the High Prince’s kinsman Frederak Branador of Highcastle.”

Naveen went cold all over. “Are you serious?”

“If I was kidding, old friend, I’d have thought up something more entertaining to tease you with,” Luka replied. “The Hythrun are blaming the Medalonians.”

It was almost too much to comprehend. “Do they have cause or are they just looking for a scapegoat?”

“Our spies inform me the Hythrun believe they have cause. Adrina is on the warpath, by all accounts. Almost as soon as I received word from my sources about the kidnapping, the harbor master here—and one assumes others right along the coast—was receiving instructions to watch out for a couple of ships that slipped their moorings in Greenharbour the night of the wedding.” He glanced down at the note he was carrying. “The Wave Dancer and the Sarchlo are the ships in question.”

“Are they ours?”

Luka shook his head. “Both are Trinity Isles traders of opportunity.”

“Pirates, then.”

“More than likely.”

“They’ll be headed to Calavandra, with any luck.” Naveen frowned. “What was the High Prince’s reaction? Or hasn’t he heard yet?” Damin Wolfblade, Hythria’s High Prince and Adrina’s husband, should be on his way to Medalon to meet King Hablet, King Drendik of Karien, and the queen of the Harshini, to renegotiate the treaty that brought peace to the continent a decade ago.

“Ah, that’s where it really gets interesting. Marla Wolfblade is leading the delegation to the Citadel without her son. The rumor running wild through Greenharbour is that Prince Damin is off on a quest with the demon child. It’s likely he knows nothing about this yet. He wasn’t even at the wedding.”

This seemed to get more insane by the moment. “Gods, Luka, have you been drinking?”

“Not yet. But I plan to start as soon as we’re done here. What do you want me to do?”

“What can we do?”

Luka smiled. “Sit back in a comfy seat, watch the Hythrun implode and enjoy the show?”

“If I thought these events wouldn’t touch us, I’d be happy to agree,” Naveen said, shaking his head. “But the kidnap of a neighboring crown prince is not going to end well for anyone.” He glanced down at the chart, thinking the kidnap of a few unwanted princesses would be so much less trouble. “Send a message to the High Princess of Hythria. Assure our beloved Serene Highness that we are appalled by the kidnap of her son, had nothing to do with it, and will do whatever we can to aid her quest to have him returned safely to her.”

“Really?”

“Of course not, but ‘whatever we can’ is open to interpretation. It’s helpful and noncommittal all at once.”

“I’ll draft the letter. Do you have the king’s seal?”

“Of course.”

“I’ll have it for you within the hour.” Luka turned to leave and then stopped as another thought occurred to him.

“Oh, by the way . . . I almost forgot to tell you. Rodja Tirstone gave Princess Rakaia two slaves as a wedding present.”

“And I care about this why?”

“One of them was a Fardohnyan court’esa named Strayan.”

Naveen’s eyes widened. “Are you certain?”

“Yes.” Luka frowned at the man’s obvious lack of enthusiasm for the news. “I thought you’d be happy to hear we’ve located another of our lost brothers.”

“I am,” Naveen said, wishing he could share the real reason for his concern with Luka. “It’s just somewhat . . . problematic that he’s now in the service of Princess Rakaia.”

“Won’t that make it easier to bring him home?”

“Perhaps,” he said with a shrug. “I’ll have to think of the best way to handle it.”

Luka nodded and let himself out of the office. Naveen sank back in his seat, wondering what Luka would have said if he’d admitted his real problem . . . Their newly found brother, Strayan, was now in the service of a young woman he had just arranged to have assassinated, so he might well die, too, if he tried to protect his new mistress when the Assassins’ Guild came calling.
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THE PRINCESS RAKAIA turned her face to the wind and closed her eyes as the Sarchlo cut through the choppy waves of the Dregian Ocean. She supposed anybody looking at her would think she was enjoying the feel of the warm wind and cooling sea spray on her face.

They wouldn’t know that inside she was screaming.

Rakaia desperately wished she knew what to do. She’d followed Mica because she had nowhere else to go. She’d stayed with him because she liked him and felt sorry for him. She felt almost protective toward him, although she realized he’d got along just fine before she arrived and would probably continue to do so once she was a long-forgotten memory.

But now he’d taken her down a path she didn’t want to go and she was only just appreciating that, along with liking and wanting to protect Mica, she was more than a little bit afraid of him, too.

When they’d gaily wandered into Greenharbour without a care, she hadn’t expected to leave with half the world hunting them down and Hythria’s crown prince as their hostage.

The young prince was enchanted at the moment, so he was cooperative enough. Mica had sung his magical, manipulative song and made Jazrian forget who he was, but there was no telling if the damage to his memory was permanent or would wear off over time. Mica thought the boy’s amnesia hilarious and had spent the past few days composing songs that scorned and ridiculed the Hythrun royal family and teaching them to Jazrian. It amused him to hear the young prince disparage his parents, however unwittingly, using language Rakaia was quite certain he had never used in the palace.

“You like the wind in your face?”

Rakaia squealed with surprise and turned to find Rishard Berin, the Sarchlo’s young captain, standing close behind her.

He smiled at her, his teeth white against his caramel skin. “I’m sorry, mistress, I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“You didn’t . . . well, you did . . . but . . .”

Rishard seemed amused. “I understand. Is your husband not awake yet? My sister has prepared a great feast for us. It’s not often we dine on blue-finned arlen for breakfast.”

They were dining on such a delicacy because Mica had sung the fish toward the boat last night, claiming he was sick of eating salted beef at every wretched meal. Rishard Berin didn’t know that, however, and Rakaia wasn’t going to open up that particular jar of worms by mentioning it.

“He’ll be up soon, I’m sure.”

“Tell him to bring his hostage, too. We have enough for everyone this day.”

Mica had offered Rishard Berin and his crew half the ten thousand gold rivet ransom he claimed he’d been promised for Jaz—more money than he and his crew would earn in five years of trading, legitimate or otherwise.

The Tri-landers thought the boy was the son of a wealthy merchant family who were willing to pay anything to have their son returned. Mica had convinced Captain Berin he had agents in Greenharbour negotiating the ransom and that as soon as he got word the money was paid, they could dock in Calavandra and hand the boy back to his family.

“How soon before we reach Calavandra?”

“Are you sick of us already, Mistress Aja?”

“No . . . of course not . . . it’s just . . . I thought we’d have reached the Trinity Isles by now.” It didn’t seem an unreasonable question. They had been at sea for nearly two weeks. Calavandra, with favorable winds and the right tides, was only a few days from Greenharbour.

“Your husband isn’t in the same rush you are, Mistress Aja.” Rishard Berin studied her thoughtfully for a moment. “He’s rather keen to stay out here on the water, far from the sight of land. At least until we get the word the ransom has been paid.”

Rakaia wasn’t sure how they were supposed to receive that word out here on the open sea, but Mica must have told Rishard something convincing, because the captain seemed happy enough to go along with the plan. At least, so far.

“It’s fortunate you can afford to stay away from your home port for so long, Captain.”

He shrugged. “My home is the sea. Besides, your husband is going to make it worth my while.”

Before she could tell him Mica wasn’t her husband, the bell on the forecastle rang. Tritinka announcing breakfast.

Rishard offered Rakaia his arm with a grin. “If that racket doesn’t wake your husband, nothing will. It’s loud enough to summon Kaelarn, I swear. Shall we?”

She slipped her arm into his, frowning at the mention of the God of the Oceans.

Rishard patted her hand reassuringly. “Don’t look so worried, Mistress Aja. Tritinka is an excellent cook, despite her young age, the weather is perfect, and the wind is with us. You have nothing to fear while aboard my ship.”

She forced a smile to ease his concern as they moved aft. He thought she was afraid of something tangible, like a poorly cooked meal, or perhaps a storm at sea. Rishard Berin had no idea his passengers had angered Gimlorie, the God of Music. If the god ever discovered where they were hiding and enlisted the aid of his brother Kaelarn, this flimsy boat and all who sailed in her would be in more danger than he could possibly imagine.

“Then let us eat and enjoy Kaelarn’s bounty while we can, Captain,” she said with a forced smile. “Because I, for one, am starving.”

TRUE TO RISHARD’S promise, Tritinka really was an excellent cook, considering she couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen years old. The blue-finned arlen was delicious and spicy, and everyone—passengers and crew alike—was in a fine mood as they sat around the deck with their bowl of stew, enjoying this rare treat that on land only the richest of men could afford.

Out here on the boat, earnings from such a catch might feed a crew, and their families, for a year after selling the delicacy in any major port. One did not normally eat the profits; that Rishard Berin was happy to let his crew feast on something so valuable meant he wasn’t planning to dock anywhere he could sell the catch before it spoiled. Rakaia had eaten blue-finned arlen often when she lived in the harem with her father’s other wives and daughters, but some of these men had never tasted it before.

Jazrian has, for certain, she thought, studying the lad as she ate. A strapping, handsome boy with his mother’s green eyes and his father’s fair coloring, there was an innocence about him that Rakaia found hard to fathom. She wasn’t sure if it was just because he was a child or because he was so thoroughly ensorcelled by Mica. Whatever the reason, it pained her to watch Mica doing his best to corrupt the child.

It would have been easier for her if he’d locked the child in the hold and tortured him. She could have railed against his inhumanity and had some hope of success. But Mica’s plan for Jazrian was far more insidious, likely to be far more damaging in the long term, and there was little or nothing she could do to stop him.

He didn’t kidnap Jazrian Wolfblade to kill him, or even ransom him.

Mica wanted to destroy Jazrian’s mother, Adrina, for the pain she had caused him. He wanted to destroy Damin Wolfblade, Jazrian’s father, for condemning him to death.

He wanted to even the score with the demon child, too, who had orchestrated his long captivity as the prisoner of the God of Music. He wanted her to feel responsible for what was happening to Jaz, because she was the one who had condemned Mikel to imprisonment with Gimlorie. And he could do it in one fell swoop, he believed, by tainting the son and heir of the Wolfblade house, returning him only when he was certain the corruption was complete.

When he did, all the work done this past decade to bring peace and prosperity to Hythria, indeed the whole continent, would unravel. The Wolfblades, who so prided themselves on their ability to rule, would be undone when their heir turned against them.

They might even lose the throne.

As vengeance went, it was about the most brilliant and possibly the cruelest one Rakaia had ever heard of, and she wanted no part of it.

A fine sentiment for someone stuck on a ship in the middle of the Dregian Ocean, she reminded herself silently. Seeing as how you’re out of sight of land in the company of a mad musician, and with nobody but an enchanted prince and the dubious crew of a Trinity Isles trading ship to save you from being drawn so far into this terrible plot you will never escape it.
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SCALING THE WALLS of the Greenharbour Palace in broad daylight was not something Kiam Miar was keen on doing, but it was the least likely time someone would expect an attack. It made sense to do it during the heat of the day when the guards would be overcome with post-lunch lethargy and when the sun beat down so bright and clear that few people bothered looking up.

Kiam had dispensed with his traditional black assassin’s gear in favor of loose white trousers and a thin hooded shirt so he could blend against the palace walls more easily. Except for the Sorcerers’ Collective, the Greenharbour Palace was the highest point in the city. Dressed in black, scaling the walls like a spider, he’d be visible from miles away and sure to attract attention from someone, even if it wasn’t the palace guard.

He wondered idly, though, as he judged the distance to the next crack in the stonework barely large enough to take his fingertips, if anyone would believe what they were seeing even if they did look up. They’d hardly expect an assassin to be trying to breach the palace. The Assassins’ Guild had a strict and well-publicized policy of staying away from royal assassinations. The guild’s continued existence relied on its perceived neutrality, although that stance had been tested sorely these past few years. When the mother of the High Prince counted the Raven of the Assassins’ Guild among her former husbands, and the High Prince’s own stepbrother was openly acknowledged as an active member of the guild, it was difficult to keep insisting the guild didn’t take sides.

Maybe that’s why Elin Bane had agreed to take this commission to kill the High Prince of Hythria. Once word got out the Assassins’ Guild was prepared to threaten the life of Damin Wolfblade, it might go some way to easing the minds of potential customers worried the guild had lost its impartiality.

That the High Prince’s stepbrother was the assassin chosen for the task . . . well, that just made sense really. Who knew the palace better?

Of course, anyone with half a brain would ask why Kiam was scaling the walls to kill Damin, when he could just as easily have used the front door. Kiam had tried to point that out to his boss, but Elin just shook his head, refusing to concede he might have a point.

“Just do the damn job,” Elin Bane grumbled. “And don’t get killed.”

Good advice for any assassin, really.

Kiam pushed himself off the ledge he was balanced on, jamming his fingertips into the tiny crack. For a moment, until he could grasp the base of the balcony above, his entire weight hung by the sheer strength of the fingers on his right hand. He took a deep breath, and then released it at the same time as he reached up for the elaborately carved balcony strut. The grinning demon’s ears gave him enough purchase with his left hand to extract his right fingers from the crack, swing his legs up and pull himself over the balustrade of the balcony leading to the High Prince’s bedroom.

He stayed low, squatting down to avoid being seen, as he turned and examined the lock on the door. It was ridiculously easy to pick, and a moment later he was easing it open to let himself inside.

Closing the door behind him, Kiam pushed aside the curtains and stepped into the room, squinting in the darkness. Although it was mid-afternoon, the High Prince lay on his bed in the darkened room. He didn’t wake as Kiam approached, nor had Kiam expected him to. Damin Wolfblade had lain like this for months now, unmoving, not breathing, just existing, caught between life and death.

He would stay that way until Death released him.

Kiam moved toward the bed, unsheathing the long, slender blade concealed in his boot. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he made out a second figure seated beside the bed, almost as unmoving as the High Prince.

The High Princess Adrina, watching him approach, still as a cat.

She did nothing to raise the alarm. Nor would she, Kiam was confident.

After all, it was Adrina who had hired him for this job.

He reached out the blade and touched it to her husband’s throat, then turned his attention to the princess. “And that’s how easy it is.”

The High Princess frowned. “How long did it take you to breach the palace?”

“Less than an hour.”

Adrina let out an irritated sigh and rose to her feet. She walked across the room and threw open the curtains, flooding the room with sunlight.

“Gods. I am surrounded by incompetents.”

Kiam sheathed the blade and smiled. “In fairness, the guild doesn’t usually take royal commissions, and it would have to be another guild assassin if they were to get in here the same way I just did.”

“I mean no disrespect to your guild, Ky, but I suspect any burglar with sufficient motive could do what you just did.”

“Why would a burglar want to kill the High Prince? As it is,” he added, studying his stepbrother’s somnambulant form with a frown, “he’s in this state at the whim of Death. Is he even killable at the moment?”

“Let’s not find out,” Adrina suggested as she opened the balcony door and stepped outside. She leaned over the edge for a moment and then looked back at Kiam with renewed respect. “Gods, you climbed that? Are you part spider?”

“It’s not as smooth as it looks.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” she said, walking back into the room as someone knocked on the bedroom door. She shook her head as she crossed the rug to answer it. “Typical. It has taken longer for my Captain of the Guard to get here than for you to break in.”

She opened the door to reveal the Captain of the Palace Guard, a silver-haired man in his fifties resplendent in a chased silver breastplate and red ceremonial cloak.

Kiam bit back a smile at the sight him standing there with his chest puffed out, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. The man probably thought he was being invited into this most private of inner sanctums by the High Princess as some sort of reward.

“Captain Chaporn.”

“Your highness.”

“Please. Come in.” She stepped back to let the man enter, closing the door behind him.

The captain noticed Kiam as the door snicked shut. He glared at him and turned to Princess Adrina. “We’re not alone, I see.”

“Your gift for stating the blindingly obvious seems on a par with your incompetence, Captain,” the High Princess responded in a conversational tone.

“Excuse me?”

“This assassin just broke into the palace and was able to place a knife to my husband’s throat, while you were fussing with your finery. The gods alone know what your men were doing while he was climbing the palace walls.”

Captain Chaporn smiled at the High Princess in such a condescending fashion, Kiam wanted to wince for him. Did he not realize the danger he was courting?

The captain sighed, as if he was being particularly patient. “This assassin, your highness, has an intimate knowledge of the palace.”

Kiam could see Adrina’s ire rising, but then he knew her quite well. He doubted Captain Chaporn had any idea of how close he was to losing everything, up to and including his life.

“He climbed up the outside wall of the palace, Captain. In broad daylight. Do your rosters involve a part of the day when there are no guards on watch at all?”

“Of course not, your highness, but you know as well as I do that this man is no danger to you or your family. He’s a guild assassin, for one thing, and a member of your husband’s own family, for another.” Chaporn glared at Adrina, clearly not liking this foreign-born princess questioning his competence. “Furthermore, it is common knowledge around the city that the man lying in that bed, drugged and unconscious, is not the High Prince, but a Karien farmhand named Jeck. Everyone knows you placed him here in your husband’s bed and then told some nonsense story about an illness to hide the fact that the real High Prince is gallivanting about with the demon child on some mission he apparently has to keep secret from the people of Hythria. So I hardly think you can call a prank by this lad a breach in palace security.”

Kiam couldn’t remember the last time anyone referred to him as a lad, but that was the least of Chaporn’s sins. He said nothing to point out the man’s foolishness, however. This was Adrina’s show.

“What would you call a breach in security, then?” Adrina asked, in a voice that dripped danger. “My son being kidnapped from the palace on your watch, perhaps? Your complete inability to locate so much as a trace of him despite it being more than two weeks since he was taken?”

Chaporn paled a little. “Your highness, we are doing everything possible—”

“And yet Jazrian remains missing.”

“You can hardly blame—”

“I’m sorry,” Adrina cut in. “Did you just suggest my son being kidnapped from the palace forecourt by agents of a foreign power while you were responsible for security is not your fault?”

“I meant there was magic involved, your highness. I cannot be held accountable for that.”

“Magic? Is that your suggestion? That you and your men are so astoundingly good at what they do that this could only have happened if there was magic involved?”

“Well . . . well, actually, yes. I am suggesting that. I am a loyal servant of the High Prince. I would never do anything to endanger him or his family.”

“What about the High Princess?” Kiam asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean she’s part of the High Prince’s family. Does your loyalty extend to her?”

Chaporn hesitated for only a fraction of a second before he answered, “Of course!”

The problem was he hesitated.

Adrina saw it, too.

“Captain Chaporn, you are relieved of your duties.”

Chaporn’s hand moved to the hilt of his sword. “I was appointed by the High Prince.”

Kiam moved to stand behind Adrina as she replied, “And I am his legally appointed regent. So you have two choices, Captain. You may hand me your sword, right this minute, and walk away from this room without a whimper. If you do, I will announce your long-overdue retirement this evening, thank you for your loyal service to my husband, and see you receive the pension you deserve to enjoy your retirement far from my sight.”

“And my other choice?”

“You can refuse my generous offer. In which case, Kiam will see to it you do not leave this room at all.”

Chaporn glanced at Kiam briefly, as if weighing up his chances against the “lad” he had so recently dismissed as inconsequential. The man was a pompous fool at times, but surely he knew how little chance even a professional soldier stood against a guild assassin.

“I was under the impression the guild did not undertake random killings,” Chaporn said.

“And they don’t,” Adrina agreed. “Which is why I hired the guild earlier today to have you killed. So your dilemma at this moment, Captain, is not will the guild kill you, but will I call them off?”

Chaporn debated the matter for a few more long, tense moments, before withdrawing his sword and handing it to Adrina, hilt first.

“I have considered retiring for some time, your highness. Perhaps now would be an appropriate time.”

Adrina accepted the sword with an admirably straight face. “Thank you, Captain. You may go.”

Chaporn did not hesitate this time. He turned on his heel and marched from the room, slamming the door ever so slightly behind him.

Adrina almost dropped the heavy blade as the door closed. She’d been more nervous about this confrontation than she let on. Kiam leaned forward and relieved her of the sword.

“Do you want me to follow him?”

She shook her head. “Darvad knows what we had planned. He’s waiting in the hall and knows that if Chaporn walks from this room without his sword, he gave up without a fight.”

“Do you have his replacement ready?”

“Maron Hando. He’ll be taking the Guard over as we speak.”

“Then we can put aside this nonsense and get back to looking for Jaz?”

She nodded, dropping, for a moment, the façade of strength and implacable courage she’d been wearing ever since Jaz was taken, and letting Kiam see a hint of the exhaustion and fear she was hiding. “I wish I knew where to start looking for him, Ky.”

“Perhaps Princess Marla will have some news?”

“I hope so.” She sighed and glanced down at Damin. It was a lie that this man was an imposter. This was no Karien farmhand posing as the High Prince. This was the High Prince, and Adrina was obviously missing him desperately. “I keep wishing Damin was here. And then I think about what’s happened and I’m glad he’s not.”

“We’ll find Jaz, Adrina. I promise.”

“I know we will, Kiam,” Adrina said. “I just wish I knew whether he’ll be dead or alive when we do. I appreciate your help more than I can say, you know.”

Kiam shrugged. “You’re family.”

“I hope your dedication to helping your family isn’t causing problems with the Raven.”

Kiam smiled. “I can handle Elin Bane. And I really can’t think of anything more important that I should be doing right now than finding my step-nephew and future High Prince, and bringing him safely home.”

Besides, it keeps my mind off other things, Kiam added silently to himself.

She reached up and kissed his cheek, smiling at him wearily. “You’ve no idea what it means to me to have people in Greenharbour I can trust, Ky. Maybe someday I’ll be in a position to repay your kindness.”

“Why are you kissing Uncle Ky?”

Adrina stepped away from Kiam to find Marlie standing in the open doorway, frowning at them.

“Uncle Kiam did us all a huge favor today, Marlie, at some considerable risk to himself. A kiss on the cheek is the least I can give him in return. Why aren’t you at your studies?”

“I wanted to see Papa.”

“You saw him last night. You see him every night before you go to bed.”

“I want to make sure it’s Papa.”

Adrina glanced at Kiam for a moment and then held out her arms to Marlie. The little girl crossed the room with some reluctance and let her mother hold her.

“Ky, would you shut the door, please?”

He did as she asked, wondering how Adrina was planning to deal with this. The rumors about Jeck the imposter had obviously reached the nursery.

Adrina led Marlie to the cushions in the outer chamber and pulled her daughter down to sit beside her. “Why do you think it’s not your papa?”

“Everyone thinks it’s not Papa.”

“Do you know why?”

“Because it’s not Papa?”

Kiam smiled at Marlie’s unassailable logic. Adrina glared at him over the top of her daughter’s head, not seeing the funny side of this at all. He wiped the smile off his face and went to the door to ensure nobody else walked in on this most delicate of conversations.

“If people knew for certain that the unconscious man in that room next door is actually your father, we would all be in danger, Marlie,” Adrina explained. “Papa is a popular High Prince, but there are many out there who covet his power.”

“Who?” Marlie asked, her brow creasing with indignation. She had probably never had to consider the notion before that the whole world didn’t love her papa as much as she did.

“It doesn’t matter who,” her mother said. “There are people we know of and many more we don’t. By letting people believe your father is alive and well and helping the demon child far away from here, his throne is protected and so is he. Nobody is interested in killing an imposter, darling. There are quite a few people, however, who would profit from killing a High Prince.”

“Uncle Ky would stop them,” Marlie announced confidently.

Adrina seemed amused by that. “I’m sure he would. But there are rules about who assassins can kill, too, and we don’t want to put Ky in an awkward position with the guild, do we?”

Marlie turned to Kiam. She seemed quite concerned. “What would happen to you, Uncle Ky?”

“The Raven would have me killed,” he told her in a matter-of-fact tone.

“Oh.” She turned back to her mother. “So it really is Papa?”

Adrina nodded. “It really is. But you must keep that knowledge a secret from everyone. It’s a very grownup responsibility.”

Marlie’s eyes welled with tears as she nodded in understanding. “I miss him so much, Mama. And Jaz, too.”

“I know you do, sweetheart,” Adrina said, pulling her close. “I miss them, too.”

“When is Jaz coming home?”

“As soon as we find him, darling. I promise.”

“When will Papa wake up?”

“When the demon child has done what she needs to do.” Adrina hugged her daughter tightly for a moment and then glanced up at Kiam. “Ky, could you pass me that carved box on the sideboard?”

Kiam walked over and picked up the small sandalwood box Adrina indicated. Unremarkable and inexpensive, it had sat on the sideboard for as long as Kiam could remember, carved with tiny battle scenes that were rough under his fingers when he picked up the box. He passed it to Adrina, wondering what it contained, and why she had asked for it now.

Marlie wiped her eyes as Adrina opened the box and reached inside. She withdrew a fine gold chain with a small golden sword hanging from it. “Do you know what this is?”

Marlie shook her head.

“It’s Papa’s gift from the God of War.” Adrina slipped the pendant over Marlie’s head. The chain was quite long so the little sword rested against her heart. “It is your father’s most precious possession and it means a lot to him, so I think you should mind it for him until he wakes.”

Marlie’s eyes widened as she placed her hand over the sword. “Really?”

“Really. It will be a little piece of Papa for you to keep with you. And if ever you get tempted to correct someone who tries to tell you the man lying on your father’s bed is an imposter, you touch this sword and remember you are a Wolfblade, and we do whatever we need to do in order to keep each other safe.”

Marlie nodded, her expression solemn. “I will, Mama. I promise.”

Adrina hugged her again. “That’s my girl. Now you run along and get yourself back to the nursery before someone comes looking for you.”

Marlie stood up, still clutching the tiny sword, full of purpose. “I’ll look after it, Mama. I promise. And our secret.”

Adrina smiled. It wasn’t until the door closed behind Marlie and they were alone again that her smile faded and she allowed some hint of her true feelings to show.

“A gift from Zegarnald?” Kiam asked with a raised brow.

Adrina shrugged. “Damin claims it is, but your brother is prone to exaggeration when he drinks and I’m quite sure if Zegarnald was going to make a gift of a sword to the High Prince of Hythria, he’d make it a little more useful than that one. Still, wherever he got it, Marlie will treasure it. There’s not much else I can offer her in the way of comfort, right now. Have I thanked you enough for being here today?”

“There’s really no need,” he told her. “Wolfblades do whatever we need to do in order to keep each other safe.”

Adrina smiled wearily at that. He felt a little guilty accepting her gratitude, in any case. Left to his own devices, he knew he wouldn’t be here. He’d be looking for an excuse to travel to Highcastle so he could check on Adrina’s younger sister.

And not out of brotherly love for Adrina or concern for the family.
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THE FRAUDULENT PRINCESS Rakaia, the new lady of Highcastle, stepped down from the carriage and looked up at the tall, gloomy walls of her new home, trying hard not to let her despair show. She had known Highcastle was in the mountains. She had known it was miserable and snowbound for much of the year. She’d guessed it wasn’t going to be anything like living at the Summer Palace in Talabar, but it was worse than she feared. It wasn’t just miserable. It was unkempt.

The stonework was crumbling on top of the walls. Moldy straw lay piled outside the stables on her right, where a slovenly groom had obviously discarded it after cleaning the stalls.

Mounds of dirty snow lay around the edges of the courtyard, as if it had not occurred to anyone to move it.

“Steady, Broos,” she said, placing a hand on the dog’s collar before he could run off and investigate the interesting smells emanating from the straw pile.

“Eh?” her husband called from the carriage.

“Nothing, husband,” she said. “I was just talking to the dog.”

“Have they come out to greet us?” Frederak asked. “They should have seen us by now.”

Charisee glanced around the deserted courtyard, shaking her head. There was nobody in sight, apart from the luggage wagon that had been following their carriage with their clothes and wedding presents, which in Charisee’s case included a kitchen wench named Brinnie, a handmaiden named Tazi and a loronged court’esa named Strayan. Although Brinnie had served her in Greenharbour before the wedding, Charisee hardly knew the other two. Tazi seemed nice enough and had tried to share what little she knew about the Branadors and Highcastle when she helped her new mistress dress each morning. But that might be part of the act. In truth, Charisee didn’t know if she could trust either slave or if they were here to spy on her. It was a given Brinnie would repeat everything she saw and heard back to her husband’s family, but the High Princess Adrina had been responsible for the gift of the other two slaves. It was more than likely they’d been instructed to report back to her on the behavior of their new mistress on a very regular basis, too.

Charisee pushed the thought from her mind. Her slaves’ loyalty, or lack of it, was a problem for another time. Besides, there really wasn’t much of anything to report. She’d done nothing these past two weeks except sit in a carriage with her invalid husband while he snored, snorted, and dribbled his way through each day, waking occasionally to ask for a drink, something to eat, or if she was his new nurse.

Charisee had learned to smile and nod and remind him she was his wife. Sometimes the news seemed to surprise him. Other times he would smile smugly, pat her knee and say, “Aren’t I the lucky one,” before nodding off again.

“Gods, you took long enough to get here.”

She turned to find a middle-aged woman emerging from the keep, wiping her hands on her skirts as she walked toward them. Her gray hair was unkempt, her shirt was of excellent quality but it was food-stained and wrinkled, her face marred by a sour expression. It was yet another sign, Charisee realized, of how little respect anyone at Highcastle had for its lord and master. Or his new wife.

“I am Prin—”

“Gods, I know who you are,” the woman cut in, jerking her head toward the carriage. “Is the old man still alive?”

“If you mean is my husband, the lord of Highcastle, in the carriage awaiting some assistance to alight, then yes, he is alive.”

The woman frowned. “My, aren’t you just all puffed up with your own royal importance.”

“Your highness, if you’ll permit me to assist,” a voice remarked behind her in Fardohnyan, “I will carry your husband inside.”

Charisee turned to find her court’esa, Strayan, standing behind her. She hadn’t noticed him, young Brinnie, or Tazi climbing down from the wagon.

“Gods, more foreign mouths to feed,” the woman complained, glaring at the two new slaves. “And you won’t be bringing that mutt inside, either.”

Charisee chose to ignore that and smiled at Strayan. “Thank you, Strayan, that would be very helpful. Apparently, the staff here don’t have the wits to take care of an obvious need without having it pointed out to them.”

“Ma’am, that ain’t the staff,” Brinnie hissed, sounding a little panicked. “That’s Lady Esabel.”

Charisee had guessed as much from the woman’s disdainful manner, part of the reason she made the comment about her being staff. Tazi had cautioned her about Esabel on the way here, urging her to stand up for herself from the very moment they first met. If she allowed herself to be bullied by this woman, Tazi warned, her life would quickly become a living hell.

A part of Charisee wondered if challenging Esabel the moment she stepped out of the carriage was the right way to deal with her, but it was too late now. She turned back to her new daughter-in-law, who was old enough to be her grandmother, placed her hand on Broos’s collar and said, “The dog stays with me. He was a gift from a member of the Wolfblade family. I am sure you have no wish to dishonor their generosity by refusing the animal shelter.”

“It can have all the shelter it wants in the stables.”

“Then, by all means,” Charisee said, taking her hand from his collar, “take him.”

Something in her tone must have warned Broos. Almost as soon as she finished speaking his hackles went up and a low growl rumbled from his throat.

Esabel eyed the dog warily for a moment, then looked away as if she didn’t notice Broos’s threatening posture. She just muttered something under her breath and turned back toward the keep. “Brinnie!”

“Yes, my lady?”

“Get back to the kitchens. Cook’s going to need help with all these extra mouths to feed.”

Brinnie hurried off without so much as a glance at Charisee, or her other traveling companions for the last two weeks, as Esabel disappeared inside.

Strayan stepped up beside Charisee with Lord Branador in his arms. The old man looked frail and tiny in the arms of the big Fardohnyan. Frederak stared up at the keep and then smiled as if he only just realized where he was.

“We’re home!”

“We certainly are, my lord.”

Frederak studied Strayan myopically for a moment and then glanced at Charisee. “That’s my new wife.”

“I know, my lord.”

“She’s a real Fardohnyan princess.”

“I know, my lord.”

“She’s very pretty, don’t you think?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“We’ll have to take care of Rakaia now she’s home,” he told the big court’esa as they walked toward the steps leading up to the hall, with Charisee beside them. “Ollie’s an asshole and Esabel is a bitch.”

Charisee bit back a grin and noticed Strayan and Tazi doing the same.

“It might not be a good idea to mention that to Lady Esabel, my lord,” Strayan suggested with a perfectly straight face. “Or Lord Olivah.”

Tazi leaned over to wipe a fleck of spittle from the old man’s gray-whiskered chin. “Never fear, Lord Branador. No harm will come to your wife while Strayan and I are here to watch over her. And Broos, of course.”

Tazi winked at Charisee, an entirely unexpected gesture that made her reassess everything she thought about the slaves the High Princess had given her. Perhaps, she dared to hope, she really did have an ally. Two of them, maybe, if they had been ordered by Adrina to watch over her here in this awful place rather than spy on her.

She smiled at Strayan and Tazi briefly and then reached down and took Broos’s collar as they climbed the steps, thinking she might be able to survive this after all.

Provided, of course, the God of Liars stayed away and didn’t decide to test the devotion of his most beloved protégée by exposing her lies and watching her defend herself against the perfectly reasonable charge that she was an imposter and not the Princess Rakaia at all.




Chapter


6

PRINCESS MARLA WOLFBLADE, mother of the High Prince of Hythria, had met Hablet, the king of Fardohnya, only once before—nearly forty years ago when she was almost sixteen—a young, naïve, foolish girl who’d been offered to the visiting monarch as a potential wife by her despotic and cash-strapped brother, Lernen.

Hablet, she recalled, as she walked toward the massive Seeing Stone across the vast Temple of the Gods in the Citadel, referred to her at that fateful meeting as a “heifer”.

So much time had passed since that day that the insult no longer carried any weight. Marla had a whole lifetime of power and politicking behind her. The tactless comments of a foolish young man slid off her like oilskin these days.

The marriage between her and the king of Fardohnya had never eventuated, of course, subverted by a group of determined Hythrun warlords who were prepared to risk a charge of treason rather than give Fardohnya’s king any sort of claim on Hythria. Quite a few of them had lived to see their worst fears realized when her son, Damin, the current High Prince, brought home Hablet’s eldest daughter, Adrina, as his bride.

Hablet had been just as furious about that arrangement as had Marla when she learned of it, by all accounts.

Ironic that they finally agreed on something.

There was nothing anyone could do about Damin and Adrina’s marriage now, of course, Marla thought as she stopped in front of Hablet, pleased to find he’d aged much worse than she had.

Hablet had asked for this meeting, which gave Marla the upper hand. If only she wasn’t so distracted, she might have seriously put her mind to wringing some concession from her old adversary because of it.

She glanced around the empty, echoing temple for a moment and then fixed her gaze on Hablet. “We’re alone?”

“As I promised.”

“What do you want?”

He smiled. “You’ve done well for yourself,” Hablet noted, “for a grandmother.”

Marla didn’t even blink. “As have you,” she replied, “for a despot.”

“If you were my wife, I could have you beheaded for a crack like that.”

“But I’m not your wife. Remember? It’s rather what brings us here today. What do you want of me, Hablet? I have other things I could be doing.”

“Like declaring war on our hosts?”

He knows. Of course he knows.

“You’ve heard about my grandson?”

“Our grandson,” he reminded her. “Jazrian is as much my flesh and blood as he is yours.”

“Were you involved in his kidnapping? It happened when another of your daughters was getting married in Hythria.”

“You insult me, madam.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Then I shall swear, here in the Temple of the Gods with every one of the gods as my witness, that neither I, nor anyone in my employ, directly or indirectly, had anything to do with the kidnap of my daughter’s eldest son. Is that good enough for you?”

He sounded genuine, but Marla knew she would have sworn any oath required of her with equal sincerity to get what she wanted, so she wasn’t sure she believed him. But she had no proof he was involved. Quite the contrary—all the evidence pointed to the Medalonians.

Except there was no reason for the Medalonians to kidnap Jazrian.

They were allies. Friends, even.

It was easier to believe Hablet was behind it than accept Adrina’s insistence that, somehow, the Lord Defender of Medalon had taken it into his head to order the kidnap of the heir to the Hythrun throne.

“What do you know of it?” she asked him.

“Probably no more than you, your highness. Jazrian was at the wedding one moment and gone the next. His jacket was found in the sewers sometime later along with a Defender’s uniform. I believe there is some fear there was magic involved.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Because I probably have almost as many spies in your palace as you have in mine.”

She didn’t rise to that taunt. “Do you know what sort of magic?”

Hablet shook his head. “Something to do with a song stuck in people’s heads.”

“Why did you ask to meet, Hablet? To boast about how much you know regarding the inner workings of the Hythrun court?”

The king of Fardohnya shook his head. “I want to offer my help and some advice, if you’ll take it.”

Marla was tempted to reply, “The sun will freeze in the sky first before I accept a single word of advice from you,” but she was interested in what he thought she should do, if only to make it easier to decide to do the complete opposite.

“Medalon is not behind this,” Hablet told her. “You know as well as I that they would not have kidnapped the Hythrun heir for any reason. There may have been Medalonians involved, but they were not acting under orders from the Lord Defender.”

Marla thought the same thing, but she wasn’t going to admit it to Hablet. “Who, then? Fardohnyans?”

“No, and for the same reason, your highness. As my daughter would tell you if you asked, I am a merchant prince at heart. There is no profit for Fardohnya in the kidnap of the Hythrun heir. Far from it—it’s costing us. We have ships unable to leave the wharves in Greenharbour, others unable to make port, because Adrina has frozen everything until Jazrian is found. There is no ransom large enough to compensate for the disruption in trade this kidnapping is costing us.”

“Who, then?”

“I don’t know, your highness, but I suggest, before you search for some grand political gesture, you look a little closer to home.”

“Are you suggesting there is a traitor in our midst?”

“I am suggesting that we have all made our share of enemies along the way, you as many, or possibly more, than I. We are here in the Citadel to negotiate peace. Believe it or not, I like peace. It’s profitable.”

“There are plenty of men who get rich off war,” Marla reminded him. “And this is a very effective way to start one.”

“That’s exactly my point,” he said. “Somebody is trying to start a war. I don’t know who and I don’t know why, but it behooves us to take a deep breath before we spoil this last decade of prosperity on the strength of what could well be planted evidence.”

Marla hated to admit it, but Hablet was correct. He was not an insightful man by nature, she knew, but he was right about one thing: he was a blackhearted merchant prince at his core. He would avoid damage to Fardohnya’s profitability at all costs.

“There will be no treaty renewal until my grandson is found,” Marla warned.

“I can live with that,” Hablet told her, “provided you don’t declare war on me at tomorrow’s meeting.”

“That may yet happen,” she warned, “if I don’t get some answers.”

“Then we must see you get the answers we both seek.” He bowed to her and Marla realized she was being dismissed, as though she had begged a meeting with him instead of the other way around.

“If I find out you offered up your daughter Rakaia to my cousin Lord Branador just so you could get close to Jazrian, I will wipe Fardohnya from the map, Hablet. Be assured of that.”

Her comment seemed to catch him off-guard. A glimpse of something—guilt, perhaps—flickered across the old man’s face.

“Rakaia is many things, your highness, but involvement in Jazrian’s kidnapping is not one of them. Besides, I understand it was Adrina’s decision to host a Fardohnyan wedding and open the palace up to strangers. Perhaps if your son had been home, ruling his country as a High Prince should, and not gallivanting around the countryside with the demon child, this unfortunate situation could have been avoided completely.”

Marla frowned, wishing she could strangle whoever started that particular rumor. “Perhaps if your daughters were not so concerned with hosting lavish wedding parties, it would not have happened either. You are in no position to criticize the way I’ve raised my children when your own son is so uncontrollable you feel the need to place him in the care of the Defenders to smarten him up.”

It was Hablet’s turn to frown. “Who told you that?”

Caden Fletcher, she thought, although she didn’t say it aloud. The young Medalonian captain had been so gobsmacked at Hablet’s appeal to the Lord Defender, he hadn’t been able to keep the news to himself.

“As you say, your highness, I have just as many spies as you.”

“Alaric is not uncontrollable. He’s . . . spirited.”

“He is also your only heir,” Marla reminded him, figuring she had a chance here to get the last word in. She picked up her skirts and turned on her heel, glancing over her shoulder at him as she added, “And the heir of Hythria has just been kidnapped. Spirited or not, if someone is trying to start a war, then Alaric could well be the next target.”

Without waiting for Hablet to answer, Marla left him standing by the massive Seeing Stone in the vast empty Temple of the Gods, looking lonely and, she suspected—if she’d been foolish enough to glance back at him—rather forlorn and very, very small.
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AS A RULE, assassins were not made privy to the inner workings of the Assassins’ Guild. They were assigned their kills in the expectation they would do their job with a minimum of fuss and a maximum of efficiency, and not bring the guild any undue or unwanted attention.

Provided they did that, an assassin was able to live a relatively normal life. Or as normal a life as it was possible to live. In between contracted kills, that is.

There were exceptions, however, and Kiam Miar was one of them. His special status was a mixture of family connections and merit. An accomplished assassin in his own right, his father had once been Raven of the Hythrun Assassins’ Guild. Kiam had spent many of his formative years close to the seat of guild power and had absorbed a great deal, simply by being his father’s son. However, his other family connection almost negated any benefit he might have gained from being the only son of a Raven.

His former stepbrother was the High Prince of Hythria. And that was a problem. For the guild, at least. That connection endangered the guild’s neutrality on a daily basis. Never had he been so aware of the conflict as today, summoned to the Raven’s office to explain why he was putting those family ties above his oath to the guild.

The matter had come to a head when Ky refused a job a few days ago. That in itself wasn’t the problem. Assassins were entitled to refuse contracted kills, if they had a good a reason.

I’m busy helping the High Princess track down the kidnapped heir to the Hythrun throne was apparently not considered a good enough reason.

Kiam couldn’t see the issue. The kill he’d been asked to undertake was a simple one. It was almost an insult, in fact, to send an assassin of his experience and skill on such a mundane job. There were other, more junior, assassins available who were ready, willing and able to do the job. So he’d sent a message to Elin Bane, informing his boss that he was unavailable.

And now he was being summoned to explain why.

Kiam had run through the conversation he planned to have with Elin Bane in his head a dozen times on the way here. He had his argument ready. He had an excellent speech prepared, full of reminders of the need for political stability, the advantage to the guild if the Hythrun royal family owed it a debt of gratitude, and various other pertinent points designed to convince the Raven of Ky’s astute political acumen and his noble cause. If all else failed, he intended to remind Elin Bane that as a senior member of the guild, he should never be sent on a job so pedestrian it was a criminal waste of his talents.

He wasn’t convinced he would win the argument. Elin liked Kiam’s ties with the High Prince only up to a point. And when one of his guild was visibly taking part in the efforts to track down Prince Jazrian’s kidnappers, all the grand speeches in the world couldn’t counteract the public perception that the supposedly neutral Hythrun Assassins’ Guild was comfortably ensconced in the pocket of the Hythrun ruling family.

Kiam had nobody but himself to blame for that, he knew, even before he’d helped Adrina with his test attack on the palace defenses. The day Jazrian disappeared, in the midst of Princess Rakaia’s wedding to Lord Frederak Branador of Highcastle, he had stood shoulder to shoulder with the Harshini interrogators and the palace guard, prepared to intervene if any of the wedding guests objected to having their mind probed for clues about the young prince’s whereabouts.

“Ah, if it isn’t the Hythrun High Princess’s personal assassin,” Elin remarked as Kiam entered the office, closing the door behind him. Elin was sitting behind the Raven’s desk, where Kiam had so often seen his father sit. Rarely had his father worn such a thunderous expression, however.

“Do you think you should charge more for my services,” Kiam asked, “seeing as how I’m so royally recommended?”

“Royally screwed was more what I had in mind.”

Kiam stopped in front of Elin’s heavy, carved desk. He remained standing. Elin had removed any other seating, presumably so Kiam understood how much trouble he was in. That made Kiam smile. His father used to do the same thing.

“I’m so glad you think this is funny.”

“Apologies, sir. I was just remembering my father.”

“Good thing Galon Miar is not here, if you ask me. He’d be mortified by what you’ve been up to lately.”

Kiam looked at Elin askance. “My father? The one who married the High Prince’s sister?”

“Don’t even think about comparing your involvement in the search for Jazrian Wolfblade with your father’s brief marriage to Princess Marla. He knew his boundaries. As soon as he became Raven, he divorced Marla. He made a public statement about cutting his ties with the Wolfblades. You, on the other hand, strode into the palace grounds side by side with the Harshini and the palace guard, and stood there—no, you loomed in full guild regalia with that wretched monster of a dog of yours—implying we are firmly on their side. I don’t even know where to start with your stunt the other day in broad daylight.”

“You ordered me to do that!”

“Everything you’ve done lately screams to the world that we are firmly on their side.”

“Aren’t we firmly on their side? Or have you decided the current state of affairs is good for business? I mean, it’s so much easier to carry out a kill when the streets of Greenharbour are crawling with paranoid troops looking for any excuse to interrogate someone they suspect is up to no good, after all.”

“Where is that wretched dog, by the way?” Elin asked, neatly avoiding the question.

“I gave him to Princess Rakaia as a wedding present. She’s taken him to Highcastle.”

“Thank Zegarnald for small mercies,” Elin grumbled. “Although I would like to point out that no other member of my guild felt the need to send the princess a wedding present.”

“They lack my refinement, manners and knowledge of court etiquette,” Kiam said with a shrug. “What can I say?”

“You can say why you turned down a contracted kill.”

“You know why.”

“Sadly, I do.”

“In fact, I’m pretty sure you sent me that job with the express purpose of getting me away from the palace.”

“Adrina has the whole country mobilized,” Elin pointed out. “She has the resources of every warlord at her disposal. Her family, directly or indirectly, controls all the wealth and trade in this country and most of the seas surrounding it. Her father is the king of Fardohnya, so she can call on his help if she wants it. Her husband and the Lord Defender of Medalon are damned near blood brothers, by all accounts. The king of Karien owes Princess Adrina his throne. Prince Lunar Kriag of Denika owes Damin Wolfblade his life. The demon child arranged for Damin and Adrina to marry, so the Harshini think the whole freaking clan is divinely blessed or something. What exactly are you bringing to the table?”

“Adrina is a friend. With Damin away, she needs all the help she can get from people she can trust.”

“You’re an assassin. I’m supposed to be able to trust you, too.”

“You can, Elin. But you need to trust my judgment in this. There is something going on that’s more than just the kidnap of Prince Jazrian, or Damin going off with the demon child. There are forces at work here I don’t understand. Nobody understands them, yet. Not even the Harshini. If something is going to happen, something bad, then you’re going to want to know about it before anyone else. Whatever comfort or support I can offer Adrina, the benefit to the guild is what I bring to your table. Inside, and possibly advance, knowledge of something we would never normally be privy to.”

Kiam waited, almost as impressed with his eloquence as Elin obviously was. He’d thought up that bit about something dire being on the way, that only he was in a position to warn the guild about, almost as he was saying it. But it worked. He could see the subtle shift in Elin’s posture, the slight relaxation of his shoulders. The man might not be completely convinced by Kiam’s argument, but he appeared willing to accept there may be some merit in it.

“You’ve a quick tongue on you, just like your old man,” Elin complained, rather than concede Kiam might have a point. “I’ll grant you that.”

“Then you’ll leave me to help with the search for Jaz?” Kiam asked. “No more sending me ridiculous commissions a third-year apprentice could deal with?”

Elin leaned back in his seat and folded his arms across his chest. “Is that the reason you refused the job? Is that what you’re telling me? You refused it because you thought it was beneath you?”

“Of course.”

“Not because you were so busy being the little brother of the Wolfblade family you forgot you’re a guild assassin?”

Kiam bit back a smile. He could taste victory, but now was not the time to appear smug.

“My guild comes first,” Kiam assured Elin solemnly. “The guild always comes first.”

“Then you’d best get back to the palace,” Elin said, as if Kiam was going to allow him any say in the matter. “I want you to keep your ear to the ground. I’ll expect to be told the moment you learn anything useful.”

“From my lips to your ears,” Kiam promised. “On my honor as an assassin.”

Elin waved his hand vaguely in the direction of the door. “Get out of here, then. And don’t come back until you have something useful to report.”

“Your wish is my command, O Great and Fearless Leader.”

Elin frowned, or at least attempted to frown. Even though he knew Kiam was joking, he preened just a tiny bit, more than a little pleased anyone, even in jest, would award such a title to him.

It never ceased to amaze Kiam that a man as hard and experienced as Elin Bane could be susceptible to flattery, especially when it was so blatant. His father had told him once, back before he was even apprenticed to the guild, that he could guarantee one thing about people. Men would always react well to being told they were strong, and women always liked to be told they were beautiful. There were many ways of saying such things without using those exact words, but they worked without fail and were the very first building blocks of getting what you wanted out of someone.

Elin had given him the same advice on more than one occasion, and yet he still fell for Kiam’s flattery as if he didn’t have a clue.

“Just you remember that,” Elin said, as he opened the door to let himself out. “You belong to the guild, Kiam Miar, no matter who your family is. You’ll go where and when I say, and the next time I send you somewhere, you’ll damned well do as you’re told.”
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AS SHE ARRANGED her knitted shawl over the unaccustomed weight of the heavy woolen dress that her husband had arranged for her to wear this chilly Medalonian summer evening, Princess Sophany of Fardohnya realized she had not expected to be invited to anything more important than the occasional banquet at the Citadel. This invitation to the Temple of the Gods along with all the other visitors to the Citadel was an unexpected bonus. As the only wife the Fardohnyan king had brought with him on this visit to Medalon, to ratify a peace treaty that had held the continent together for the past ten years, she was nobody important, really. Just another member of his entourage. Hablet certainly never asked for her counsel—before, or during, the trip here—and her stepson, Prince Alaric, was hardly in need of a mother, surrounded, as he was, by a coterie of slaves who lived to cater to his every whim.

In fact, Sophany was at a loss to understand why she had been brought along on this trip at all. But as she stared at herself in the polished metal mirror, she had a bad feeling in her gut that she knew the true reason.

Hablet claimed he was honoring her because her daughter, Rakaia, had recently married Lord Branador of Highcastle, which gave secure access between Fardohnya and Hythria through Highcastle Pass in perpetuity. That was a lie, Sophany feared. More likely, Hablet had somehow discovered the truth about Rakaia. Perhaps Meyrick Kabar had broken under torture.

Some days, Sophany thought the king oblivious. Other days, Hablet would look at her oddly, or make some veiled remark, and she was certain he knew of her deceit and was simply keeping her by his side to amuse himself while he plotted the most effective torment of his errant wife, before executing her for treason.

And yet he’d done nothing. Not even when they stopped in Bordertown on the way here and Rakaia had come aboard their ship with that talented young minstrel. Hablet hadn’t even noticed his own daughter—at least, the woman he believed to be his daughter—standing in the shadows behind the young man as he sang his way through his repertoire for a whole fraught evening.

Sophany wished she’d been able to say more to Rakaia that night; wished she’d been able to ask how she ended up in Bordertown with a traveling minstrel when she should have been making her way to Lanipoor to find sanctuary with her uncle.

Nothing had been said that night. Not then. Not now. Not a word had come from Hythria, either, where Rakaia should have been. Although she’d not been informed specifically, Sophany knew the royal wedding her daughter was traveling to had taken place in Greenharbour. That could only mean Charisee, Rakaia’s baseborn sister, slave, best friend and constant companion, had agreed to pose as the princess Lord Branador was to wed.

The relief of knowing Charisee had agreed to the swap was enormous. She had always been the weakest part of Sophany’s plan to save Rakaia from Hablet’s wrath when he learned the truth about who had really fathered her. Sophany had been banking on Charisee’s love for her sister, or, at the very least, her desire to be a princess, rather than a slave, even for a short time.

Much to Sophany’s surprise, Charisee had apparently taken over Rakaia’s identity well enough to fool everyone, up to and including her half-sister, Adrina, the High Princess of Hythria. That was, in itself, something of a miracle. Sophany had been certain a slave didn’t have it in her to deceive anyone she was a true princess for very long.

Obviously, she had misjudged the young woman. Not only had Charisee carried the deception off well enough for Rakaia to escape Winternest, she’d kept it going all the way to the wedding.

Sparing a thought for Charisee, Sophany turned from the mirror, wondering how the poor girl was faring, married to a man sixty years her senior, stuck in a cold, dismal place like Highcastle.

Probably better than if she’d stayed in the harem in Talabar, Sophany thought with a touch of envy. Charisee’s life might not be perfect, but she wasn’t standing at the side of a king who was likely, at any moment, to have her tortured and killed for her infidelity.

Sophany hadn’t expected Charisee to make it as far as Highcastle. If she was being honest with herself, she thought Charisee would be dead by now, executed for treason when her lie was exposed, but her deception had kept them all safe. For that, Sophany owed the young slave more than she could say.

“Gods, aren’t you ready yet?”

“Coming!”

Sophany took a deep breath, bracing herself for whatever the evening might bring. This summons to the Temple of the Gods by the Harshini queen was unusual enough to have the whole Citadel gossiping. The reason for it was unknown. But nobody was exempt. Not the king of Fardohnya. Not his wife. And not his son.

Hablet had arrived in the hall, with Alaric, and was tapping his foot impatiently outside her room in what had once been the main residential building for the now-defunct Sisters of the Blade. Her husband was dressed just formally enough to remind everyone he was a king. Alaric wore a simple, albeit hideously expensive, gold jacket and a thin gold coronet on his head. Just in case there was any question, she supposed, about who the heir to Fardohnya was.

Alaric smiled at her, his eyes alight. “We’re going to see inside the famed Temple of the Gods.”

“I know, Alaric. It’s a rare privilege.” The change in the child since they’d reached Medalon was remarkable. Gone was the spoiled little monster. These days Alaric was polite and engaged, and quite a delightful child. Sophany had no idea what had wrought such a remarkable change in the lad, but it was something to behold.

“It’s a rare pain in the ass, is what it is,” Hablet grumbled, hurrying them down the hall. “If Shananara wants to see us so badly, she should have arranged a private audience.”

“She’s called all the delegates to the temple,” Sophany ventured as they headed down the wide stone stairs to the foyer. “From the lowliest page through to you, and King Drendik, and even Princess Marla.” It was dangerous mentioning Marla’s name, but worth the risk. While her husband was focused on how the dowager princess of Hythria had wronged him, he wasn’t paying any attention to his wife and her peccadillos.

“Did the Harshini say what the meeting was about, Papa?”

“No,” Hablet said, “and we’ll be having words about that, let me tell you.”

They reached the door of the residence hall where a troop of Fardohnyan soldiers was waiting to escort them to the Temple of the Gods. Sophany fell back to her place behind the king, while Alaric chatted away to his father as they walked the short distance to the temple. There was a crowd outside as the visiting rulers, and their entourages—several score souls for each of them—filed through the massive bronze doors of the Temple of the Gods and into the cavernous hall. Although the sun had only just set, the interior was lit with hundreds of candles reflecting off the magnificent artwork that covered the walls and the floor of the temple. Sophany tried not to gape as they passed through the doors. She had been married to Hablet in the Temple of Jelanna in Talabar and had thought it enormous. Jelanna’s temple would fit in the corner of this one with its spire barely touching the painted ceiling.

Even Alaric was momentarily overawed. “Wow!”

His father elbowed him impatiently. “Gods, lad, you sound like a country squire on his first day in the city. Try to act like a prince when you’re in public.”

“But it’s amazing, Papa!” He turned to Sophany. “Don’t you think it’s amazing, Mama Sophany?”

“I think it’s quite breathtaking,” she agreed with a smile. “And you should be impressed. It’s a very impressive place.”

Hablet glared at her. “Don’t encourage the boy.”

Before Sophany could respond, the Lord Defender’s aide, Captain Fletcher, arrived to escort them to the front of the hall. There was no seating. Everyone was apparently expected to stand. After pleasantries were exchanged, Fletcher gave an order and the crowd magically parted before them. He led them to the raised dais at the front of the hall where the massive crystal Seeing Stone sat on its black marble plinth.

Already waiting at the foot of the dais were Princess Marla, King Drendik of Karien, and Tarja Tenragan, the Lord Defender of Medalon. Tarja broke away from the princess and the king and bowed politely to Hablet. Neither Marla nor Drendik bothered.

“Your grace,” he said, and then turned to Alaric and Sophany. “Your highness. Princess Sophany. Welcome to the Temple of the Gods.”

“Are we expecting any gods tonight?” Hablet asked, casting a sour eye over the crowd.

“Not that I’m aware,” Tarja replied. He was a tall man, classically handsome in a Medalonian sort of way, Sophany thought, but the burden of his position was weighing on him. He could only be in his early forties, but the hair at his temples was graying and his eyes seemed tired. Perhaps it was because his wife was ill. By all accounts, she had been in a coma for several weeks. “Queen Shananara will explain everything shortly. If you’ll excuse me.”

He didn’t wait for a response, but walked past them toward the back of the hall with Captain Fletcher. Sophany soon lost sight of them in the crowd and turned to find her husband and Princess Marla glaring at each other.

This was the first chance Sophany had had to study the Hythrun princess closely. She was supposed to have been one of the most beautiful women in Hythria as a girl, something Sophany could well imagine. Long past the first flush of youth, Marla was still a handsome woman. Certainly Hablet had wanted her as a wife and for a time they had been betrothed, until a number of Hythrun warlords intervened and married her off to one of their own before she could be sent to Talabar. Hablet had never really forgiven her for the insult of breaking that engagement, although in fairness, it was hardly Marla’s fault. She’d only been fifteen at the time, a mere pawn in the political machinations of much older and more powerful men.

But Hablet’s vendetta against Marla and her family had gone on for years and if she was a pawn then, she was a formidable adversary now, tempered in no small way by Hablet’s desire to punish her. Watching Marla, who was smaller and more petite than Sophany had imagined, she wondered if Hablet ever appreciated the irony that his desire for mort’eda had probably turned this woman into what she was—astute, ruthless and prepared to do pretty much anything to protect her family and Hythria.

Sophany admired Marla more than the princess would ever know. She envied her, too. Marla had been destined for a life in the Talabar harem and had managed to carve her own way in the world, something Sophany had never been—and was unlikely to ever be—able to do.

Marla glanced at her briefly. Sophany smiled, hoping to convey some of her admiration through that wordless communication, but before she could, the doors at the back of the hall boomed shut and everyone turned to face the dais as the queen of the Harshini appeared.
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WITH THE CLOSING of the temple doors, Tarja Tenragan turned to study the crowd of over a thousand people gathered in the hall. The light flickered off their faces. Some were confused, some annoyed, some excited, and many were too busy staring at the decorated walls to notice what was going on. They came from every nation on the continent. There were Kariens from the north, Fardohnyans from the east and Hythrun from the south. There were friends and foes gathered here, but they shared one common belief—they all worshipped the gods this temple was built to honor. And they understood the Harshini were here to bridge the gulf between mortal and divine.

Tarja had been raised an atheist, but since growing up here in the Citadel, he’d met more gods than he cared to count, had been the victim of a divine geas and even been possessed by demons for a time. He’d brought down the Sisters of the Blade to restore the Harshini rule of Medalon. He’d turned against his own mother for these people and their gods.

And here he was, yet again embroiled in something he didn’t really grasp, because something was going on with the gods. This time it involved the God of Music, who was missing or incapacitated—Tarja wasn’t clear on that point—and there was a song stuck in people’s heads, wreaking havoc wherever it was discovered. It had so far been responsible for the theft of the golden lyre from this very temple, a spate of other odd occurrences, and now, apparently, the kidnap of Damin and Adrina’s son, Jazrian.

That last was the problem that affected him and Medalon the most, because a Defender’s jacket had been found hidden in the sewers along with Jazrian’s clothes. The implication was clear and it was only his long-standing friendship with the Hythrun High Prince—and Princess Marla’s political skills—that had prevented Hythria declaring war on Medalon as soon as they got the news.

Tarja was certain no serving Defender had any part in Jazrian’s kidnap. But that’s all he was certain about. News that R’shiel was somehow involved with the coma afflicting both his wife and the High Prince of Hythria just added to the problem. Although there was no obvious association, he couldn’t help feeling the two were connected.

He doubted he’d leave this extraordinary meeting any the wiser.

“Thank you for coming here this evening.” He was too far back, with too many people standing between them for him to see the Harshini queen, but he heard her clearly. She must have amplified her voice magically, in order to be heard throughout the vast hall. “I know you are curious about the reason. I will satisfy that curiosity, but I urge you not to be afraid.”

A worried murmur ran through the hall. There’s an idea, Tarja mused silently. Tell a thousand odd people you just locked in a room together not to be afraid. What could possibly go wrong with that plan?

He wished he’d been allowed to bring troops into the hall to quell the inevitable trouble when Shananara announced what she intended this night, but the queen had been adamant no violence was allowed. Ringing the temple with armed Defenders would, in her opinion, trigger the very conflict she was trying to avoid. So Tarja was here with only a handful of men and a thousand worried people, along with a couple of hundred Harshini magicians yet to make their presence felt.

That’s when the real trouble is going to start, he thought, glancing up at the gallery where he knew they were waiting.

“As you may be aware from the rumors circulating around the city,” Shananara continued, “there have been a number of concerning incidents these past few months, all of which began with the theft of Gimlorie’s token from this very temple.”

Another murmur washed over the hall, this one almost as concerned as the first.

“With the theft of Gimlorie’s lyre, the God of Music has been . . . compromised.”

The Harshini were incapable of telling a lie, Tarja knew, but they were quite good at skirting around the truth when the situation called for it.

“And whoever has his token has acquired . . . not his power, exactly, but certainly his ability to influence and sway emotions.”

Tarja still wasn’t sure he understood just exactly what Gimlorie’s powers were supposed to be, or why everyone was so worried that a mortal may have found a way to tap into them. He understood music could move people, that it could evoke strong feelings, even reduce men to tears. He didn’t really understand how that power could be turned to nefarious purposes, although the way things were piling up lately, he was beginning to get an idea.

“The search for Gimlorie’s lyre is in the hands of the gods . . .”

Who are apparently doing nothing much at all about the problem, Tarja added silently.

“. . . but in the meantime, we need to be certain nobody here has been touched by the lyre thief.”

“How?” a lone voice called from the crowd. The single word didn’t reveal an accent so Tarja couldn’t tell the nationality of the questioner.

“We will examine your minds,” the queen announced to a rising chorus of complaint. As she spoke, her people waiting in the gallery that circled the hall stepped into view. They were robed in white, with their unreadable black-on-black eyes, and Tarja doubted Shananara realized just how menacing her people appeared. “To ensure you have not been touched or influenced.”

“You’re not allowed to probe our minds!” someone called. He sounded Karien. And angry.

The cry was echoed by a score of other voices. For a moment Shananara let them rant, but when she next spoke, although she spoke only in a conversational tone, everyone heard her. “I gathered you here because there is strength in numbers,” she explained. “We are looking only for Gimlorie’s songs. Our probe will go no further than your surface thoughts. There are so many of you here we will not know, or even care, what other thoughts are filling your heads. If you have not been touched, you have nothing to fear. If you have been touched by the lyre thief, we will seek you out and take you somewhere safe so the spell can be undone without doing you any lasting harm.”

As she said the words, a feeling of calm settled over the hall. It was unnatural, Tarja suspected, something the Harshini in the gallery were doing. He understood now why she didn’t want or need his Defenders here. The Harshini queen could dampen the anger of a roomful of humans just by willing it.

“I want you to close your eyes,” she instructed in the same soothing conversational tone.

Tarja found himself closing his eyes. He didn’t need to. His mind had been scanned and declared untainted days ago, but he couldn’t help himself. The urge was irresistible.

“I want you to take a deep breath,” she told them. Tarja found himself doing exactly that, along with everyone else in the hall. “Now release it.”

Like the sigh of a gentle breeze, everyone in the hall released their breath at the same time.

“Thank you,” the queen said. “You may return to your homes. We will seek out those who need our help in the coming days. I bid you all goodnight.”

Tarja heard, rather than saw, Shananara leave the dais. He opened his eyes and blinked. The probe had taken only seconds and he hadn’t felt a thing. Neither had anyone else. As he looked around at the hall full of people, he saw them staring at each other, bewildered, confused, and perhaps a little disappointed that having their mind probed had proved such a non-event.

He glanced up at the gallery. The Harshini who had probed the minds of the crowd had faded back into the shadows.

Shaking off the lethargy Shananara’s magical crowd control had wrought on him, Tarja turned to the few men he had stationed by the door and ordered them to open the doors. He stood back and watched the people file out, strangely subdued and more than a little dazed. He wondered if Shananara had left them with something to ensure they left the building and made it home safely before they got angry about what had been done to them.

It took some time for the last of the crowd to file out. Princess Marla winked at him on the way out, apparently untouched by the spells. Or maybe she had just recovered more quickly. King Drendik of Karien and his party looked poleaxed. Last out was the king of Fardohnya, Hablet. He was just as subdued as everyone else, fortunately, as were his wife and son.

Tarja studied the boy as they headed out into the night. Hablet had asked to have Alaric join the Defenders until he came of age. The king thought his son needed some discipline and nobody in Fardohnya was brave enough to take on the job. A few years in the Defenders, however, according to Hablet, would teach the lad some respect, not to mention useful fighting and leadership skills.

Political considerations aside, it was a big thing to ask of the Defenders, and Tarja had yet to agree. What he’d seen of the child seemed at odds with his father’s summation of his character. Alaric was, by all accounts, a pleasant enough boy, and perfectly well behaved. He may just be on his best behavior, though. Tarja had heard rumors that one of Fardohnya’s better generals was dead because he’d angered this child in some fashion.

Then there was the feeling that Hablet had an ulterior motive, although exactly what it was, Tarja couldn’t decide.

Either way, he wasn’t going to agree to Alaric being accepted into the Defenders until he knew more about the boy and about Hablet’s motives. He also wanted quite a few assurances that his cadet masters weren’t going to wind up hung, drawn and quartered because Alaric didn’t like being told to polish his own boots.

“My Lord Defender?”

He turned from watching the Fardohnyan royal party’s departure to find Jilanaric, Queen Shananara’s cousin or something (they seemed to be related in some fashion), waiting patiently for him to notice her.

“I’m sorry, Jil, I didn’t see you there. How did it go?”

She smiled, which didn’t really tell him anything because the Harshini smiled at everything. “Very well, my lord. There were only three people who seemed to have songs stuck in their heads. We removed the songs, but we’ll need to talk to them to find out how they came to be affected. Hopefully, it will lead to identifying the lyre thief and tracking down Gimlorie’s token.”

“Only three?” Tarja wasn’t sure if he was disappointed or relieved. “Were you able to figure out who they are?”

“Yes.”

“And . . .” he prompted.

“Oh, yes, of course. You want to know their names.”

“I believe that’s the plan, Jil. You find ’em, I’ll arrest ’em, and Shananara’ll interrogate ’em.”

She smiled even wider, her black eyes glistening in the candlelight. “Well, the first two should be easy enough. The third is a juggler named Norn, visiting from Testra. We couldn’t tell, from his mind, where he was living in the time we had, so your men may need to do a little investigating to find him. The others will be very easy to locate, though, which should please you.”

“Why will they be easier?”

“Because you know them, my lord. One is your captain, Caden Fletcher, and the other is Prince Alaric of Fardohnya.”
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NEWS THAT THE Lord Defender’s aide had been arrested in connection with Jazrian’s disappearance was not common knowledge. Marla only found out by accident, and from the unlikeliest source. Hablet of Fardohnya.

The king came to her rooms himself the night of the gathering in the Temple of the Gods, without any fanfare or the usual nonsense he engaged in to impress his importance upon others. He even knocked, rather than barging in unannounced.

As it was late at night and her slaves had retired for the evening, Marla opened the door herself, carrying the lantern from beside her bed, wearing her only nightgown.

“Are you alone?” Hablet asked, trying to look past her into her room.

“No. I have an armed guard with me.”

Hablet seemed hesitant, which seemed odd.

“What’s wrong?”

Hablet glanced up and down the hall before he answered. “They’re claiming Alaric has been touched by the lyre thief.” The man’s distress was almost palpable.

“You’d better come in.”

Marla opened the door wider, wondering if she was asking for trouble, but she could tell Hablet was genuinely upset. Monstrously upset, if the only one he felt he could confide in was his sworn enemy.

He glanced around as she closed the door behind him and walked to the table, turning up the flame after she placed it in the center. “I don’t see any guard.”

“I lied.”

“You do that a lot.”

“Did you come here to insult me or tell me about Alaric?”

Hablet seemed to have lost his enthusiasm for the game. He dragged a chair out from the table and sank into it like a broken man. “Queen Shananara came to see me after that business in the temple. She said they only detected three victims of the lyre thief: some juggler they haven’t located yet, Captain Fletcher, and my Alaric.”

Even more alarming than the news Alaric had been touched was the idea that Caden Fletcher, a man Marla trusted, a man who had been a guest in the Greenharbour Palace, might be involved in Jazrian’s disappearance. But he had been nowhere near Greenharbour the night her grandson disappeared. He was on the road to the Citadel with her, somewhere in central Medalon.

“How could that be?” Hablet demanded. “I think it’s a ruse. The Harshini are trying to destroy the treaty by pitting us against one another.”

“That’s ridiculous. Besides, what need would they have to do something like that? We’ve been pitted against each other, you and I, since I was fifteen years old.”

“I can’t think of any other reason they’d lie about something like that.”

“The Harshini can’t lie.”

“Aye, but they can bend the truth like a blade of new grass in the wind.”

“Did Shananara give you any other details?”

Hablet shook his head. “Just that they want to speak with him. And she asked me if I knew when he might have been touched by the thief.”

“Do you have any idea?”

“Of course not. Alaric has not been touched by anything or anyone but the goddess who saw him into being. He was born at the request of the demon child and granted to me by Jelanna herself. How could the Harshini possibly think such a divine creature could be corrupted by this lyre thief they’re hunting?”

Marla was a little amazed at Hablet’s hubris. Although he was right about how his son had been conceived, to consider the child—seemingly a perfectly ordinary, sweet-faced child—to be divine was rather optimistic.

“Is there any possibility the Harshini are right?”

“None at all,” Hablet assured her. “Besides, think of the logic of such a thing. If this lyre thief, whoever he is, got close enough to Alaric to corrupt him, why would he stop there? He could surely attack me? Why would he choose a mere child when he could influence a king?”

Dear gods, Marla thought, fighting back the urge to laugh out loud at him, he’s not angry about Alaric being touched, he’s jealous the lyre thief chose his son over him!

“Did Shananara have any idea about the purpose of this song they say Alaric was influenced by?”

“There’s no way to tell. So Shananara claims.”

“Did you notice anything odd about him?”

“Of course not.”

“Then there is probably nothing to worry about. I think we should be more concerned about Caden Fletcher.”

“Who?”

“Tarja Tenragan’s aide. The one he sent to Hythria specifically to invite my son to this meeting.”

Hablet’s eyes narrowed. He had apparently stopped feeling sorry for himself long enough to realize there was more at stake here than his wounded ego. “You think they’re connected?”

Gods preserve me, how has this man remained in power for so long?

“I think it stretches the bounds of credulity to think someone in your court and mine has been touched by this thief by sheer coincidence.”

“If Fletcher came to your court to invite Damin here, why are you here in his place?”

Marla hesitated, not sure how much Hablet knew, or how much she could risk confiding in him. She had never, in her entire life, imagined a scene like this: Hablet speaking to her as an equal, because he apparently had nobody else he could talk to.

“Did Shananara mention the demon child at all?”

Hablet shook his head. “She just asked a lot of questions about who Alaric had been talking to, if we’d ever let him go off alone, that sort of thing.”

“Captain Fletcher was in Greenharbour when my son . . . when he suddenly up and left us on the demon child’s business,” she said, deciding the rumor Hablet had already heard was probably better than the truth. The other coincidence she couldn’t mention, without revealing that Damin was stranded in a coma from which he could not wake, was that Tarja’s wife, Mandah, was reportedly in the same state, although again, Caden Fletcher had been with Marla on the road when that happened, too, so she didn’t see how he could be responsible. He was in the Greenharbour Palace, however, when Damin was struck down.

“Did Shananara have any idea how long ago Alaric was touched?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean did it happen a month ago? A year ago? On the way to the Temple of the Gods?”

“I never thought to ask.”

“It strikes me that this is the very first thing we should be asking. If he was affected recently, perhaps the lyre thief is still here in the Citadel, and the idea that he had anything to do with Jazrian’s kidnapping is a red herring. For all we know the two are completely unrelated.”

Hablet looked confused. Marla got the impression he was not used to having to do the thinking. She made a note to learn more about his new chamberlain, Naveen Raveve. The man obviously had more than his fair share of the responsibility for running Fardohnya if this was Hablet in his normal state.

“Do you have any wine?” Hablet asked, glancing around the room. “All this plotting and not-plotting is doing my head in.”

There was a decanter on the sideboard with two glasses beside it. Marla pointed at it, refusing to serve him. “Help yourself.”

Hablet looked shocked, but after a moment he climbed to his feet and fetched the decanter from the sideboard, along with both glasses. “It’s a good thing we didn’t marry,” he told her, as he unstoppered the wine and poured a glass for both of them. “I would have beheaded you for your appalling disrespect long before you could give me a son.”

“How can you be sure I would have given you a son?”

“You birthed two of them,” he reminded her. “Strapping lads, both of them. I used to think of Damin as the son I never had.”

Marla accepted the wine from him and took a sip. “That’s why you spent so much time trying to have him killed, I suppose. Because he was such a chip off the old block?”

“I tried to kill him because you offended me, Marla, by breaking our betrothal. No, worse than that. You didn’t just break a signed contract. You married another man and let me find out it had been broken through other people. You never even gave me the courtesy of telling me what you were planning. You made me a laughing stock.”

“I was barely sixteen and had no say in the matter at all.”

“Still . . . it’s water under the bridge now, really. I have Alaric. And Damin is my son. In-law, at any rate.”

“You were violently opposed to Damin and Adrina marrying, too, as I recall.”

“I don’t recall you being any happier about it than I was,” he retorted, downing his wine in a gulp. He refilled his glass and promptly swallowed half of it in one go. “Does she give you much trouble?”

“I wouldn’t trust your daughter as far as I could throw her,” Marla assured him.

Hablet smiled at that. “Don’t worry, I never really trusted her either. Funny how things work out. All that time I spent trying to even the score with you by killing your sons, and all I had to do to make you suffer was inflict my eldest daughter on you.”

“It must be annoying then,” Marla replied serenely, “to realize you never thought to do that. It was the demon child who forced the marriage, not you, so it really wasn’t you who did the inflicting. And, in truth, I quite admire Adrina,” she added, as it occurred to her that Hablet was enjoying her feud with her daughter-in-law far more than he should. What had his spies told him? The idea that Hablet received regular reports about how she and Adrina warred constantly with each other infuriated Marla.

But there was an easy way to fix that. Marla smiled fondly as she spoke of her daughter-in-law. “She really is a remarkable woman. Damin adores her. She’s astute, intelligent . . . a wonderful mother. In fact, she’s acting regent of Hythria in Damin’s absence. I should thank you, actually.”

Hablet frowned, as if he didn’t quite believe her. “Really? My Adrina?”

“Your Adrina,” she agreed. “Now, what are you going to do about Alaric?”

“Do you think I should let the Harshini question him?”

“He’s ten years old, Hablet, and they’re Harshini. It’s not as if you’re going to hand him over to your Royal Torturer to extract a confession from him. You should insist on some concessions, though.”

“Like what?”

“We need some time alone with Caden Fletcher.”

“What good will that do us?”

“Jazrian was taken by a Defender or someone posing as one. And here we have a Defender officer, who has been around every critical player in this pantomime, touched by the lyre thief. I want to question this young man. Very closely.”

“But you said the two might not be related.”

“We won’t know that,” Marla suggested, “until Captain Fletcher has told us everything he knows.”
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“HE’S ON A ship named the Sarchlo.”

Adrina looked up from the map table in her husband’s office to stare at the girl who’d burst in without notice to deliver the news. She almost welcomed the distraction Damin’s niece provided. It wasn’t as if staring at the map with her new Captain of the Guard was achieving anything useful.

Interestingly, Julika wasn’t wearing the heavy traditional robes of an apprentice sorcerer, as she should have been. She wore a plain linen dress, well cut but quite unremarkable, her fair hair pulled back into an untidy braid. Julika was a pretty girl who seemed entirely unaware of the fact, and the deep blue of the dress suited her coloring. Her face was flushed as if she’d run all the way here from the Sorcerers’ Collective, except her dress made Adrina doubt she’d come from there at all.

Julika was an intelligent girl, not given to dramatic declarations without cause, but Adrina was reluctant to accept her words at face value. There had been so many false leads these past few weeks, so many fruitless searches, she was afraid to get her hopes up only to have them dashed a few moments later when sanity prevailed and the information turned out to be nothing more than another rumor.

“How do you know?” Maron Hando asked. He had fitted well into his role as Captain of the Palace Guard. He was unwaveringly dedicated to finding Jazrian and never once did he make Adrina feel as though he was looking down his nose at her, which is what the former Captain of the Guard, Chaporn, had done every time they exchanged anything more substantial than a greeting.

They’d been going over everything they had so far, hoping to find some minor, but important, detail they may have missed, when Julika burst in with her startling news.

“It’s the only ship that sailed the night of the wedding which remains unaccounted for.”

Adrina’s heart sank. “That’s hardly proof Jazrian is aboard it, Julika.”

“I spoke to the harbor master again. He says he remembers seeing a boy fitting Jaz’s description boarding the Sarchlo before they sailed.”

“And you got this information from him how?” Hando asked.

Adrina knew how he felt. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate Julika’s efforts to help, but the harbor master had been interrogated to within an inch of his life on more than one occasion and nothing about a boy fitting Jazrian’s description had been mentioned before now.

Julika was suddenly unable to look either of them in the eye. Adrina was immediately suspicious. “Julika, what did you do?”

“Nothing that shouldn’t have been done the night Jaz disappeared.”

Adrina sighed as she realized what this meant. Maron Hando looked at her for an explanation. “She used magic on him.”

“Only a little bit.”

Maron stared at Julika with renewed respect. “You can do that?”

“Obviously, or Adrina wouldn’t be looking so aghast.”

“Does your mother know?”

It was an important question. Julika’s mother was the High Arrion of the Sorcerers’ Collective. Kalan Hawksword couldn’t so much as snuff out a flame with magic, despite her high rank, but her daughter was an innate sorcerer, something everyone assumed she must have inherited from her father, as there was no history of magical ability in the Wolfblade or Hawksword families.

Of course, if they actually knew who Julika’s father was, the theory might be more easily confirmed, but Kalan had steadfastly refused to name him. Adrina often wondered if Julika had any idea of her father’s identity, but she was too polite to ask the girl in case the question upset her.

The mysterious source of her magical powers notwithstanding, there were rules about using magic on people without their permission. As an apprentice at the Sorcerers’ Collective, Julika should know that better than anyone.

“Of course my mother doesn’t know about this. You think I’m crazy?”

The Captain of the Guard frowned. “Isn’t unsanctioned use of magical powers against the Sorcerers’ Collective rules?”

“Are you going to tell on me?”

“Are you certain about what the harbor master saw?”

“Positive.”

Adrina still wasn’t convinced. “Why didn’t he say something before now? The Harshini were satisfied he hadn’t been touched by any strange songs.”

“Because he wasn’t touched by anything. He simply didn’t remember,” Julika explained, a little impatiently. She was acting as if Adrina should already have launched a fleet of ships in pursuit of the Sarchlo. “There was a royal wedding going on and free alcohol flowing all night. He was as drunk as any other fool on the docks.”

Maron nodded. “She’s right. There weren’t many sober souls in Greenharbour the night the prince disappeared.”

“Then how can you be sure what you took from his mind is reliable?”

“Because he spoke to Jaz. Or rather Jaz spoke to him. He was with a Karien minstrel sailing on the Sarchlo as a passenger. When he asked the man for their papers, the boy told him he didn’t need them because he was a prince and princes don’t need papers.”

“The boy sounds drunker than the harbor master. Why would Jazrian—assuming it was Jazrian—say something like that?”

“Why would Jaz leave the palace with a minstrel and set sail on the Sarchlo?”

“We don’t know that he did, Julika.”

Before Julika could respond, there was a knock at the door. Adrina was about to refuse entry to whoever it was when the door opened and Kiam Miar stepped inside. He closed the door behind him, but had barely taken two steps into the room before Julika burst out with her news. “I found Jazrian!”

Adrina sighed. “We don’t know that, Juli.”

Kiam was clearly astonished by the news. He glanced at Julika warily and then turned to Adrina, perhaps wondering why she wasn’t as excited by the news as her niece. “Where . . . how?”

“Julika used magic on the harbor master to extract an apparently forgotten memory from his mind,” Adrina explained. “We don’t know if it’s—”

“He’s on a ship named the Sarchlo,” Julika cut in. “It sailed the night of the wedding.”

“We haven’t verified the news, yet, Master Miar,” Maron Hando explained. “And we know nothing about the ship or its crew.”

“It’s a Trinity Isles trader of opportunity,” Kiam said, which stunned them into silence. “The captain is a man named Rishard Berin.”

“Pirates, then,” Maron concluded heavily, although the information was hardly necessary. They all knew what a “trader of opportunity” was.

“How do you know that?”

The assassin shrugged. “Long story. Suffice to say I’ve come across him . . . sort of . . . in a professional capacity.”

“He hired you to kill someone?” Adrina asked in alarm. If Jaz was on his ship, that was something else to worry about.

“I can’t tell you that.”

“How bad is he?” Hando asked. Like Adrina, he was assuming the worst.

“I really can’t say, Captain. I’ve never actually met him, but I certainly don’t have any reason to think, if Jaz is on his ship, that he’s in any immediate danger from Berin or his crew. How did he get there, anyway?”

“According to the harbor master’s memories he boarded with a Karien minstrel, Uncle Ky,” Julika told him. “He doesn’t recall any sort of struggle or any sign Jaz was acting against his will. He said the boy looked quite happy and excited to be going on a journey.”

“You never said that earlier,” Adrina pointed out. She couldn’t help feeling Julika was embellishing now, to make the story seem more plausible to Kiam. The girl doted on him quite shamelessly.

Besides, it just wasn’t plausible. Beyond that, it was inconceivable that Jazrian would simply run away in the middle of Rakaia’s wedding with some Karien minstrel he’d just met.

“I wasn’t sure you’d believe me, Aunt Adrina. I know you want to believe he was carried off kicking and screaming, but he wasn’t. Perhaps there was magic involved. Jaz boarded the ship voluntarily, according to the harbor master, and made no attempt to escape.”

“If it was Jazrian,” Adrina said, still not willing to believe what she was hearing.

“Do you have any better leads?” Kiam asked.

“Not so far,” Captain Hando said.

“What do you want to do, then? They would have made landfall days ago if they were heading for Calavandra.”

Adrina shook her head. “Luciena has her people watching every port within a month’s sailing, waiting for the two ships that sailed the night Jazrian disappeared. One docked in Tarkent a week ago. It was boarded and searched by Fardohnyan troops as soon as it berthed.”

“And nobody’s seen or heard of the Sarchlo?” Kiam shook his head as if he didn’t want to come to the obvious conclusion either but couldn’t really avoid it. “That’s a telling sign, right there.”

“What if the boat sank?” Julika asked.

“Thank you for that, Juli.”

“I’m sorry, Aunt Adrina, but if the ship hasn’t been seen since it left Greenharbour . . .”

“Then it could be in any one of a thousand anchorages the pirates know in the Dregian Ocean and the Trinity Isles, or along the Hythrun coast,” Captain Hando suggested. “They may have sailed north toward Fardohnya, assuming that if we discovered they were on a Trinity Isles trader, Calavandra is the first place we’d look for them. They may have decided to head south for Denika and bypass the islands altogether.”

“Then how do we find them?” Adrina asked. She still wasn’t convinced, not entirely. But doing something was better than nothing.

“We go after them, obviously,” Julika said, as if the adults in the room were all a bit dim.

“And look for them where, Juli? Any one of those thousand anchorages around the Trinity Isles or the Hythrun coast?”

“Actually, the trick would be to hire our own Trinity Isles trader,” Kiam suggested. “For one thing, they’d know about the anchorages. They may even know where the Sarchlo goes to ground.”

“That’s a grand idea,” Captain Hando agreed. “Except no Tri-lander would accept such a commission. Not from us. Not even the Assassins’ Guild.”

“I could make them,” Julika volunteered.

“Juli, aren’t you going to be in enough trouble for probing the harbor master’s mind?”

“Then a little more trouble won’t make much difference, will it?” she said with a shrug. “Besides, Mama wants to find Jaz as much as you do. She’ll turn a blind eye to me bending the rules if it means getting him back.”

Julika spoke the truth, Adrina realized. It was even possible Kalan knew about her daughter’s insubordination already, and was simply letting Juli pretend she was acting on her own to allow Kalan some plausible deniability if her daughter’s rule-breaking were ever discovered. Adrina couldn’t ask Julika that directly, though. Plausible deniability was something she might need someday, too.

Adrina studied Damin’s niece, the innate sorcerer, and her brother-in-law, the guild Assassin, for a moment, and realized she had more faith in these two people than she had in Captain Hando’s entire palace guard.

“Kiam, if I commission the guild to kill this Rishard Berin, would you be free to pursue him without any interference from the guild?”

Kiam nodded. “Of course. You’d have to specify you want me to undertake the kill and put up with Elin Bane telling you customers don’t get to choose their assassins, and then charging you double for the inconvenience, but he’ll agree in the end.”

“Can I go with him?” Julika asked.

“No,” Kiam said at the precise moment Adrina said, “Yes.”

He turned to Adrina in alarm. “You can’t be serious. She’s a child!”

“She’s standing right here, you know,” Julika reminded him, a little miffed to be suddenly excluded from the conversation.

“Julika is seventeen, a senior apprentice at the Sorcerers’ Collective, an innate sorcerer, speaks numerous languages and, most importantly, is her mother’s daughter. I’m sure, far from being an encumbrance, she’ll prove a formidable ally.”

Julika beamed at Adrina. “I love you so much, Aunt Adrina.”

“I can’t be expected to kill someone with a civilian tagging along for the ride.”

“Your job is to find Jazrian, Ky. Killing the people who took him is secondary to bringing him home safely.”

Ky looked at Julika, shaking his head. “Stop grinning like that. You think this is an adventure now, but you have no idea what you’re volunteering for, you foolish girl.”

“I can keep up, Uncle Ky,” she promised, and then she turned to Adrina, who was already wondering if this was the best idea she’d had since Jaz was taken, or the worst. “We won’t let you down, Aunt Adrina. We’ll bring Jaz home if it kills us.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Kiam muttered unhappily.

“Do you need any help from my people?” Captain Hando asked, perhaps feeling a little left out.

Kiam shook his head. “No. If we’re going to do this, it’s better done quietly. Any hint of officialdom, the Tri-landers will run, and we’ll never get near the Sarchlo.”

“Whatever it costs to hire or bribe them, you have it,” Adrina assured him.

“Thanks,” Kiam said, “but I’m not sure throwing gold around is the best way to handle this.”

“How do you get on a Trinity Isles trader, then?” Captain Hando asked.

“I could run away,” Julika suggested.

“How would that help?”

“Because that’s exactly the sort of thing that appeals to a Tri-lander,” Kiam said, looking a little surprised Julika knew the Trinity Isles well enough to work that out. “They’ll toss a rich man overboard for his coin and not lose a moment’s sleep over it, but they love someone thumbing their nose at authority. An apprentice sorcerer fleeing the Collective for some terrible breach of the rules? They’ll lap it up.”

“That gets Julika passage on a ship. What about you?”

Julika grinned even wider. “Uncle Kiam can come with me. He can be the reason I’m running away. We can be eloping.”

Ky looked at her askance. “You do know I’m almost old enough to be your father?”

Julika was unimpressed by his argument. “Seriously, Uncle Ky? Rakaia just married a man sixty years older than her and nobody cared a jot.”

“I think the ruse may work a little better if you stop referring to Master Miar as Uncle Ky, my lady,” Captain Hando pointed out with a faint smile, and then he turned to Adrina. “Your niece has a point, your highness. This plan may well work.”

“Assuming Jazrian is on the Sarchlo,” Adrina reminded them. “Assuming they can find him. Assuming he is still alive.”

“Assuming all that,” the captain agreed.

Adrina hesitated, wondering if her desire to find her lost son was blinding her to reason. Was this an inspired plan, or was she sending two people she cared about into peril, possibly to their deaths?

In the end, it didn’t make much difference, she decided. Jazrian had to be found and she had silently sworn to Damin that she would do whatever she had to, use whatever it took, use whoever she must, to bring his son home.

She took a deep breath and nodded. “Do it,” she said, with more confidence and conviction than she felt. “I will keep the search going here, both against the possibility this is a wild goose chase, and to draw attention from your search if it proves to be the right one. Your job is to find this ship and, if Jazrian is on it, to bring him home.”

“And if he’s not?” Kiam asked.

“If the crew is innocent of any involvement in his kidnapping, I don’t really care what happens to them. If they know something, though, if they have harbored the criminals who took my son, I don’t expect them to keep breathing the same air I do for a moment longer than is necessary to make them pay.”
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PRINCESS SOPHANY FROWNED as she watched her stepson out of the corner of her eye, while pretending to watch the young Defender cadets training in the enormous sandy arena of the Citadel. Gone was the pleasant child she’d come to know these past few weeks. The old Alaric was back and he was bored. The Defender training fights they’d been invited to observe were fought with blunted swords and involved a great deal of repetitive form fighting rather than the bloodbath Alaric was apparently hoping for.

Perhaps they were holding back because their audience was a child, or a prince. Sometimes people made the mistake of thinking he was delicate, just because he was both of those things.

“When does the real fighting start?” He didn’t address the comment to anyone in particular, figuring someone would know the answer.

“This is a training exercise, Alaric.”

Alaric glanced over his shoulder at her, seated behind and above him on the tiered stone seating of the amphitheater. He frowned, probably because it was she who’d answered. Or perhaps because she’d insisted on calling him by his given name, rather than his title. She was only his stepmother, after all, as he’d reminded her at breakfast, and only one of several score stepmothers he owned.

Yesterday, he had called her Mama Sophany.

After weeks of being perfectly content with her company, overnight Alaric now seemed quite put out by the fact she was currently in favor with his father. Yesterday, he’d treated her like a mother. Today, he was acting as though he felt her position as Hablet’s wife need not give her the right to consider herself anything more than another servant. He certainly wasn’t going to tolerate her treating him as if he were her own child.

“The Defenders save their bloodletting for their enemies, your highness,” the Defender officer informed him. Sophany was grateful for his intervention. It took Alaric’s attention from her. She did wonder what had happened to Captain Fletcher. He had been their constant guide in the Citadel until yesterday.

“You mean they never fight with real weapons? Even when there’s an audience?”

“The last time Defenders used real weapons in the arena for entertainment was over a decade ago,” the lieutenant told him. “One of the first things the Lord Defender did on his appointment was ban the practice of fighting to first blood.”

“That must have pleased the Harshini,” Sophany remarked.

“Who cares about the Harshini?” Alaric sighed dramatically. “Gods, don’t you get tired of everyone minding their manners around the perpetually smiling and serene Harshini? How many are there here in the Citadel, anyway? There seemed to be hundreds of them in the temple last night. Maybe millions.”

Last night is the problem, Sophany was beginning to think. Last night something happened to Alaric in the temple. The spell cast by the Harshini had altered him. It had turned him back into the brat he had been before they arrived in Bordertown.

Before Rakaia and her minstrel came onboard the Wave Dancer.

Before the minstrel had sung to him.

Sophany suddenly went cold all over. Gods . . . the Harshini spell last night hadn’t done anything. It had undone something.

“And, seriously,” Alaric was saying loudly in an epic display of obnoxiousness, “everyone runs about ready to snap their spines in their effort to bend over backward for them. I mean . . . what was that nonsense last night about, anyway? They didn’t cast any spells that I could see.”

Even though her mind was about ready to explode with the realization she had just arrived at, Sophany was still the only one brave enough to answer his question. “We must respect and honor the Harshini, Alaric. They are our conduit to the gods.”

“But I’m a prince. I shouldn’t need an intermediary. The gods should talk to me direct.”

“So they should,” she agreed. “Shall we go the Temple of the Gods, then? So you can ask them yourself why they choose not to do so?”

Alaric frowned, as if he were certain she was setting a trap for him. “How will I make the gods speak to me?”

“Well, hmm . . . let me think.” She made a thoughtful face and then suggested brightly, “I know. Perhaps you could ask the Harshini to intercede.”

“But . . . oh, I see. Very funny.”

Sophany smiled. “I thought so.”

Alaric turned back to staring at the arena and the cadets, for which Sophany was extremely grateful.

Dear gods . . . what should I do? her mind was screaming silently. Alaric had been touched by the lyre thief. That much was obvious. But the spell the minstrel had cast over the prince made him a better person, and now the Harshini had removed the spell and the monster was back, worse than ever.

She had to tell someone she had seen the lyre thief. She knew that. For a moment she imagined the king’s reaction if she were the one who identified him. What reward would Hablet bestow on her for discovering something the power of all three nations had been unable to find?

But her initial enthusiasm for the idea quickly waned as she realized there was no way to expose the lyre thief without first explaining why she was so sure, or risking her daughter’s life if suddenly the entire world set out looking for the young man she was traveling with. She might get away with it. If no one had recognised Rakaia on the ship, maybe they’d ignore her again and only go after Mica?

It was a momentary, frantic hope that died before it had barely flared into life. A desperate clutching at optimistic straws. The risk to Rakaia was too great. There simply was no way Sophany could reveal the information without betraying herself and her daughter.

And poor Charisee, too, for that matter.

Which is worse? Not admitting I can identify the most wanted man in the entire world? Or admitting I deceived the king about Rakaia’s birth, about where she is now, about the imposter posing as my daughter who just married a man to seal an international treaty? If I say nothing, what’s the worst that could happen?

Prince Jazrian could die, an unwanted part of her conscience reminded her.

“Would you like a turn, your highness?” the lieutenant asked.

Alaric’s eyes widened. “With the Defenders?”

Sophany forced herself to concentrate on what Alaric was saying. With the old Alaric back, she might offend him by mistake and end up facing the same fate as Meyrick Kabar.

At least if I were dead, I wouldn’t have to tell anyone about the lyre thief.

“Certainly. If you don’t mind fighting with blunted weapons.”

Leaping to his feet, Alaric grinned, willing to forgo reprimanding the lieutenant for his snide comment for the chance to join the Defenders in the arena. “Bring me a weapon!”

The Defender glanced up at Sophany. “Is that all right with you, your highness?”

“If it’s what the prince wants,” she agreed. “And he comes to no serious harm.”

“Of course,” he agreed with a short bow. The lieutenant turned to the cadets and waved over the nearest pair, neither of whom seemed much older than thirteen. They hurried to the wall, their faces flushed and beaded with sweat.

“Sir?” the taller of them asked.

“Prince Alaric would like to try his hand at a sword drill. Praken, give him your weapon. Astar, would you like to run his highness through his paces?”

Alaric jumped down to the floor of the sandy arena as the younger boy approached, handing him his weapon. Sophany stepped down toward the barrier to watch as he grasped the leather-wrapped hilt of the training sword. It must have been damp with the cadet’s sweat. Alaric pulled a face and wiped his hand disdainfully on his trousers before securing his grip again. Then he hefted the weapon experimentally, frowning.

His opponent, Astar, was a little taller and quite a bit heavier than he was. Alaric didn’t seem particularly bothered by that. He’d fought grown men at home and won every time. He probably thought that meant he had some skill. Sophany wondered what his reaction would be if he learned his father had given orders he was never to lose a fight.

Hablet wanted his son to know how winning felt.

“The weight is bothering him a little,” the officer remarked to Sophany. He treated her like Alaric’s mother, even if Alaric didn’t.

“I’m sure he’ll manage,” Sophany said in a low voice Alaric was unlikely to overhear. “Although if he asks for another, it’s more likely to be for one not polluted by the grubby sweat of a Medalonian peasant, than a lighter blade.”

The lieutenant glanced at her and then nodded in understanding. “You know the king has asked the Lord Defender to accept him into the Defenders as a cadet?”

“I know.”

“Does your highness have an opinion on the matter?”

Sophany was a little surprised to be asked for her opinion on any matter, let alone one as weighty as this. “I think Alaric would benefit enormously from the experience,” she said, and then added tactfully, “I wish I could say the same about how much the Defenders would benefit from Alaric.”

The Defender didn’t immediately reply, instead giving his attention to the bout between Alaric and Astar. The older boy was being kind, letting Alaric get used to the weight of the blade before seriously engaging his opponent. Alaric was holding the blade with two hands, struggling to raise it and keep it steady, let alone wield it with any sort of finesse.

Astar watched him struggle for a few moments longer and then lowered his blade and turned to the lieutenant. “Shall I fetch a child’s practice blade, sir? The training weapon seems a bit much for him.”

The question infuriated Alaric. Before the officer could answer, Alaric let out a furious yell and charged at Astar. Caught unawares, the lad didn’t have time to defend himself as Alaric charged from behind and struck Astar on the head. The lad stumbled and dropped to his knees. Alaric began raining blows on the boy’s head, screaming wordlessly as he did.

It only lasted a few moments. The lieutenant was over the barricade and running toward them as another pair of cadets came to Astar’s rescue. The officer grabbed Alaric and pulled him off, throwing him none too gently to the ground and pinning him there with his boot, before turning to Astar.

“Are you all right?”

Astar nodded as another cadet helped him to his feet. There was blood in his hair and a nasty bruise forming on his cheek. “I’ll be fine, sir.”

“Training is over,” the lieutenant announced to the cadets. “Tell the weapons master I released you for the day. You get a physic to check that head, you hear?” he added to Astar.

The boy nodded again, picked up his dropped weapon, and walked with his friends across the sandy arena to the tunnels where the caverns underneath the amphitheater housed their changeroom. They talked softly among themselves, glancing back over their shoulders at the prince still pinned and struggling beneath the Defender officer’s boot.

Only once they were gone did the man take his boot from Alaric’s throat and release him.

The boy leaped to his feet, spitting with fury. “How dare you treat me in such a fashion! I will have you thrown out of the Defenders for this!”

“Well, you might,” the lieutenant agreed, bending down to retrieve Alaric’s weapon before he could turn it on someone else. It might be made of wood and have no edge to speak of, but as Alaric had just proved, it made a perfectly serviceable club. “But at least you’ll have learned a lesson about how a Defender behaves, something that may save your life one day, your highness, when you’re one of us.”

Sophany gasped, waiting for Alaric’s reaction. He had no idea, she knew, about what his father had planned for him.

“What are you talking about?” Alaric demanded. “I’m never going to be a Defender. I am heir to the Fardohnyan throne.”

If the officer had let the news slip by accident or design, Sophany couldn’t tell, but he wasn’t going to back away from the truth, now it was out in the open. “You should talk to your father,” he advised. “I’m sure he’ll let you in on the details once they’re finalized. One thing he is right about, though. You certainly need some discipline. And a few lessons in honor and sportsmanship, while you’re about it.”

Alaric looked set to explode. “You will die for your disrespect today, lieutenant.”

Sophany wasn’t sure Alaric was wrong.

The young man, however, seemed unfazed by the threat. “We all have to die of something.”

Alaric turned to Sophany, looking for an ally. “You’ll bear witness to this, won’t you, Mama Sophany. You saw what he did. How he spoke to me?”

“Every word, your highness,” she agreed. “I will tell your father and the Lord Defender everything that happened here. I’ve no doubt someone will be punished over this.”

Somewhat mollified by Sophany’s apparent support, Alaric turned his back on the lieutenant and strode toward the barricade. He’d leaped over it easily to get into the arena, but it was higher on the inside and Sophany had to help him clamber inelegantly over it to get out. Once he was beside her, he snatched up his jacket and stormed off toward the exit. Sophany spared the lieutenant a sympathetic glance before following her stepson, hoping her thin smile had been able to convey her support for the Defender.

She feared, however, that given Alaric’s record for destroying honorable military men who irked him, it might well be the last time she saw this likable young man alive.
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“WE NEED FRESH WATER.”

Rakaia turned to find Captain Berin standing behind her. She had been leaning on the railing in the bow, hoping for a cooling breath of wind, but they had been becalmed for days now and there was no relief from the relentless heat. Even the ocean offered no reprieve. The water was so flat and calm it acted like a mirror, reflecting the sun back at them in the boat.

She frowned, wondering why the captain was telling her this information, rather than Mica. “But you said your ship could go weeks without making port,” she reminded him.

“Port, yes, but no landfall at all? I wasn’t expecting us to be at sea for this
                long. We’ve only a couple of days left if we ration the fresh water we have. After
                that, we’re going to start dying.”

She wished he was exaggerating, but Rakaia could see he was serious. “Have you mentioned this to Mica?”

“I have. And now I’m mentioning it to you, Mistress Aja. Your husband is determined we stay on open water until he gets word about the ransom. That determination is going to kill us. And he’s not paying me enough to die out here.”

“I’ll speak to him,” she promised, wondering if it would do any good. Mica was unwavering in his insistence they not put Jazrian within reach of anyone who might attempt to rescue him. If that meant staying out here in the middle of the Dregian Ocean until they all died of thirst, so be it.

Fortunately, Mica had not sung the captain of the Sarchlo into compliance. There were consequences to messing with a person’s mind, Mica admitted, when she asked him why he’d chosen to offer the captain payment rather than magically coercing him. And because of those consequences, the captain still had his wits about him.

Rishard Berin seemed such a reasonable, decent man, too. He didn’t beat his crew and he was very protective of his little sister. She had to remind herself that he had agreed to Mica’s deal because he was, after all, a pirate.

“Is there somewhere we can take on water?”

“Calavandra.”

“Other than that.”

“We could sail north. There are quite a few small islands with fresh water we
                could reach in a day. If the wind picks up.”

“Doesn’t that take us closer to Fardohnya?”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not really, I suppose.” Only if someone recognizes me. “I’ll speak to Mica,” she promised, trying to sound more confident of success than she felt. “What will you do about the wind?”

“Pray to Kaelarn,” he said with a shrug. “If the God of the Oceans doesn’t want to help us, then we’ll be dining with him in a few days, no matter what your husband wants.”

Berin turned to head back toward the stern.

“He’s not my husband,” Rakaia called after him. She didn’t know why she said it. She had no idea why she wanted this man to know that it wasn’t her idea they hide out here. Rishard turned to look at her with a puzzled expression. “But I thought . . .”

Rakaia found herself unable to meet his eyes. “It’s a long story.”

“I’m sure it is.”

“Mica doesn’t mean you any harm,” Rakaia told him. “Not you, nor your sister. Nor your crew.” It was important to assure him of that. Rakaia was quite certain Rishard would die of thirst himself, in order to save Tritinka. Or kill her and Mica. He might seem nice now, but when it came down to it, his first loyalty was to his crew, not his passengers.

“Then tell him we need to find water, Mistress Aja,” Rishard said. “And soon.”

She wanted to tell him her name wasn’t Aja, too. She was coming to associate that name with being Mica’s accomplice, and she was becoming increasingly reluctant to fill that role with each passing day. But she really wasn’t Rakaia any more, either. Charisee was Princess Rakaia now.

For a moment, Rakaia spared a thought for Charisee, wondering if she was doing better with her change in fortunes than her former mistress was.

“I’ll tell him.”

“And while you’re at it, suggest that if he has any influence with the gods, he might use it to rustle up some wind for us or it won’t matter how much he’s paying me, because we’ll be dead.”

Rakaia wasn’t sure how to answer that. She wasn’t even sure if there was an answer. She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath, wishing, not for the first time, that she had rejected Mica’s offer in Testra to join his troop of traveling minstrels. Something else she now knew was that Mica had targeted her because, when he first saw her, she was dining with the demon child.

Mica, it seemed, had a long list of people he was planning to take down. The Wolfblades were just the first on the list and what he was doing to them was bad enough.

She didn’t want to be around when he set his sights on the demon child.

“HOW CAN YOU tell if a Wolfblade is lying?” Mica was asking Jazrian when Rakaia opened the door to their cabin. They were both sitting cross-legged on the lower bunk, a battered Stones board between then and obviously a game in progress.

“Their lips are moving!” Jaz answered and then laughed hilariously. It was only one of a score of disparaging jokes Mica had taught the boy since kidnapping him.

“Gods, it’s stifling in here,” she remarked, amazed the two of them hadn’t noticed the heat. “Why don’t you come up on deck and get some fresh air?”

“We’re having too much fun down here finding new names for the Wolfblades,” Mica told her. “Tell her what we’ve come up with so far, lad.”

“Um . . . what were they? Oh, I know.” He held up his hand and began ticking off the names on his fingers. “Marla the Moron, Damin the Dastard, Adrina the Slut.”

“Why do you name Adrina a slut?” she asked. She’d always admired Adrina. It wounded her to think Mica was teaching this boy to demean his mother like that.

“She is a slut,” Jaz replied, with all the confidence of a child not fully appreciating what he was saying. “She married one man, then she ran away with another. Then she murdered her first husband, the noble Prince Cratyn, all because she was sleeping with Damin the Dastard while she was still married to poor Prince Cratyn.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Mica told me. He was there at Treason Keep when it all happened.”

Rakaia struggled not to let her true feelings show, forcing a bright smile. “Well, I hate to break up your fun, lads, but I need to talk to Mica about something, and I’m sure Tritinka would appreciate some help peeling the vegetables for dinner.”

Jaz glanced at Mica for permission before he moved. Mica nodded and the boy climbed off the bunk and squeezed past Rakaia in the doorway. He and Tritinka, being the only two children on board, had become firm friends.

As soon as he had climbed up the companionway to the upper deck and was out of earshot, Rakaia turned to Mica. “Why are you hurting him like that?”

“I have not harmed a hair on that child’s precious little head. Far from it. He’s having the time of his life.”

“You’re teaching him to hate his parents.”

“I’m teaching him the truth about his parents. It’s not my fault their actions don’t reflect well on their characters.”

“Is it true? What you told him about Adrina?”

“Every word.”

Rakaia found it hard to believe, but she knew she wasn’t going to win the argument so she decided not to pursue it. Every day she spent with Mica, she realized she still had her wits about her only because he believed she was on his side. Mica could influence minds, but he couldn’t read them. If she began to chastise him too harshly, she had no doubt he would simply sing her into submission and she would become his willing slave. She would never be able to help Jaz escape if he did that, so it was important, regardless of how much it ate at her, to continue to pretend she was with Mica all the way.

“She really is a slut, isn’t she?”

“The worst,” Mica agreed bitterly. “What did you want to talk to me about? Or did you have a more devious reason for wanting to be alone with me?” His eyes went to her breasts. He was obviously hoping she wanted to make love again.

Rakaia
                wasn’t sure she was such a good actress that she could do so, right now, and not
                betray how she really felt. “Rishard Berin came to see me. He says we have to put in
                somewhere and take on fresh water.”

“He’s always saying that.”

“Because it’s true, Mica.”

“He’s just a pirate impatient for his money.”

What money? she wanted to scream at him. There is no money. There is no ransom! You just want to keep Jaz out here with you for as long as possible so you can turn him against his family and then set him loose to do as much damage as possible!

“He says we have to start rationing water.”

Mica sighed. “Don’t you see? He’s trying to scare you.”

“But what if he’s right?”

“He’s not. We might get a bit smelly if we don’t wash for a while, but we’ll be fine.”

Rakaia wanted to slap him. But she knew that would be no more effective than trying to reason with him. So she changed tack. Stepping further into the cabin, she closed the door and leaned against it, her hand still on the door latch. She thrust her hips forward slightly and ran her tongue over her lips. Mica might be able to sing people into compliance, but she was court’esa trained and he really had no defense against that when she turned her considerable powers of persuasion on him.

“He says there are small islands near the Fardohnyan coast where we could take on water. I’ll bet they’re beautiful islands . . . with white beaches and waterfalls, and palm trees . . . It will be the Festival of Jelanna soon. I’ve always wanted to honor the Goddess of Fertility under a waterfall on the Festival of Jelanna.”

Mica reached out and pulled her to him, burying his face between her breasts. His voice was muffled when he warned, “I know what you’re doing, minx.”

She ran her fingers through his hair and then bent down to kiss the top of his head. “You’re spending all your time with Jaz, these days. I’m starting to get jealous.”

“My work with Jazrian is important.”

“Rishard Berin is very handsome, don’t you think?”

He jerked out of her embrace, scowling. “That’s not funny.”

Rakaia smiled. “I was just testing to see if you still loved me. I was starting to wonder if you’d forgotten about me completely.”

“I would never forget you, Rakaia.”

That’s one of the things I’m afraid of.

“Then can we please find one of these islands? We can take on water, and you and I can get off this damned ship for a few hours and have some proper . . . alone time. It’s awkward, you know, doing anything when Jaz is in the bunk above us, listening to every sound we make.”

“If you really want to, I suppose we can,” he agreed.

“Can you call on the gods to make the wind blow?”

He shook his head. “No, but I can sing up some weather to help.”

“Did you sing to make the wind stop?”

He smiled at her. “That would be telling. What direction does the handsome Captain
                Berin need to go in to find us fresh water?”

“North-west, I suppose, if we’re going to head away from the Trinity Isles toward the Fardohnyan coast.”

“Won’t that take us past Highcastle?”

Rakaia nodded. She hadn’t thought of that. “I suppose it will.”

“We could drop in and visit your sister.”

“Now who’s not being funny,” she said. “Did you want me to tell Rishard we can find somewhere to take on water?”

“How long have you been calling him by his first name?”

She laughed. “Ever since I discovered how much attention you pay to me when you’re jealous. What’s that make it? About three minutes.”

Mica was not amused. “Don’t torment me like that, Rakaia. I don’t want to have to sing to you.”

She leaned forward and kissed him soundly. “And you will never have to, my love. I am the only person who you will never have to cajole into loving you. I’ve seen into your soul, remember. I’ve seen your pain. I will never betray you.”

At least not until I’m certain I can get away with Jaz and you’ll never be able to find us, she added silently, eternally grateful Mica couldn’t read minds.

“I love you, Rakaia.”

“I love you too, Mica,” she lied. “I wish I had the words to tell you how much.”

Her answer seemed to satisfy him. He made no move to stop her leaving the cabin. She escaped to the deck and glanced around. Rishard was standing in the stern, talking to the first mate.

“Mica’s happy for you to take on water,” she announced.

Rishard turned and looked at her. “Thank you, Mistress Aja. Now all we need is some wind.”

“I have a good feeling about that,” she said, smiling at him. “Keep praying to Kaelarn. Mica has changed his mind, so we’ve already had one miracle this evening. Who’s to say we won’t get another?” She turned and headed back below, thinking she might be able to give Tritinka and Jaz a hand preparing dinner. A chance to spend some time with Jazrian away from Mica was always welcome. Perhaps she could counter some of the terrible stories about his parents with which Mica had been polluting his mind.

And then she caught the wisp of a song. Mica in his cabin, singing up a breeze to
                help them find water. She was both relieved to know they weren’t about to die a
                horrible death from thirst and dehydration, and quietly terrified that the song Mica
                sang to bring them a fair wind could just as easily bring a storm—if he was in a
                mood—that might kill them as effectively as a lack of fresh water.
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“IT’S WEIRD, YOU know,” Charisee said, glancing over her shoulder at her companions, “but out here is the only time I feel I can breathe.” The ability to stroll through a forest with no walls or members of the Branador family in sight was something Charisee didn’t think she would ever tire of.

“It certainly is much more pleasant than the keep, your highness,” Tazi replied, with all the enthusiasm of someone paid to give her mistress the answer she wanted to hear. The slave glanced up at Strayan, who walked beside her, quarterstaff in hand. “Don’t you agree?”

Charisee sighed silently, wondering if she would ever break down the barrier that existed between her and her slaves. Today was another attempt to break the ice, but it didn’t seem to be going any better than her other attempts.

She had taken to visiting the town of Dakin’s Rest every few days. It gave her the chance to escape the keep and, more importantly, the people populating it. Her husband barely knew she existed, his son had no time for her, his son’s wife seemed determined to make her life miserable, and his grandson was a predator stalking her like a cat, just waiting for the mouse to relax her guard so he could pounce and eat her alive.

Charisee usually escaped on foot with Broos at her side and Strayan or Tazi accompanying her for both company and protection. Freed from the stresses and oppressive tension of the keep, she once again took the opportunity to ask them about their lives as they walked.

She wondered if they thought she was only interested because they now belonged to her, and that’s what a responsible owner did, but, in truth, Tazi and Strayan were her people, not the wretched Branadors. She was as much a slave as they were and, like all slaves newly thrust together against their will, they soon learned to look out for one another. These slaves, although they didn’t know it, were Charisee’s real family and she wanted to know as much about her new family as they were willing to share.

“It must seem a strange path to Highcastle for you, Tazi,” she said, hoping to draw the older woman out as they walked. It was a pleasant day, and the forest smelled of pine needles and sunshine. Such a change from the dank mustiness of the keep. Broos ranged on ahead of them, investigating every interesting smell he discovered. Once, he’d even brought her a stoat.

”Actually, it’s been a fairly straightforward one, your highness,” the slave replied behind her. Charisee didn’t see the older woman shrug, but she spoke as if she had.

Charisee walked on for a few moments in silence, waiting for the slave to elaborate, but Tazi seemed in no hurry to add anything further.

She was going to have to drag her story out of the woman, Charisee realized, one word at a time. Dropping back so she was level with her slaves, Charisee smiled, hoping to convey trust and concern and . . . interest. “Were you born into the Tirstone household?”

“Yes.”

”You were handmaiden to Rodja Tirstone’s mother-in-law, weren’t you?”

“I was.”

“Was she a good mistress?”

“The best.”

Charisee couldn’t decide if there was a rebuke hidden in that terse reply or if she was imagining it. Either way, given how warmly Tazi had spoken of her late mistress in the past, on the rare occasion Charisee had been able to get her to open up, she had obviously been very fond of the late Lady Tirstone.

“How is it you came to be in my service?”

“After my mistress died, I was expecting to be sold on the open market, actually. And then I learned I was to be given as a gift—along with Strayan here—to the new lady of Highcastle.”

It was hard to tell what Tazi thought about that. Strayan’s expression didn’t change at all. Slaves were good at keeping their opinions to themselves, and with Tazi dropping back a pace behind her mistress, as was expected of a good slave, Charisee couldn’t read her expression to gain any insight into the slave’s true feelings.

Strayan’s path had been much more indirect and rather pain-filled at times, Charisee gathered, given what little she had been able to extract from him. He was sold into slavery as a child in Fardohnya and claimed he didn’t remember his family.

“How about you, Strayan?” she asked, wondering if the big Fardohnyan would be a little more forthcoming out here, where they were far from the prying ears of anybody else.

“What about me, your highness?”

“How did you wind up here in my service?”

“Fate, I suppose. Or luck. Perhaps Jondalup had a hand in it.”

Charisee looked over her shoulder to see if he was mocking her. “You think it was luck that you ended up here in my service?”

“I do think it was luck, my lady,” he agreed. “Whether it is good or not . . . well, it’s a bit early to tell.”

She laughed. “Strayan, I do believe you are making fun of me.”

“Never, your highness.”

“Didn’t they teach you not to make fun of your masters in court’esa school?”

She knew he must have spent his formative years in a court’esa training school. She knew he’d been trained in Fardohnya, but how he wound up here remained a mystery.

“I was purchased by a Hythrun silk merchant hoping to impress his future bride,” Strayan volunteered, surprising Charisee with his revelation.

“How did that work out?” Tazi asked. It seemed she was just as curious as Charisee.

“It didn’t, in the end. The bride spurned him for a richer gem merchant.”

“Inconvenient.”

“It was, rather. He sent me back to the slave markets, hoping to recover his losses.”

“Was that when you joined the Tirstone household?” Charisee asked.

Strayan shook his head. “My next owner was a minor lord from Pentamor. He wanted me to train his daughter when she turned sixteen, but the daughter had died of a fever before I even left the markets.”

“The God of Chance really does have it in for you,” Tazi remarked with a thin smile.

“It surely felt like it at the time. The following month I was back on the slave blocks, and that’s when Rodja Tirstone finally purchased me.”

“Have you been with the family ever since?” Charisee asked, although it was a pointless question. He’d not be here now if that were the case. But she had the slaves talking and didn’t want this pleasant walk on the warm, dappled road, sharing confidences with her fellow slaves, to end.

What a useless fraud of a princess you are, Charisee.

“I have. For more than ten years now—but like Tazi, I had expected to be sent back to the markets when the youngest Tirstone daughter married. If she requires the company or services of a court’esa in the future, it’s up to her new husband to provide it for her.”

Charisee got the feeling this was about all Strayan would tell her. She wasn’t sure if he was reluctant to add particulars because he thought she was a spoiled, nosy chatterbox looking for something to talk about on their walks, or whether there was some pain in his past he did not wish to expose. There was no way she could tell him or Tazi she understood what it was to be a slave. No way she could explain how she knew what terrible places court’esa schools were, especially those for boys, or how bad the deadly poison loronge was, which slaves like Strayan were forced to take to ensure their sterility. All of that would mean exposing more of her story than she was prepared to risk.

She tried to convey empathy but was afraid it just made her look patronizing rather than sympathetic.

“Do you keep in touch with your brothers from the school?” she asked, after a period of companionable silence.

“There aren’t many left, my lady,” Strayan told her.

“How many died when you were loronged?” Tazi asked.

Strayan didn’t answer her straight away. He was silent for so long, she wondered if he was going to answer her at all. The road narrowed and the trees drew closer overhead. Charisee pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. Although it was almost midday, summer was drawing to a close. She shivered a little in the cool shadow of the forest as the dappled sun was blocked by the canopy. The trees were enormous here, reaching so high she could barely see the sky between them. Highcastle’s wealth was not just from its control of the border pass between Fardohnya and Hythria. It also made a tidy profit every year selling the long, straight timbers from its bristlecone forests to merchants who were willing to pay a premium for high-altitude pines, whose wood, rather than rotting, eroded slowly like stone, making it ideal for both shipping and building.

“Only six of us survived,” he said eventually. “There were twenty-seven to start with.”

“I’m sorry.” She genuinely was. The practice of sterilizing male court’esa—to ensure a man’s children were his own—was brutal, with an insanely high mortality rate. It was particularly unfair given female court’esa often bore their masters’ numerous bastards. She’d heard the palace court’esa tell of life in the court’esa schools, of the unbreakable bonds of brotherhood the survivors felt for each other. They became the only family they knew, the only family they wanted, in many cases.

“Have you kept in touch with your surviving brothers?”

“Not really,” he said with a shrug. “Those who still live are in Fardohnya, as far as I know.” He paused for a moment and then said, “How is it you call them my brothers?”

“What do you mean?”

“I think he means only slaves know how we see ourselves, my lady. How we think of ourselves. It’s rare to encounter one in such an exalted position who knows that.”

“I grew up in the Talabar harem,” she explained, without missing a beat. The ability to lie by telling—as Jakerlon had put it—the stone-cold truth was becoming easier every time she did it. “The women of the harem are not all freeborn, but even the freeborn women might as well be slaves, given the freedom—or, rather, the lack of it—they enjoy. Besides, slaves talk. And I knew many slaves in the harem.”

Tazi seemed to accept her explanation. Charisee glanced up at the slaves as they walked along the road, the fresh smell of the forest filling her nostrils like a heady perfume after the dank, moldy reek of Highcastle Keep.

“I want to thank you both, by the way,” she added, “for being so patient with me.”

“Thanks . . . another thing we’re not used to encountering in an owner,” Tazi remarked.

“Good manners cost nothing. Princess Sophany . . . Mother . . . used to tell us that all the time.”

Strayan cracked a rare smile. “I’m not sure she expected you to apply that to dealings with your lesser, my lady.”

“Do you think of yourself as less than me?” It was a dangerous and foolish question. Actually, it was a dangerous and foolish discussion to be having with any slave. If she had any brains, she’d shut up now and not say another word.

“Of course, my lady.”

She smiled at them. “Liars. Both of you.”

Strayan frowned. “We would never presume . . .”

“I know you wouldn’t, Strayan, but don’t you find it frustrating? Look at you. You’re magnificent. You’re strong and handsome. You speak five languages. You play the lyre and the flute like a professional musician. You sing like a god. And you’ve taught me more in the past few weeks about how to please my husband—for all the good it’s done me—than I learned the whole time I was in the Talabar harem.” Another one of those stone-cold truth-lies. She’d not learned a single thing in the harem, because she was a slave and slaves weren’t given court’esa to teach them anything.

“And you, Tazi. If not for you, Esabel would had crushed me by now. You are both deserving of all the thanks and reward I can give you. And then you look at someone like Olivah Branador,” she continued, “who is obnoxious and rude and uncouth and a complete waste of breathable air. That horrible man will inherit Highcastle one day, while you’ll both be sold on if anything happens to me, over and over, until you end your lives as broken-down laborers in a dusty, dirty mine somewhere, because you’re no longer young and useful.”

“Are you telling us this to make us feel better or worse about being in your service, my lady?” Tazi asked.

Charisee smiled wanly. “Actually, I started out trying to make you feel better, but I’m doing a spectacularly bad job of it, aren’t I?”

“Amazingly bad,” Tazi agreed, with the faintest hint of a smile, as Broos came bounding back to them, loping along the road with the enthusiasm of a puppy.

Charisee caught his collar as he reached her, grabbing him before he could run off again. They were almost at the edge of the town. It would not do to have him wandering the streets unleashed. She doubted he would hurt anyone, but people feared his size, and fear made people do stupid things.

“Can you pass me his lead?” she asked Strayan.

He untied the short hemp rope she used to hold Broos from his belt and handed it to her. Charisee tied it onto the dog’s collar, hoping Broos would one day let Strayan or Tazi hold him. Broos permitted the slaves to pat him and had finally decided to accept food from them, but he would only let Charisee lead him.

“Shall we lunch in town?” she asked, as she resumed walking, Broos at heel beside her.

“That’s entirely up to you, my lady.”

“Then I think we shall.”

“As you wish, my lady.”

They broke out of the treeline into full sunshine, almost unexpectedly, as they reached the curved wooden bridge straddling the fast-running Lolquilarill River, which flowed into the Bay of Mourning and from which both Dakin’s Rest and Highcastle drew their water. Although Dakin’s Rest was a border town, not unlike Winternest further north, it was just that: a town. Winternest was a fortress, run with the discipline of a military post and the good management of the legendary warlord Tejay Lionsclaw, the only woman ever to hold such an exalted position in Hythria. Dakin’s Rest, on the other hand, was a ramshackle place with a few government buildings that looked as if nobody had spent a rivet on their upkeep in years, and a jumble of other buildings in every style imaginable, from the dilapidated to the truly grotesque. The town was large, boasting more than a dozen taverns, which catered to the traffic traveling to and from Fardohnya. It offered several small temples to various gods who’d been in favor at one time or another and a thriving marketplace, where traders could offload their goods before presenting themselves to the customs officials, interspersed with houses featuring steep shingle roofs designed to shed the winter snows before the weight could collapse them.

The largest temple was dedicated to Brehn, the God of Storms. The edge of Dakin’s Rest was perched on a cliff overlooking a jagged coastline notorious for its shipwrecks. There was a path, Olivah had told her, that led from the town down to the rocks below, where many a treasure had been salvaged from a doomed trading ship that had ventured too near the coast. Charisee had declined Olivah’s offer of a guided tour, quite certain his intention was to push her down the path and onto the rocks below, thereby removing any chance she could produce a son from her marriage to his grandfather who might one day have a claim on his inheritance.

Being almost the end of summer, Dakin’s Rest was at its busiest, the many caravans arriving from Fardohnya easily matched in number by the caravans traveling west. Charisee couldn’t help but smile as she and her companions broke out of the tree cover. The bustling town was so foreign to her, so scarily alive and dangerous after the shelter of the harem and the isolation of Highcastle, that she wanted to drink in every moment of it and run away screaming, both at the same time.

She’d visited Dakin’s Rest often enough now that people were starting to know who she was. The locals nodded to her as they passed. Some of them even bowed or curtseyed as she walked by. A few of the merchants had spoken to her, relieved to discover she spoke Hythrun, although this close to the border most of the merchants and innkeepers, at least, spoke passable Fardohnyan.

Strayan and Tazi walked close behind her. Between her large Fardohnyan bodyguard and her equally large dog, most people gave the new lady of Highcastle a wide berth, even those merchants dying to sell her their fabrics, spices and jewelry, or other supplies they thought the ruling family might need up at the keep. She was glad they didn’t approach. Esabel ran the household at Highcastle. Charisee had neither the power nor the coin to purchase anything substantial. In fact, her only coin came from the odd gold rivet Frederak had lying around that he insisted she take whenever she told him she was going shopping.

She chose a tavern in which to have lunch, a decision based solely on the delicious aromas emanating from within. The taproom was loud as they opened the door, mostly filled with traders and caravan guards, and the working court’esa who serviced them. Charisee hesitated on the threshold, wondering if there was a spare table and hoping the food tasted as good as it smelled. As she did, someone noticed her and pointed her out to his companion. The room quickly fell silent as word spread, and every eye turned to stare at the odd sight of a Fardohnyan princess darkening the tavern’s door.

Thinking the problem was Broos, she smiled nervously at the sea of silent, astonished faces staring at her. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Is my dog not allowed inside?”

Before anyone could answer, a balding man hurried toward her from the back of the room, wiping his hands on his apron. He dropped to one knee when he reached her. “Your grace! You may bring the entire keep’s kennels in here if you wish! You are welcome. Most welcome. Beyond welcome!”

“I was wondering what you were serving for lunch, sir. It smells delicious.”

“Venison, your grace. Tender as a baby’s bottom and spicy as a sailor’s ditty.”

“Would it be too much of an imposition if I asked to try some?”

The man bowed dramatically. “Your grace, I would be honored beyond words to have you dine in my humble establishment.” He stood up and waved at the lad behind the bar to clear a space at the table nearest the fire. The other patrons stood aside to make room as the tavern keeper ushered her toward the table.

“Humble is an interesting way of describing it,” Tazi muttered behind her in Fardohnyan.

Charisee smiled at the innkeeper and then glanced at the older woman. “Be nice.”

“Be careful,” Tazi shot back in a most unslave-like fashion.

Charisee turned back to her host and indicated Strayan and Tazi with her hand. “Is it all right for my bodyguard and my handmaiden to join me?” she asked, thinking bodyguard sounded better than court’esa, particularly in a place like this. Tazi had a point. She should probably have checked what sort of establishment this was before barging in, demanding to be fed. “I believe some taverns have separate facilities for staff.”

“If you wish, you may bring every slave you own, also, my lady, as well as the kennels.”

Charisee smiled at the man’s effusiveness. “Thank you, Master . . .?”

“Vondo,” the man told her. “Fank Vondo, your grace.”

“‘My lady’ or ‘your highness’ is perfectly acceptable, Master Vondo,” she corrected gently as she took the seat he’d cleared for her. “Only my father deserves the title ‘your grace’. And of course my sister, the High Princess, and her husband, your High Prince.”

Master Vondo hurried off, beaming, to order food for the lady of Highcastle. Charisee gestured for Strayan and Tazi to sit down. They took the seats opposite her with some reluctance.

“This is not a good place, my lady,” Strayan warned in a low voice.

“It seems perfectly fine to me.”

Tazi frowned. “That’s because you’ve probably never been in a tavern before.”

“That’s not true. I’ve been in many taverns.”

“Where?”

“On the way from Winternest. My escort often stopped at taverns on the road to Greenharbour.”

“And your escort undoubtedly cleared out the undesirables before you stepped foot in the taproom.”

“He may have, I suppose,” she agreed, thinking it highly likely, now Tazi mentioned it, that Kiam would have done something like that. He would not have permitted any harm to come to her from some drunk in a roadside tavern, that was certain.

“Look around you, my lady,” Strayan advised, leaning forward a little. “This is an establishment of low repute.”

“Very low repute, I’d say,” Tazi agreed.

Trying not to be obvious about it, Charisee glanced around. The slaves were right. These people were the poor and dispossessed. These were not the prosperous merchants passing through Dakin’s Rest, or the government officials who made their fortunes taking bribes, which she’d first assumed. These were probably local people, who made their living scavenging off the dead, waiting for a shipwreck on the rocks below the town.

Charisee tightened her grasp on Broos’s lead. He was alert, but not acting as if he felt threatened. “Do you think we should leave?”

Tazi shook her head. “I think if you tried now it would make things worse.”

The door to the tavern opened again and a man stepped inside. Like Charisee, he seemed a little too well dressed for this establishment, but unlike her, he did not hesitate on the threshold. He merely glanced around, his eyes passing over the odd sight of a high-born lady sitting at a table near the fire with her slaves as if he barely noticed her. Then he made his way to a small table closer to the kitchen that was empty, because the patrons had stood up to stare at the fine lady, and waved to one of the tavern girls to bring him ale.

Charisee soon forgot about him when Fank Vondo returned with the venison stew in bowls so large she doubted she would be able to eat more than half of it. Charisee suspected this was not a regular serving, but couldn’t think of a polite way to tell the anxious innkeeper, without him being mortified, that she might not like his food after causing such a fuss in being here. Charisee was not ignorant of the implied royal endorsement the man would probably draw from her visit and, in truth, she didn’t begrudge him the opportunity. Let Fank Vondo make the most of her patronage. The gods knew her husband’s family did precious little else to help these people.

“Does the stew have onions in it, Master Vondo?”

“Not all, your highness,” he assured her, looking a little worried. “Do you like onions? Would you like me to fetch some? I can add them if—”

“There’s no need to fuss, Master Vondo! I just ask because I really only eat a small serving, and I was wondering if it was safe to give the leftovers to my dog. Onions are bad for dogs, you know. One of my father’s wives fed a whole jar of pickled onions to her lapdog once, and it killed him stone dead.”

“If you wish to feed your dog my finest food, I would be honored, your highness. Is there anything else I can get you? Ale, perhaps? Wine? To be honest, you might find the ale here more palatable than the wine. We make our own brew, although I do have a nice drop we salvaged off a Denikan trader that came to grief on the rocks a few months ago.”

“Ale would be fine,” Charisee told him. “If you brew your ale as well as your cooking smells, it will be an excellent vintage indeed.”

Vondo hurried off as Charisee realized she was starting to enjoy this. These people were thrilled to be honored by a visit from their liege lady. It was a pity Frederak didn’t visit Dakin’s Rest more often. These were his people.

The stew proved to be as delicious as it smelled. Charisee ate far more of it than she expected and then placed the bowl on the floor so Broos could take care of the rest of it. Strayan and Tazi, she noted, despite their disapproval of eating in this place, all but licked their bowls clean.

The ale was warm and served with a dollop of butter. It reminded Charisee of the ale she drank in the slaves’ hall of the Talabar harem where fine wines were never seen.

“Lady Highcastle?”

Charisee looked up in surprise at the woman who spoke to her. She was probably the same age as Charisee but was already showing signs of a hard-lived life. She was holding the hand of a small child, a little girl with hair that hadn’t seen a brush for days and a grubby face hurriedly wiped clean.

“Yes?”

“This is Arna. My daughter. She wants to say hello. She has never seen a real princess before.”

She’s not seeing one now, either, a traitorous little voice in Charisee’s head silently reminded her. She ignored it and smiled at the child. “Hello, Arna.”

The little girl grinned at her. She was missing her two front teeth and Charisee hoped it was age related, not a result of having been knocked out by a drunken stepfather. “You’re pretty.”

“Why thank you, Arna. So are you.”

“Are all princesses pretty?”

“They’re like all people, Arna. They come in many shapes and sizes.”

Arna’s mother tugged on her daughter’s hand, smiling at Charisee gratefully. “Come now, Arna. Time to leave the pretty princess be.”

Arna smiled and attempted an awkward curtsey, then fled across the room toward the kitchens.

“Would you mention Arna to Lord Olivah, your highness?”

Charisee looked up at Arna’s mother, puzzled by the question. “Excuse me?”

“Arna, she’s . . . well, if you could just tell him you’ve seen her. That she’s—”

“Gods! Is that Olivah’s child?”

Before the woman could answer, Fank Vondo spied his errant serving wench and hurried over to them. “What are you doing?” he hissed.

“I was just asking—”

“Your highness, please forgive my niece. Bezzy has no manners. I hope she isn’t bothering you.” He pushed her toward the kitchen and the girl hurried off without looking back.

“Not at all. I met Arna, too.”

“I am so sorry, your highness.”

“There’s really no need,” she assured him. “Does Lord Olivah know he has a bastard?”

“Of course, your highness. To the shame of my family, the whole wretched town knows.”

“Does he look after the child?”

“My lady,” she heard Tazi warn softly beside her, almost as if she knew where this was heading.

“My niece would not be working here if he did, your highness, but really, it’s none of your concern.”

Charisee rose to her feet, feeling outraged for the girl Olivah had obviously impregnated and then abandoned. Charisee doubted Bezzy was the only one. But this young woman was, at this moment, the only one Charisee could do anything about.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out the two gold rivets Frederak had given her this morning when he learned she was heading into town. “Take this,” she said, pressing the coins into Fank Vondo’s hands, “as payment for my most delicious meal. Use the balance to look after your niece and her child.”

Vondo looked stunned.

“I will speak to Lord Olivah when I return,” she added, “about his responsibilities. And I will visit again, to see how Arna is faring.” Charisee wasn’t suggesting that merely out of the goodness of her heart. She was well aware the money she had just given Vondo might never reach his niece unless she held him accountable for it.

“I . . . I don’t know what to say, your highness.”

“You are not required to say anything, Master Vondo. Seeing my great-granddaughter by marriage well dressed, clean and well fed will be thanks enough. Come, Broos.” She gathered up Broos’s lead and turned for the door, confident Strayan and Tazi were only a step behind her. The dog had been exceptionally well behaved. He hadn’t even reacted when Arna stood so close.

The crowd parted for them as she left, people looking at her strangely, not sure what to make of this Fardohnyan princess. For a moment she caught the eye of the stranger who had arrived after her. He was studying her so intently it made her feel uncomfortable. Turning from his piercing gaze, Charisee could feel every other eye on her, too, as she left the tavern, letting out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding once they were outside.

“I think we should return to the keep,” she suggested, as if they really had any other option. Charisee shivered, still not able to shake the uneasy feeling the stranger’s scrutiny had evoked.

“Of course, my lady,” Strayan agreed.

There was something about his tone. Forcing herself to forget about her superstitious foolishness, Charisee looked over her shoulder at her slaves as she walked down the crowded street toward the bridge over the river. “You disagree with what I did back there?”

Tazi rolled her eyes as if the answer were obvious. It was Strayan who answered her. “I think it may have been very foolish.”

“Olivah sired a bastard and abandoned her.”

“And you have now made the girl’s shame his,” Tazi warned.

Strayan nodded in agreement. “He will not thank you for that, my lady. He may even come after you for it.”

Charisee sighed, well aware he spoke the truth. “I know. But highborn men shouldn’t be allowed to just sow their seed among the poor and leave penniless women to raise the result of their irresponsibility. It’s not fair.”

Tazi let out a short, skeptical laugh. “Very little in this world is, your highness. Although . . .”

She fell silent. Charisee waited for her to finish the sentence, but she said nothing. Eventually, curiosity got the better of her. “Although what, Tazi? You can’t just start like that and stop.”

The older woman smiled. “It did amuse me to hear you referring to Arna as your great-granddaughter.”

“Well . . . it’s true. By marriage, at any rate.”

Strayan seemed amused by that, too. “Her mother was no older than you, my lady.”

“And we’re both at the mercy of the Branadors of Highcastle,” Charisee said, rather more bitterly than she intended. “So you see, in a way we are equals.”

The big Fardohnyan’s smile faded. “I would not go that far, my lady. In fact, I would venture you have very few equals.”

Charisee couldn’t tell if he was complimenting her or making a joke at her expense, and Tazi’s expression gave nothing away. She was too afraid to ask in case it proved the latter, so they walked the rest of the way in silence while Charisee wondered how exactly she was going to keep her promise to Bezzy to force Olivah Branador to take responsibility for his bastard.
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JULIKA HAWKSWORD GLANCED over her shoulder, making sure for the hundredth time that nobody was paying any attention to the young woman in the light cloak, its hood pulled up to hide her face. It was not such an odd sight here in the Thieves’ Quarter, but she wanted to be sure. Julika often left the Sorcerers’ Collective without her mother’s knowledge or permission. She’d learned well from her cousins in Elasapine how to avoid adult supervision as they gallivanted all over the province looking for a bit of sport, although she’d never expected to find such skills so useful here in the city.

It wasn’t that Julika was particularly rebellious. She just had her own ideas about the things she needed to learn, and the Sorcerers’ Collective really wasn’t able to teach her what she wanted to know. Years of having no Harshini teachers while the magical race hid from the Sisters of the Blade in Medalon meant the curriculum for apprentice sorcerers was almost entirely academic. Besides, they’d had so few truly gifted magicians, the powers that be felt no need to teach practical magic. Apprentices just learned about the history of it, not the actual doing.

The Harshini were back now, of course, but they had yet to return to the Collective in any great numbers as tutors, partly because of that lack of genuinely gifted students for them to teach, and partly due to reticence on their part. They had been in exile so long they’d lost some of their ability to mix comfortably with humans.

Or so they claimed.

Julika wasn’t sure about that. Most of the Harshini she knew were just fine around mortals. She suspected the truth had more to do with their reluctance to precipitate another crisis like the one that had almost eradicated them in Medalon. If they didn’t mix too closely with humans, then humans couldn’t accuse them of anything untoward, like being too perfect. Or too good as lovers.

She could have asked Rorin Mariner for help. He, too, was an innate sorcerer, but Julika had dismissed the idea of asking him for assistance very soon after her arrival in Greenharbour a couple of years ago. She liked the Lower Arrion well enough, but he was one of her mother’s closest friends—certainly her closest advisor. And, as a cousin by virtue of Luciena Mariner’s marriage to Xanda Taranger—the son of Princess Marla’s long-dead sister-in-law, Darilyn—he was too close to the rest of the Wolfblade family for comfort. She didn’t trust that anything she told Rorin wouldn’t wind up as a topic of discussion at family gatherings a few days later.

So Julika had turned for help to the only part-Harshini human in the entire world who understood what it was to be an innate magician, who she trusted not to mention anything about it to her mother. She turned to her father.

Julika stopped at the corner and glanced around the darkened streets, just to make sure she wasn’t being followed. She wasn’t expecting anyone to follow her, but one of her father’s conditions about their visits was they remain secret. You should always assume someone is watching you, he’d warned. If they discover you’re disappearing in the dead of night from the Collective, someone is bound to ask why.

So Julika waited in the shadows as she’d been instructed, feeling out her surroundings with every sense she owned, both mundane and magical. When she was certain she was unobserved, she ran lightly across the street to confront the Doorman.

“Mornin’, miss,” he said with a nod, standing aside to let her pass.

She stopped and glanced up at the big man who always seemed to be here, no matter what time of the day or night she visited. “Is it morning already?”

“Town bells rang midnight a while back,” he assured her.

“I must have missed them.”

“Ye’re deaf then,” the Doorman said, “as well as trouble.”

“Must be,” she agreed with a grin, before pushing open the big oaken door and letting herself inside the Thieves’ Guild headquarters.

Her father was waiting for her, sitting at his desk going over a list that Julika could only assume was some manifest of things illegally acquired. It might be something he was trying to dispose of, perhaps something too hot to fence locally that might require the assistance of a Trinity Isles privateer. That would be convenient.

“Don’t stand there with the door open,” Wrayan complained. “You’re letting the cool air out.”

Julika slipped inside, noticing the drop in temperature as soon as she shut the door. Rather than the muggy heat of the night, the room was pleasantly cool. She looked about in amazement, trying to sense what he had done to achieve such a marvelous thing. “How did you do that?”

“Magic.”

“Well . . . obviously,” she said. “Are you going to show me how to do it?”

“It took me the better part of fifty years to figure it out,” he said, discreetly folding the list so she couldn’t read what was on it. “Why shouldn’t I make you learn the same way?”

Julika smiled at him and perched herself on the edge of his desk. “Because you love me. Because I’m your only daughter. Because—”

“You’re full of it?’

“That’s a terrible thing to say to your only child. I might be scarred for life by a remark like that.”

“I have a feeling it’s going to take more than that to stop you, Juli,” he said. “I thought you were helping to look for Jaz?”

“I am. And I found him.”

Her father didn’t immediately react to the news, which surprised Julika. She thought he’d be thrilled.

“Aren’t you pleased I did what you told me to do?”

“Overjoyed,” he said, in a voice that reeked of the complete opposite. “How is it I’m only hearing about this from you?”

“Because we know where he is, but not where he is.”

“Glad to see your fabulous education at the Sorcerers’ Collective is proving so effective.”

She punched his arm in annoyance. “I mean, we think we’ve identified the ship he left Greenharbour on.”

“How?”

“I spoke to the harbor master again and he remembered a few things he hadn’t recalled earlier.”

Wrayan stared at her for a moment and then rose to his feet, which made him tower over her. It was a little intimidating, and she was quite sure that was his intention. “You coerced him, didn’t you?”

“You did tell me to concentrate on helping Adrina to find Jaz so I’d stop thinking about Sanctuary.”

“I didn’t mean do that! Damn it, Juli, I showed you how to coerce someone because you swore there was some misguided boy at the Collective making you uncomfortable with his unwanted attentions. You promised me you’d only use it to deflect him without getting him into trouble with your mother.”

“And I did!” she said, wishing she were taller, so she could look her father in the eye. “Qalen hasn’t bothered me since. But I can’t unlearn something like that, just because I don’t need it any longer.”

Wrayan threw his hands up. “That’s it. Your lessons with me are done. If you want to learn anything more, you can ask the Harshini. I’m not going to teach you another damned thing if you’re going to abuse your powers by coercing government officials with what I show you.”

“Don’t be such a hypocrite, Papa,” Julika said, jumping to her feet to confront him head on. “You’re the head of the Thieves’ Guild! As we speak, you have hundreds, maybe thousands, of thieves out there breaking the law in Dacendaran’s name. And you’re annoyed because I made one drunken official remember something that may save the life of my cousin—who is, coincidentally, the crown prince of Hythria. Give me a break.”

Wrayan stared at her, wide-eyed, as if surprised she would speak to him like that, and then he grinned and slowly resumed his seat. “Damn, but you’re like your mother when she was your age.”

“Did you seduce her when she was my age?” she asked, figuring she should make the most of this rare win.

“Do the math, Juli. Your mother was long past being an irritating girl by the time we . . . made you.”

“She won’t tell me how it happened.”

“You have a court’esa, Juli. I’m sure you know exactly how it happens.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do, and I respect your mother’s wishes. If she doesn’t want to tell you, then I won’t either.” He sat down. “So tell me about Jaz.”

She resumed her seat on the edge of his desk, pushing aside the papers and the ink pot to make more room. “He’s on a ship named the Sarchlo.”

“Tri-lander trader,” Wrayan said with a thoughtful expression. “Captain is Rishard Berin, if I recall.”

“You know him?”

“We’ve had a few dealings.”

“So he’s a pirate, then?”

Wrayan smiled at her question. “He’s a Tri-lander, Juli. By definition, that makes him a pirate.”

“Would he harm Jaz?”

“I doubt it,” Wrayan said, “but if Berin was behind taking him, we can soon expect a ransom note. Otherwise someone else has him and the Sarchlo is just their mode of transport.”

“That’s what Uncle Ky thinks.”

Wrayan nodded. He was friends with Kiam Miar, Julika knew. Or as much as an assassin and a thief could be friends. Then again, maybe “friends” was too strong a word. Mutual respect was probably closer to the mark.

“Is Kiam going after them?”

“We are.”

Her father fixed his gaze on her. “Excuse me?”

“Uncle Ky says the only way to find a Tri-lander pirate ship is with another Tri-lander pirate ship. We’re going to pretend to be running away together and take a berth on a Trinity Isles trader. Once we’re out to sea, we can ask them about how to find the Sarchlo.”

“By ask, you mean coerce the crew into doing what you want.”

“Or pay them. Money’s just as effective sometimes, you know.”

“And your mother agreed to this?”

“Adrina thought it was an excellent idea.”

“That’s not what I asked you, Julika. What does Kalan have to say about you running off to sea with an assassin in pursuit of Tri-lander pirates?”

This was the sticky part. “Well, she kind of . . . forbade it.”

“And now you’re trying to get me to agree to it and overrule her?”

“Adrina already sanctioned the mission,” she pointed out, hoping to appeal to his friendship with the High Princess. “She’s hired the guild to kill the Sarchlo crew if they had anything to do with taking Jaz. This is what you told me to do, remember? Forget Sanctuary. Help find Jaz.”

Wrayan shook his head. “Not a chance. Your mother would kill me.”

“But there was magic involved in Jazrian’s abduction.”

“And I’m quite sure there is no other reason an otherwise sane man like Kiam Miar would agree to an annoying seventeen-year-old girl tagging along on a kill unless she had something to add to the equation. I’m with your mother on this, and I’m sure, much as your uncle enjoys your sparkling conversation, my love, the only thing you have that is of any use to him is magic. Which brings up an interesting point. If he needs magical help so badly, why not take one of the Harshini with him?”

“He can’t take a Harshini with him if he’s going to kill anyone who gets in his way.”

“Oh, well . . . that makes me feel so much better that he wants you along.”

“Actually, he wasn’t that enthusiastic about it either, which is why I need you to talk to him and my mother. If you support me going . . .”

He shook his head, unconvinced. This wasn’t going at all well. Julika had hoped he’d be completely on her side. She decided to change tack, because other than trying to coerce him—which would never work on someone with his magical ability—she didn’t have much choice. “Why don’t you come with us? You know more about magic than I do.”

“I’m too well known,” he said, shaking his head. “Kiam knows that, which is why I suspect he agreed to let you tag along, rather than bother asking me if I wanted to go. Besides, I’m heading in the opposite direction.”

“What opposite direction?” Julika stared at her father with deep suspicion. Other than a token scolding for misusing her powers, he’d let her off much too lightly for coercing the harbor master. She could only think of one reason. “Gods. You’re going to look for Sanctuary, aren’t you?”

“I hardly need to look for it, Juli. I lived there for two years. I know exactly where it is.”

“It’s still calling to you, isn’t it?” She really didn’t need to ask, because she could feel it, too. She could feel it coaxing her north every waking moment. She’d learned to ignore the feeling for the most part, but it took a conscious effort to push it aside sometimes.

Wrayan studied her thoughtfully for a moment and then shocked Julika by saying, “Seeing as how your mother is never going to let you on a boat with Ky anyway, why don’t you come with me?”

She shook her head, thrilled but disappointed. Kalan would never permit such a journey, of that she was certain. “Mother would never allow that, either.”

“Then we don’t tell her until after we’ve left. She’ll have calmed down by the time we get back.”

She was stunned. And delighted. And terrified.

He smiled at her expression. “Don’t look so shocked. Right now, it seems the only way I can stop you defying your mother and embarking on a ludicrously dangerous mission to rescue Jazrian, with nothing but an assassin and a shipload of pirates for company, is to let you come with me on a relatively boring and uneventful journey into Medalon.”

“But Sanctuary is at the end of that boring and uneventful journey.”

“You might be disappointed when you get there.” Then he smiled. “What am I saying? You won’t be disappointed. Sanctuary is an amazing place.”

The idea was beyond enticing, but people were relying on her. “What about Jaz, and going to look for him? I can’t just abandon him. I promised Adrina and Kiam I’d help.”

Her father was unimpressed. “You do remember that Ky is a highly trained assassin, don’t you? I’m pretty sure he can get the job done without any help from you.”

“I know, but . . .”

“Besides, you’re not abandoning anyone,” Wrayan assured her. “If anything you’ll be more use to Adrina at Sanctuary than anywhere else.”

“How?”

“Because Caden Fletcher came to see me a couple of months ago with a message from Tarja Tenragan. The Lord Defender thinks the little lyre that thief took from the Citadel is more important than the Harshini are letting on. I thought he was exaggerating, but it turns out he might be right. At the very least, it is important enough to have had any reference to it removed from the archives here in the Sorcerers’ Collective. Brakandaran did it before the Harshini went into hiding.”

Julika knew the story well: how the Halfbreed, with the help of the God of Thieves, had cleaned out the archives when the Harshini retreated to Sanctuary to hide from the deadly purges the Medalonians had launched against them. She could only imagine the value of what he had taken.

“And everything he took is now in Sanctuary,” Julika said thoughtfully. The idea of visiting the fabled Harshini castle was becoming more enticing by the minute. Far more so, she realized with a stab of guilt, than chasing after her cousin, who had the whole world looking for him—including, as her father had so rightly pointed out, a highly trained assassin.

Wrayan nodded. “Exactly. So let the assassin do his job. And you do yours.”

She smiled up at him as it occurred to her why Wrayan would let her accompany him on such an important mission. “Gods! You don’t want me along for company. You need someone to trawl through the archives at Sanctuary because you don’t want to do it.”

He didn’t even try to deny it. “I’m the thief. You’re the apprentice sorcerer who can find her way around a Harshini library. You find what we need. I’ll steal it.”

“What if the Harshini won’t let you?”

“Well, as far as we know, they’re not there, are they?”

Julika smiled. “You’re going to get me into so much trouble.”

Wrayan hugged her for a moment, saying, “Sweetheart, you are the daughter of a Wolfblade and a thief. There was never going to be any other future for you.”
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TARJA TENRAGAN HAD once been interrogated by the Defenders and knew what an unpleasant experience it could be. He was a wreck by the time he’d been questioned the third or fourth time, seeing as all his fingers and several teeth were broken and he was contemplating life as a cripple, assuming he survived the next beating. He had lived, whole and unharmed, thanks to the intervention of the Goddess of Love, who had had plans for the demon child which didn’t involve Tarja Tenragan dying just then.

In light of this experience, he was extremely reluctant to allow the queen of the Harshini to witness the interrogation of Caden Fletcher. Tarja wanted answers. He had trusted the young captain, and this mysterious lyre thief had corrupted him. He’d not reported meeting him, and also had not mentioned that he’d lost his jacket, the very jacket Tarja felt quite certain was the one found in the Greenharbour sewers and which had come close to causing a war between Medalon and Hythria.

Shananara, however, had her own ideas. When Tarja arrived at the Defenders’ cellblock, Garet Warner, the officer in charge of Defender Intelligence and second most senior officer in the Defenders, was waiting for him.

The commandant jerked his head toward the door. “She’s already in there with him.”

Tarja cursed. He had no need to ask who “she” was. “I specifically told her we’d handle this. Fletcher is one of ours.”

“I gather she thinks our interrogation techniques are unreasonably harsh.”

“Did you try to stop her?”

Warner let out a short, humorless laugh. “I like it when you’re trying to be funny.”

“How long has she been in there?”

“Not long,” Garet told him. “If you hurry, I’m sure you can get in there before she tucks him into bed and starts singing him a lullaby.”

“Now who’s trying to be funny?” Tarja asked as he brushed past Garet and pushed open the heavy door into the cellblock.

The place no longer reeked of stale piss and misery. In a Citadel ruled by the Harshini it was clean and well kept, and no torture was allowed. In truth, there was very little crime these days that was worth torturing anyone over. Not of the sort that demanded incarceration in the Defenders’ cells, at any rate. The Harshini tolerated a certain amount of theft as being necessary to honor the God of Thieves; public intoxication could be taken care of magically if it got out of hand; and, in a strange twist of fate, one of the few legacies of the disgraced Sisters of the Blade was that their harsh line on rapists, in particular, led to fewer crimes of that nature in Medalon than any other place in the world.

Under the new rulers, criminals were still sent to the Grimfield, but the Harshini could see into the minds of those they judged and often chose to address the cause of the crime, rather than the result of it. Justice now was reparative, so if you wronged your neighbor, your punishment would more than likely involve you being sent to work for that neighbor until the wrong was considered righted.

Tarja, having spent time in the Grimfield as a prisoner himself, found the change easier to accept than some others who thought the lash and the noose were the only two forms of justice any society needed to maintain order.

As he feared, rather than Caden Fletcher being locked up until he could be properly interrogated, the man wasn’t even in a cell. He was sitting at the guard table outside the cells opposite the queen, sipping what smelled like spiced cider, chatting to her as if they were old friends just catching up over a pint. Tarja wasn’t surprised. This was typical of the Harshini. It just annoyed him that the person who had been so fearful of what a touch by this lyre thief might do was now casually dismissing the danger to herself and the rest of the Citadel—which currently housed the rulers of every nation on the continent.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “I didn’t realize we were having a party.”

Shananara smiled at him. “You’re being sarcastic, aren’t you, Tarja.” She looked at Cade and smiled even wider. “I’m getting quite good at recognizing sarcasm. Do you know we don’t even have a word for it in our language?”

“I’m sorry, your grace, but I was under the impression this traitor had been corrupted by the dangerous criminal you have the whole world searching for and that you wanted to question him.”

“Corrupted is too strong a word, I think,” Shananara said. “Touched, certainly, but Captain Fletcher has done no wrong.”

“It was his jacket found with Jazrian’s in a Greenharbour sewer.”

“Sir . . . I don’t know how—”

“Don’t worry, Captain,” Shananara said, patting his arm like a mother calming a frightened child. “We’ll find out. And better yet, thanks to your help, we’ll have a face and a name for this troublemaker.” She looked up at Tarja. “Have you found the juggler yet?”

He shook his head. “We’re still looking.”

“And nothing has been said to the child?”

“Nobody has approached the Fardohnyans since you spoke to Hablet after the Temple of the Gods gathering. I thought it best you deal with Alaric.” The implication being that it was his job to deal with Caden Fletcher. Shananara might have figured out sarcasm, but she was still quite clueless, apparently, about taking a hint.

“We are all children in the eyes of the gods.”

“That thought comforts me so much.”

“See. You’re being sarcastic again, I can tell. Come here and sit down, Tarja.”

“I came to interrogate the prisoner, your grace.”

“And we shall,” she agreed, “but we will do it my way.”

Realizing this was an argument he would never win, Tarja did as the queen commanded and took a seat on the bench beside Cade. The young man was unshaven and looked as if he hadn’t slept in days, which was probably the case. Tarja would never have picked Caden Fletcher as a traitor, and if he’d been touched without even being aware of it by this maniac who’d stolen Gimlorie’s token, as Shananara believed, then he was probably distraught, wondering how he had let such a thing happen.

“I’m going to look inside your mind,” Shananara told Cade. “It will be painless, I promise. You won’t feel or remember a thing. You won’t even be aware of us.”

“How will that help?”

“You’re going to take us back to the time you first heard the song that was stuck in your mind. You’re going to recall where you were, who was with you, and how you got there. I am going to share these memories with Tarja. As I said, you will not remember what happens here tonight, and I need another pair of eyes and ears to help me interpret what I see. Someone who can understand things, perhaps faces, or places, I might not know.”

Fletcher was not convinced. He glanced at Tarja hopefully. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather torture a confession out of me, sir?”

“Actually, I would.”

Shananara reached across the table and placed her long, slender fingers over his hand and Cade’s.

“Close your eyes,” she commanded.

Very reluctantly, Tarja did as she asked. He was just starting to wonder what it would feel like to be witness to someone else’s memories, when suddenly he was no longer in the cellblock of the Defenders’ barracks.

He was following two men who looked very familiar into a tavern.

“What do you see, Tarja?”

Her voice came from far away, outside the scene he found himself in. “I . . . I think it’s Starros Krakenshield, the Warlord of Krakandar.”

“They’re in Hythria?”

“I think so. The other man . . .”

“Rorin Mariner,” Shananara said. She knew the Hythrun sorcerer well. “Can you tell where they are?”

Tarja watched through Cade’s eyes as the warlord was greeted by almost everyone they passed inside the dimly lit tavern. The men made their way through the crowd to the only empty booth in the corner. As soon as they were seated, the tavern owner—a portly man with a fabulous mustache—hurried over to take their orders. “Evenin’, Lord Starros. The usual?”

“They have to be in Krakandar.”

“Then this must have happened on the way here, or Rorin would not be with them.”

Starros was nodding to the tavern keeper. “And the same for my friends.” Then the warlord glanced around, adding, “Big crowd for a workday night, Phyn.”

“It’s the minstrel,” Phyn replied, jerking his head in the direction of the fireplace where the young man in question was playing a battered old lyre. He was singing something about being far from home, and although he was barely into the second verse there were already a few grown men dabbing at their eyes. A pretty blonde was working her way around the tables as he sang, holding out a hat for contributions. Tarja marveled at the clarity of the memory. He could almost smell the ale and the smoky atmosphere of the tavern. The minstrel’s song made him want to weep.

“Came in the other day looking for work,” Phyn told Starros. “Karien lad, he is. Wish I could convince him to stay permanently. Place has never been busier. Can I get you anything to eat?”

“Just the drinks, thanks, Phyn.”

“That’s him,” Tarja said. “The minstrel.”

“He is Karien, according to the innkeeper.”

“Can we get a look at him?”

“Only if Captain Fletcher did.”

Once Cade’s companions were alone, their conversation covered by the sweet song of the minstrel, Starros resumed what must have been an earlier discussion. “I’m sorry, what was it you were asking?”

“How often Princess Marla and King Hablet have crossed swords,” Cade said.

“Ah . . . that’s right. Well, as far as I know they’ve only met the once, back when Marla was still a girl.”

“But that once was enough,” Rorin said, “to spark a feud that lasted more than thirty years until the demon child arranged the marriage between his daughter and Marla’s son—against the wishes of both Hablet and Marla, you can be sure—which put an end to it.”

That was true enough, Tarja knew. Interesting to realize Cade knew nothing of those times. At least not the details. It made him feel old.

“Lord Tenragan was hoping this treaty renewal would be a formality.”

“I’m sure he was,” Starros agreed. “His ability to keep the peace is what keeps him in power and the Sisters of the Blade from regaining any of their former influence.” Starros smiled at Cade. “What? You think we don’t keep abreast of Medalon’s internal politics. Krakandar borders Medalon, Captain, in case you’ve forgotten. I remain vitally interested in the goings-on in the Citadel.”

“Nothing is a secret these days,” Cade lamented. “That’s the problem with the Harshini being back—no offence, Rorin. It’s just news travels too fast and not always the news you want broadcast.”

“Such is the cost of the Sisterhood failing so miserably at genocide.” Starros sighed with mock sympathy. Then he turned to look at the minstrel. “That lad is really very good, isn’t he?”

Cade hadn’t really been paying attention, but he stopped and listened for a moment.

Tarja held his breath, waiting for Cade to turn and look at the young man with the voice almost as pure and sweet as the Harshini who performed so regularly in the Citadel’s amphitheater. “He’s remarkable.”

But then Phyn arrived with three foaming tankards of ale and blocked his view. Starros stopped the innkeeper as he turned to return to the bar. “When he has a break, tell the lad to come over.”

“Of course, m’lord.”

Phyn hurried off to deliver the message and Starros turned his attention back to Cade and Rorin.

“He reminds me of the concerts the Harshini put on in the Citadel.”

“I’m hoping the Sorcerers’ Collective Harshini will sing at the Greenharbour Convocation later this year,” Starros said. “It might go some way to mitigating the boredom of sitting around a large table agreeing with the High Prince for a week, when he really doesn’t need the permission of the warlords to do anything he damn well pleases.”

Cade frowned. “Then you’ve not heard . . .”

“About Damin? Marla told me as soon as she arrived. But the Convocation is at the end of summer. A lot can happen by then.”

“You’re not worried about him?”

“Of course I’m worried,” Starros said, lowering his voice a little. “But that’s not something I’m going to announce in a public tavern, is it?”

Tarja was growing impatient with the discussion. When was this minstrel going to show himself?

“Do you have something to announce, my lord?”

Starros and Cade—and Tarja, too—jumped with surprise to find the minstrel standing beside them, his battered old lyre tucked under his arm.

“Whatever this great announcement, allow me to sing it for you so the whole world may share your joy!”

The young man looked to be about twenty, with pale skin and a tousle of dark hair.

Shananara’s voice pierced the memory, reminding Tarja that he was not Cade, merely a witness to another man’s memory. “Do you know him?”

Tarja shook his head. “No. But . . . I don’t know, there is something familiar about him . . .”

“That won’t be necessary,” Starros was saying to the minstrel with a wry smile aimed at Cade. “I just wanted to compliment you on your performance. You have a remarkable voice. It’s a gift from the gods, I’m sure.”

The lad seemed to find that amusing. “I’m sure it must be, my lord.”

Damn it, where have I seen you before?

“What’s your name?”

“I am Mica the Marvelous.”

“Well, Mica, keep up the good work. I’m sure you’ll be welcome here at the Retreat as long as Phyn has a crowded taproom every night.”

The minstrel bowed expansively in response to the compliment. As he leaned forward, a tiny golden lyre on a chain fell out of his shirt. Tarja, through Cade’s eyes, stared at it for a moment, and then Cade leaped to his feet. “Arrest him!”

Starros and Rorin stared up at Cade with a bemused expression. “Excuse me?”

“He’s the lyre thief!”

Tarja was stunned. Cade had found the thief. He’d identified him. And yet he’d returned to the Citadel and not said a word. “Cade knew he was the thief, even then. Why didn’t he say something when he got back to the Citadel?”

“That he didn’t might explain why the minstrel touched his mind. He used his song to make him forget,” Shananara suggested, although her voice seemed a long way off.

“The what?” Starros was asking.

Mica looked just as puzzled as Starros. “I can assure you, my lord, if I was going to steal a lyre, I’d have picked a better one than this old thing.”

“Not that one; the one around your neck.”

Mica reached inside his shirt and drew out the tiny golden lyre. The same lyre that had sat in the alcove in the Temple of the Gods ever since the Harshini returned to the Citadel. “You mean this cheap little trinket?”

“It’s the stolen lyre from the Temple of the Gods in the Citadel.”

The lad shook his head. “But I’ve never even been to the Citadel. And this was a gift from my wife.” He turned and beckoned the young woman over. “Aja! Come here! Tell the man where you bought this! He thinks I stole it from the Citadel!”

“Have you ever seen his wife before?” Shananara asked.

“No. She looks Fardohnyan. Except for the hair. And the blue eyes.”

The young woman hurried to her husband’s side. Mica might be acting innocent, but she looked panic-stricken. “What are you talking about?”

“This!” Mica said, holding up the chain again. “Tell them where you bought it.”

“Talabar,” the girl said without hesitating. “I bought it for a wedding present when we got married three years ago. Cost me nearly ten rivets. Is there something wrong with it?”

Starros rose to his feet and placed a calming hand on Cade’s shoulder. “No, my dear, just a case of mistaken identity, I fear. Sing us another song, minstrel.”

The lad glared at Cade for a moment and then took his wife by the hand and made his way through the crowd back to the stool by the fireplace.

“Sit down, Captain.”

“That is the missing lyre,” Cade insisted. “It was solid gold. No way she bought that for ten rivets, in Talabar or anywhere else.”

“Why don’t they believe him?” Shananara asked in her far-off voice. “If they had, all this might have been avoided. Rorin is there. He could have subdued the lad with magic if need be.”

“They don’t believe him because it’s unbelievable,” Tarja told her.

As if Starros had heard Tarja, in the scene that was unfolding in Caden Fletcher’s mind, Starros asked, “And what if it is?”

“Then you need to arrest him!”

“Really? Here? In a crowded tavern? In the Thieves’ Quarter?”

Tarja glanced around at the men and women watching him warily through Cade’s eyes and realized not one of them had leaped to his defense. “Founders. They’re all thieves here.”

“A good many of them, yes.”

“And you put up with them being so blatant?”

That made Tarja smile. Cade didn’t know the Warlord of Krakandar was also head of the Krakandar Thieves’ Guild. Garet Warner was slipping in his dotage if such a vital piece of intelligence had not been passed to an officer sent south to deal with the Hythrun.

“I don’t put up with them, Captain, they are my people. I’m not saying you’re wrong, but if that lad has the Harshini’s missing lyre, we will not be addressing the issue here.”

“He might get away.”

“Or he might continue to entertain us and we can have a discussion with him somewhere much quieter than this, once he’s done.”

Cade slumped back in his seat. Tarja could feel his lack of understanding about why Starros wasn’t marching Mica the Marvelous and his lying little hussy of a wife to the nearest dungeon.

The young captain was still brooding about it when Mica began to sing again. Before long, Tarja could feel the uneasiness fading until even he forgot about the little golden lyre and arresting anyone.

“He sang away the memory.”

“What memory?”

“You see, even you have now forgotten. Detach yourself a little from the captain’s thoughts, Tarja, and you should remember.”

Tarja wasn’t sure what she meant, but it seemed as soon as he was Tarja again, he recalled the lyre, the thief and Caden Fletcher’s attempt to apprehend him.

“He made Cade forget.”

“I suspect he did more than that,” Shananara said. For a moment, Tarja felt a wave of dizziness and then the vision resumed, but it was later. The candle on the table had burned down and there were several empty tankards on the table between the men.

Tarja thought Cade might be a little drunk, either on ale or the song of the minstrel. Either way, he didn’t say a word when Starros called for some notepaper and a quill and wrote an introduction to the High Prince, so Mica could perform for Prince Damin and his family should the lad ever find himself in Greenharbour.

“That must be how he got into the palace,” Tarja said, astonished by how easily this thief had swayed men as hard and, Tarja would have thought, as incorruptible as Caden Fletcher, Starros Krakenshield and Rorin Mariner.

The minstrel accepted the letter with a bow and then turned to Cade. “I like your jacket, Captain. May I have it?”

Without complaint, Cade stood up, unbuttoned his red Medalonian officer’s jacket and handed it to Mica. The minstrel smiled as he slipped it on over his shirt.

“Excellent,” he said. “This is perfect. Be well, Captain. And don’t worry about losing your coat. By tomorrow you won’t even remember how you lost it.”

Whatever the minstrel had done to Cade, rather than feel guilt or concern, Tarja could feel Cade’s inordinate gladness he had handed over his uniform. It wasn’t until they walked outside and the chill of the evening hit him that Cade began to wonder if he’d come here without a jacket tonight or not.

Tarja opened his eyes, blinking a little in the sudden light. As he did, ever so gently, Shananara reached over and laid Cade’s head on his folded arms. He was asleep or unconscious, it was hard to tell which.

“He took the jacket,” Tarja said, “and got himself an invite to the royal wedding at the same time.”

“He is a brazen young man, indeed, our lyre thief. Are you sure you don’t know him?”

“I wish I did. But I’ve not known that many Kariens in my time except for a couple of lads we caught on the border at Treason Keep. The older one ended up riding off with Damin’s Raiders and is still in Krakandar, as far as I know. The younger was killed on the way to Medalon when he tried to murder R’shiel.”

“Mikel?” Shananara asked, suddenly pale. “Are you talking about the Karien boy Mikel?”

“How do you know about Mikel?”

“Mica, he called himself. Not Mikel, but . . . of course . . .” Shananara was shaking her head. She’d be frowning, if the limited range of Harshini emotions allowed it. She seemed to have put it all together, but Tarja had no idea what she was talking about. Mikel was dead. And had been for more than a decade.

“Am I missing something here?”

“Mikel of Kirkland,” Shananara said. “When you, Damin Wolfblade and Adrina were fleeing the invading Karien army under Prince Cratyn, you attacked his camp to rescue R’shiel.”

“I remember that rather well.”

“What you may not remember is that while you were unconscious, recovering from your wounds—”

“Possessed by demons,” he reminded her sourly.

“Yes, but you survived and the demons did you no harm; in fact they saved your life, so stop complaining about it. While that was happening, R’shiel called on Gimlorie to teach Mikel his song, so she could turn back Cratyn’s army.”

“Are you saying this minstrel is Mikel? How can that be? He’s dead.”

“He’s not dead.”

“But Damin said he killed him.”

“Damin was going to kill him. But Brakandaran was there, and he would not allow an innocent child to be killed in cold blood, especially as it really wasn’t his fault that he had been made so susceptible to manipulation by Xaphista.”

“That’s not the story I heard.”

“No, I’m quite sure the story you heard was that Death came for the boy and took him away, body and soul.”

“Isn’t that the very definition of death?”

“It is . . . had it actually been Death who took the boy. But it wasn’t.”

“It was Gimlorie,” Tarja concluded, as the puzzle pieces began to slip into place. “The God of Music took the boy.”

“The boy whose soul R’shiel had literally sworn to Gimlorie.”

“So where has he been all this time?”

“In the Tower of Song, I imagine.”

“Where is that?”

“It’s hard to describe. It’s the same place Sanctuary retreated to whenever it was in hiding, but not quite. It is not of this world, I can tell you that much.”

“If he’s been in some divine realm humans can’t reach, how did he get out?”

“A god must have helped him. No mortal could escape that place without divine assistance.”

“Which god?”

“Whichever god would benefit the most from his escape.”

“So . . . Dacendaran, maybe? Mikel stole that wretched lyre right out from under our noses, so he must be positively glowing by now.”

“It’s a possibility, but I can’t imagine why he’d go to such lengths.”

“Who else then?”

“Zegarnald, perhaps,” the queen ventured. “This theft and Mikel’s subsequent actions have endangered the treaty and almost brought the entire continent to the brink of war.”

“How do we find out? More to the point, what do we do about it?”

“The former is something only I can discover. What we do about it depends on what I learn from the gods.”

“If they’re talking to you.”

She nodded. “If they’re talking.”

“What do you want me to do about Fletcher?”

“Let him sleep. He’ll remember nothing when he wakes. It might be better that way. It was not his fault the minstrel influenced his mind. Far from it. He was on the verge of unraveling Mikel’s plan. Consider him wounded in battle rather than corrupted, Tarja. His diligence caused him to be touched by Mikel. It was not a failure of duty on his part.”

“I’ll confine him to quarters for a few days,” Tarja agreed. Having seen into Cade’s mind, he couldn’t fault him either.

Shananara nodded. “Keep looking for the juggler. He might throw some more light on the situation, although I doubt it. In the meantime, I’ll tell Princess Marla what we’ve learned and send word through the Seeing Stone to Kalan Hawksword in Greenharbour. The High Princess will want to know we have identified the man who has probably taken Jazrian, although we do not yet know his motives.”

“I think revenge is probably a good start if he blames Damin for being stuck in Gimlorie’s tower on his own for a decade or more. What about young Alaric?”

“I’m tempted to leave well enough alone with our young prince,” the queen said. “He may simply have encountered the minstrel in his travels on the way to the Citadel. Nobody else in his father’s entourage seems affected and Hablet was adamant we not probe his son’s mind. We certainly would not be allowed to wander through his memories the way we have with Captain Fletcher.” She rose to her feet and smiled at Tarja. “Alaric is a child. How much trouble can he cause?”

“Mikel was roughly the same age when he was turning back armies and trying to poison people. Did you know Hablet has asked us to take Alaric into the Defenders as a cadet?”

“Then there is our solution. Accept Alaric as a cadet. Then we may watch over him and intervene if the need arises.”

That actually seemed like a good idea. Tarja nodded. “I’ll let Hablet know the good news.”

Shananara smiled at him. “The child will be safer here with us, I suspect, than with his father.”

“Let’s hope so,” Tarja said, “because if anything happens to him in our care, I’d not like to be the one who has to break the news to Hablet.”
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PRINCESS SOPHANY OF Fardohnya was, perhaps, having the worst day of her life. Worse than the day her father had told her she was to become yet another wife to the king. Worse than the first time she was sent for by the king to share his bed. Worse than the day she realized she was pregnant with the Captain of the Guard’s child. Worse than the day Meyrick came to her and told her he had requested a posting to Bordertown and that she must find a way to lay with the king as soon as possible so he never suspected the child she was carrying was not his.

It was worse than the day Meyrick left Talabar and she found herself in a harem surrounded by people—and realized how truly alone she was.

And it was worse than the day she learned Meyrick Kabar had been arrested because he’d scolded Prince Alaric for not keeping his heels down while he rode, and was being interrogated by Mavos the Torturer for some imagined act of treason.

All of these things paled into insignificance compared with the weight Sophany carried now; the burden of the knowledge that she could—and should—identify the lyre thief.

Even worse, she also knew she should tell someone that the spell the Harshini had lifted off Alaric when they removed the song from his mind was the only thing making the little monster human.

She had sat through the banquet this evening, which the Harshini had put on for the Festival of Jelanna, with a forced smile, not tasting a single bite. She’d ooh’d and ah’d in all the right places over the fireworks display in the amphitheater but hadn’t noticed a thing. Her mind was busy elsewhere trying to answer the questions that had been plaguing her ever since she realized what she knew might change the fate of nations. But if Sophany wanted to save her daughter—and herself—she couldn’t say a thing.

It was torturous.

Pacing her room in the Citadel, Sophany was still wracking her mind for a solution when Alaric burst in and slammed the door behind him.

“It’s true!”

“What’s true, your highness?” Judging his mood, Sophany wasn’t going to offend the boy by not using his title.

“Papa is making me join the Defenders! The Lord Defender just informed my father of my official acceptance into the cadets.”

Thank the gods he’ll soon be the Medalonians’ problem, she thought, which didn’t actually do anything to mitigate the danger she was in, but it at least meant she would not have to put up with Alaric for much longer.

This was no time to gloat, however. “Did your father explain why he’s making such a drastic change in your circumstances?”

“He says I need some decent military training and his generals are too spineless to give it to me.”

“And what do you think?” she asked, careful not to state an opinion before sounding out how Alaric really felt about it. He might relish the idea of playing soldier with the Defenders, although given his petulant tone, she was beginning to think that anything but the case.

“I think it’s a ridiculous notion. I think my father is senile.”

“Have you expressed your concerns to your father?” It was something of a rhetorical question. Sophany could well image how vociferously Alaric had expressed his concerns to his father.

“He laughed at me.”

“That’s . . .” Perfect. “That’s terrible. How could he be so inconsiderate of your wishes?”

“It’s being here in this wretched Citadel that’s doing it to him,” Alaric complained. “Ever since we got here he’s been acting strangely. Maybe it’s these creepy glowing walls. Maybe the Harshini have done something to him. Do you know they say the whole city is actually alive?”

“I’ve heard it said. What strange things is your father doing?”

Alaric threw himself on the bed and rolled over to stare at the canopy. Sophany had to resist the urge to tell him to get his boots off her bed. “He meets with Princess Marla at all sorts of odd hours, which I don’t understand at all because he’s supposed to be her sworn enemy. He lets his advisors haggle out the new treaty conditions with the other negotiators from Medalon and Karien, rather than do the work himself, while he goes sightseeing around the Citadel.” Alaric sat up, resting on his elbows, and fixed his gaze on Sophany. “I will never be that sort of king. When I am king, I will be the sort of king who does his own job. Turns up to his own treaty meetings. Doesn’t ask someone else to teach his own son how to be a great military leader.”

If you were king, I wouldn’t have to worry about your father torturing and killing me when he finds out what I’ve done. And what I haven’t told him.

“I look forward to that day more than you could possibly know, Alaric,” she told him with genuine feeling.

The lad’s eyes narrowed. “Do you mean that?”

“Of course.”

“Do you think he might die soon?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Papa? Do you think he might die soon? I mean, he eats too much and drinks too much, and he’s always complaining of some ailment or another. Perhaps he’s dying?”

Chance would be a fine thing. “I doubt it, Alaric. I fancy your father has a good many years in him yet. And it’s treason, remember, to discuss the death of the king while he is still alive and well. So I’d not dwell on the matter too much, if I were you.”

“Oh,” the young prince said, clearly disappointed. “Do you think people will miss him?”

“I am sure many of his loyal subjects will mourn his passing. But they will welcome a new king, too,” she added, in case he took her words as a prediction of his future lack of popularity as king of Fardohnya. “It’s the way of the world. One king dies, another takes his place. It’s every new king’s role to improve on the legacy of the last king.” Sophany had no idea if what she was saying made any impact on Alaric, but she was rather pleased with the way she’d managed to avoid siding with either son or father in a way that wasn’t going to get her thrown into a dungeon.

“I will make plenty of improvements when I’m king. I’ll stop all this treaty nonsense and go back to just taking whatever territory Fardohnya wants by force, for one thing.”

Sophany chose not to remind the young prince that the last time Fardohnya tried to invade Hythria they were soundly beaten. As a nation, they’d never really won anything through war. Fardohnya was a nation of negotiators. On principle, Hablet liked treaties. They meant people agreed to pay for things they might otherwise have decided to take.

“Perhaps your father appreciates this and wants you to gain some insight into the Defenders and their tactics,” she suggested.

“What would be the point, Mama Sophany? We’re a hundred times bigger than Medalon. We have might on our side.”

So I’m back to being “Mama Sophany”. Alaric must be feeling the need for an ally.

“The Medalonians have the Harshini.”

“Which is why we’d beat them in any war. The Harshini just smile all the time. They might have magic, but they don’t know how to fight.”

“And what else would you do, if you were king?” she asked, mostly to keep him talking. Encouraging Alaric’s fantasies about his plans to rule the world was far safer for her than being asked to intercede with his father about enlisting him as a Defender cadet. If he did ask and she refused, he might have her arrested, tortured and killed. If she agreed, and actually said something to his father on a matter Hablet had made quite clear was none of her business, she most certainly would be arrested, tortured and killed.

“I’d get rid of that slimy worm Naveen Raveve, too.”

Sophany took a deep breath. “Why would you do that?”

“I don’t like him. He has too much power. Papa lets him do too much.”

“That’s probably because sometimes a king needs to do things that aren’t pleasant or popular. It’s better to have a lackey like Raveve to take the blame. Trust me, there is little that man does that your father doesn’t know about or condone.”

Inside, Sophany was screaming Please, please don’t fix your sights on Naveen. He knows what I did to save Rakaia and if he thinks he’s threatened, he will surely trade that information to save his own wretched neck.

“Besides, if you were king, you would need someone to do the actual day-to-day work. A king rules his kingdom by being wise and knowing when to order others to do the work for him. If you tried to take care of every little fiddly detail that Naveen deals with on a daily basis, you’d be so bogged down in the minutiae of government the Hythrun would be over the border and banging on the walls of Talabar before you knew it.”

Alaric studied her thoughtfully for a moment. “I said something like that to my real mama once. Do you know what she told me to do?”

“I can’t imagine.”

“She told me to go play.”

Because you’re a child, and Sybill doesn’t have to humor you the way I do. She gave Hablet his only legitimate son. She’s untouchable.

“Perhaps the Princess Sybill doesn’t appreciate your maturity the same way others do. Mothers always consider their sons their babies, even when they’re grown men. I’m sure Princess Marla of Hythria treats High Prince Damin exactly the same way.”

“When Mama says things like that, she makes me look stupid.”

She smiled at that. “Your highness, you are many things, but stupid is certainly not one of them.”

Alaric sat himself all the way up. His legs didn’t quite reach the floor. He might resent being treated like a child, but at that moment he looked even younger than his twelve years. “I’m not going to enjoy having to wait to be king,” he told her.

“There’s not much you can do about it, I’m afraid.”

He jumped down and stood beside the bed, squaring his shoulders. He had such an angelic face. “I won’t be joining the Defenders while I wait my turn, Mama Sophany. I can promise you that.”

“If anyone can change your father’s mind, I’m sure it will be you, your highness.”

On impulse, he ran the short distance between them, threw his arms around her and hugged her briefly, and then he fled the room, leaving Sophany bemused and more than a little unsettled by his unaccustomed display of affection.

No sooner had he left than there was a knock on the door. For a moment, she thought it might be Alaric coming back for something, but then remembered Alaric wouldn’t bother to knock.

“Come!” she called, wondering what other calamities this day could bring.

The door opened and Helaine, one of the slaves who served Hablet personally, entered the room and curtseyed respectfully, her eyes downcast. She was quite new to her role and undoubtedly had to sleep with the king to keep him happy. Sophany knew she should feel sorry for the girl, but so long as Hablet was amused by his dressing attendant, it meant he was leaving her alone.

“Yes, Helaine?”

“The king wishes you to attend him this evening, your highness. When he retires.”

Worst day ever.

“Tell the king I look forward to our night together with feelings I simply cannot describe.”

The girl looked up and for a moment Sophany did feel a flash of pity for her. She could see the relief in the slave’s eyes that, for once, Hablet would be bedding one of his wives and not one of his slaves.

“I shall convey your joy and anticipation to him, your highness.”

She turned to leave, but Sophany’s conscience got the better of her. “He tires of everyone sooner or later, Helaine,” she said gently. “It won’t last forever.”

“It feels like it already has, your highness,” the slave replied in a small voice, and then she was gone, leaving Sophany to contemplate the relative merits of murder over suicide because, right then, either one seemed better than what her immediate future held.
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NAVEEN RAVEVE WASN’T a particularly cruel or vicious man, but he was a pragmatist, and that meant he was able to do whatever was required of him, even if it meant doing cruel and vicious things.

Plotting the murder of the entire Talabar harem came under the heading “cruel and vicious”. He knew that, but it was what his king wanted and he was a slave, albeit a privileged and well-kept one. If he didn’t do this, someone else would, and they may not take the same care he had taken to ensure the victims suffered as little as possible.

He was also aware that a great many other slaves lived in the harem, and he had taken some pains to remove as many as possible from the danger zone. Hablet would be particularly pleased to learn how many slaves had survived. They were expensive assets, after all, particularly the loronged court’esa. They wouldn’t be needed after the fire, of course. There wasn’t going to be any more wives and daughters to take care of, but he should be able to fetch a tidy profit for any slave with a royal service history.

Fortunately, it was the Festival of Jelanna. Masked and anonymous, one honored the goddess often, with as many other masked and anonymous partners as possible over the three days leading up to her name day. It was also customary to allow slaves a few hours off to do their honoring. Smart slave breeders made sure this “time off” was spent somewhere the slaves would honor the goddess with partners of their choosing, therefore improving bloodlines. That made little difference to Naveen, although a pregnant slave would fetch a higher price to the right bidder. He just wanted as few innocent bystanders as possible.

It was no mean feat, what he had engineered. He had reduced the number of slaves in attendance to a bare minimum and ensured those who remained were the older slaves or the stupid ones. He’d organized a spectacular feast, partly to grant those about to die a fine last meal, but mostly because it gave him an opportunity to serve the dry Medalonian red wine the king had sent back from Bordertown. It was a gift from the mayor, apparently, and it was exactly what Naveen needed. Before presenting it to the harem as a gift from their king to celebrate the Festival of Jelanna, he’d laced the wine with jarabane as well as a soporific made from lemon balm, valerian, passionflower and chamomile. Those who didn’t die in the fire would be taken care of by the poison, and the powerful sleeping draught should keep them, if not unconscious, then at least too drugged to try to flee the flames.

Naveen wasn’t a cruel man, after all, but he was efficient. He needed these women and their daughters dead. Burning down the entire harem in an “accidental” fire caused by the Festival of Jelanna fireworks display was the most efficient way he could think of to—as Hablet so crassly phrased it—cull the herd.

He glanced at the sky from the window of his office. The sun had almost set. The fireworks were due to commence in about an hour. He’d better get moving.

Naveen shrugged off his exquisitely embroidered silk vest and carefully folded it and laid it on the desk. Then he dragged out the bag he had tucked away earlier in the day. Inside was a vest of a much more modest cut made of plain brown linen, his goddess mask, which would cover most of his face while he carried out his task this evening, and a light cloak made of rough hessian. He slipped on the vest, kept the mask in hand, then rolled up the cloak in a ball and shoved it back in the bag. Questions would be asked if he was seen walking through the palace wearing it. Once he had donned the plainer vest, he placed his folded silk vest in the canvas bag and tucked it under the cloak. The bag was heavy and made a clinking sound when he placed it on the desk. Naveen rearranged items so the silk vest sat between the oil-filled bottles, and checked he had everything he needed, including a flint and sufficient material to make a decent wick.

Once he was satisfied, he shouldered the bag and let himself out of the office into the wide tiled hall. It was deserted, partly because it was almost sunset and partly because he had done his best to ensure there were as few people as possible in the palace tonight in case the fire spread and the City Watch proved unable to contain it.

He didn’t worry so much about the harem. For a commoner—or, more importantly, for an entire male not a loronged member of the royal guard—to set foot in the harem was to risk certain death. Naveen had no doubt that even with the harem ablaze, the City Watch would hesitate to break down the gates to fight the fire or rescue the inhabitants, fearful of the king’s wrath if they tried to enter the harem, even if it was to rescue his burning wives and daughters.

Naveen saw no one as he left the palace. At least, not inside. Once he reached the vast plaza out the front it was a different story. In the courtyard, with its wide steps leading up to the palace’s huge bronze doors emblazoned with a relief-image of King Hablet and Jelanna dining together (an indulgence facilitated by the destruction of the old door by the demon child and Brakandaran the Halfbreed), he was able to disappear completely. The king was allowing the fireworks display to be launched from the palace, so everyone had flocked to the plaza to see the spectacle, as Naveen knew they would. There were so many people—almost all of them wearing masks depicting the goddess in some form or another—he could slip through them unnoticed. When the harem caught fire, the throng would hamper any rescue attempt by the City Watch and certainly slow down efforts to get close to the fire. There was no gate from the outside to the harem. Access was quite deliberately located in the very center of the palace to ensure an intruder would have to run a gauntlet of guards and any number of locked doors before they could even find the entrance.

Naveen slipped on his mask. He was counting on a mixture of confusion, fear and natural caution to keep away any heroic souls who might take it into their heads to rescue the occupants of the harem.

And if any survived? They could be taken care of later with the remainder of the laced wine.

Smoke inhalation, as everyone knew, was just as damaging as fire, and often more rapidly fatal. Fardohnyan kings had stopped burning people at the stake as a method of execution for exactly that reason. Here in Talabar, when high humidity kept the wood quite damp, a savvy victim could breathe in enough smoke from the pyre, if they had their wits about them, to knock themselves out before the flames reached them. Or so the story went. Naveen privately scoffed at the legend. More likely Hablet’s ancestors resented the waste of a perfectly good woodpile they could have sold on the open market, when a length of rope or a single well-placed arrow would achieve the same result.

He blended into the crowd with ease, pulling the cloak out of his bag and slipping it over his shoulders as he pushed his way west toward the only part of the harem wall accessible outside the palace. He was now effectively invisible; just another masked and cloaked face in a crowd of other masked and cloaked faces.

It took the better part of an hour to get to the wall, and the first fireworks were exploding overhead as he caught sight of his target in the distance. He pushed and shoved against the tide of people to reach his preselected vantage point. Even though he’d been expecting them—he’d arranged and paid for them, after all—he jumped a little at the first boom. He’d ordered a spectacular display. The king was absent and wanted his people to remember that it was Jelanna who blessed them and their nation with such fruitful abundance.

What better way to remind the people of that abundance than with a blinding display of fireworks?

Naveen had ordered an increasing escalation of explosions to peak in such a shower of sparks falling from the sky that nobody would be the least bit surprised, later, to learn a goodly portion of them had landed in the harem, setting the place alight.

He had, of course, left nothing to chance. Naveen took pride in doing a job thoroughly, even when it involved murdering scores of innocent women and children. He had taken a walk with the city engineer earlier in the day on the pretext of checking the harem for safety. He had expressed his concern about the proximity of the fireworks launch site so close to the harem and raised the possibility of a fire. The engineer, a dour, ruddy-faced man who had been stunned by a summons to the palace, had declared the walls sound, the roofs of the various buildings well constructed, and assured Naveen that unless the palace took a direct hit, there was unlikely to be any threat to the harem building or the people inside.

Naveen had thanked the man and sent him on his way. The engineer had remained blissfully unaware that Naveen knew two vital things about him, which would not have had him so pleased with his new royal commission had he known the man who had hired him was aware of them at the time.

The first was that he had once bought a loronged court’esa named Luka for his only daughter when she turned sixteen. The girl had been a holy terror and when her court’esa refused to aid her in her plans to run away with a neighbor’s son with whom she fancied herself in love, she accused him of raping her. The engineer, being Fardohnyan, took his revenge the only way he knew how. He recovered his losses by selling the court’esa on the open market as a laborer, but not before blinding him in the left eye with spirit of vitriol.

Blinding him in both eyes would have rendered him worthless.

The second was that as they walked, Naveen had left a trail of lamp oil behind them, leaking out of a bladder concealed under his vest. It was to the start of that oil trail he was headed now. Once the explosions reached a crescendo, once the fireworks temporarily blinded everyone, Naveen would ignite the rag fuse with a flint and toss his fireflask over the wall. When the flasks broke, the powder should spread out, catching fire and hopefully igniting the oil trail he’d left around the harem on his very thorough inspection with the engineer.

Tomorrow, when the harem lay in ashes, he would have the engineer arrested and summarily executed for his faulty assessment of the risk to the occupants of the harem.

His nasty daughter, the one who had accused an innocent man of rape, would spend the rest of her life destitute as Naveen fully intended to claim the man’s entire fortune as reparations for his crime.

It was good to be able to do a friend a favor.

He glanced up, but only briefly. The explosions were coming thick and fast now, and he couldn’t watch them too closely or he would risk blinding himself as well. He listened rather than saw them increasing in pace and power. The crowd was entranced. Everyone was looking up.

Naveen sidled even closer to the wall and slipped his pack from his shoulder. As practiced in his rooms these past few evenings, he removed the stoppers from the flasks and shoved the oil-soaked wicks into the necks of the bottles, by feel. He then withdew the flasks, took a step back, struck his flint on the stone of the wall and lit the fuses of the two fireflasks.

As the next massive explosion lit the sky red, Naveen quickly grabbed the flasks and tossed them over the wall, one after the other, before he could burn his hands on them.

He couldn’t hear them break as they landed on the other side. The roar of the crowd drowned out everything. It was hard to hear himself even thinking. Naveen hoped he’d thrown them sufficiently well to have them land inside the walls and not simply burn out on the narrow walkway above the gardens patrolled by the harem guards. The last thing he needed was an alert sentry noticing the fire before it raged completely out of control.

He waited, holding his breath, but no alarm was raised. The fireworks continued to build.

Naveen forced himself to breathe. There was nothing more he could do now except wait, so he pushed his way back through the crowd, stopping to ooh and ah with the rest of the citizens of Talabar, enchanted by the incredible fireworks display their king had arranged for them to honor Jelanna, the Goddess of Fertility, the bringer of new life. Naveen kept glancing over his shoulder at the palace, and then he smiled with relief as he realized nobody else, not even the harem guards, had noticed the smoke starting to rise from behind the walls.
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CHARISEE DECIDED SHE would wait until the whole family was gathered together before raising the subject of Bezzy and Arna. She didn’t know if the rest of Olivah’s family was aware he had a daughter in Dakin’s Rest, but she was certain he would deny responsibility if she challenged him. Without his father or grandfather around, and without their support, she had no hope of forcing him to do anything about it, either.

She’d tried to sound out Frederak on the subject of high-born bastards and not been pleased with what she’d heard. Frederak seemed to be of the opinion that male bastards were useful and female bastards were just a nuisance. Then he’d smiled and patted her hand and said, “Don’t worry, little wife. We’re married, remember? Any issue of ours will be legitimate. Won’t that be nice?”

“I think your grandson would be most displeased if we have any issue,” she said. And then she smiled. “And very surprised.”

So would I, she added silently to herself. Although he’d tried several times to consummate their marriage, Frederak was a sick old man in his eighties. He could barely keep his eyes open at dinner, let alone entertain a wife in the bedroom after a few wines and a heavy meal. Despite everything she’d learned, despite many attempts, despite more than one night where she had lain underneath Frederak’s limp weight as he snored after having fallen asleep trying to mount her, she was still, technically, a virgin. Of course, she wasn’t an actual virgin any longer. She had her own court’esa now, whose task it was to teach her the skills she required as a wife, but that didn’t count. Strayan was a sterile slave, not a real person, therefore he was not considered important or even relevant to either her feelings or her virginity. Charisee was appalled by the double standard that encouraged court’esa and valued virtue all in the same breath, and had been for as long as she could remember. She had argued with Rakaia about it more than once and it never ceased to amaze her that more people didn’t call out the practice for the hypocrisy it was.

She told nobody Frederak wasn’t up to the task, however. Her position was precarious enough without throwing an unconsummated marriage into the mix. So she smiled and yawned each morning, and complained about what a vigorous lover Frederak was to Brinnie and any of the other Branador slaves who might be listening. Charisee understood the palace hierarchy well enough to know the fastest form of communication was to tell a slave and make them promise to keep the information a secret.

Strayan knew the truth, of course, and so did Tazi. They were both too old and too experienced to fall for anything so blatantly false. But she didn’t mind that, either. Her entire life was one big lie. If her slaves thought they could tell when she was being mendacious, then they would never know what she sounded like when she was telling the truth.

It proved to be several days before a suitable occasion arose to bring up the matter of Olivah’s bastard. It was Esabel’s birthday, and though the woman insisted she was too old to make a fuss about anything so foolish, her husband Braun knew better. He’d arranged for some visiting acrobats to perform while they ate, served the best wines instead of the swill he usually preferred, and insisted the whole family be in attendance for dinner.

The meal was better than the usual fare served at the high table and the acrobats were really quite good. They were a Denikan troupe on their way from Fardohnya to Greenharbour. Their athleticism, lithe muscular bodies and glistening dark skin were an exotic change from the usual entertainment on offer at Highcastle. The best Charisee had seen till now was an old minstrel named Keef, who was almost completely deaf and had one eye clouded by a cataract. He would belt out the same few tunes, night after night, because it kept Frederak happy. Charisee gathered that the two men had been friends since childhood and, even though they were both now in their dotage, Frederak had promised his common-born companion a safe place to grow old. Allowing him to perform in his court was the old man’s way of keeping his promise. Olivah made frequent snide remarks about Keef’s lack of talent, loud enough for everyone but Frederak to hear, although he made no move to evict the old musician. Charisee was quite sure, however, that if her husband died, old Keef would be homeless before Frederak’s body was completely cold.

The evening proved to be one of the most pleasant Charisee had experienced since coming to Highcastle. Broos sat curled at her feet, happily accepting the tidbits she smuggled to him every now and then. Even Esabel smiled at the acrobats and applauded when they were done. When Olivah offered a toast to his mother’s continuing good health, and made some flowery pronouncement about the importance of celebrating such occasions surrounded by family, Charisee knew she had her opening.

“What a pity your granddaughter is not here to enjoy your birthday celebrations with you, Lady Esabel,” she announced in the brief silence that followed Olivah’s toast.

Esabel turned her stern gaze on Charisee and, for a moment, she wished she’d kept her big mouth shut. But she’d said it now. There was no going back.

“I have no grandchildren,” Esabel informed her. “I have yet to find Olivah a suitable wife.”

Charisee smiled guilelessly, as if she had no idea of the impact of what she was about to announce. Esabel was lying, of that she was certain. One of the advantages of being the most honored disciple of the God of Liars was being able to pick a fellow liar from across the room.

“Have you forgotten Olivah’s daughter, Arna?” she asked.

Out of the corner of her eye she caught the expression on Olivah’s face and wondered briefly if she had just made a fatal error in judgment.

Perhaps I have, she decided, but if I die for this, at least it will be for a good cause. And it beats spending my life wondering when my husband is going to die and I lose his protection, at which point I’ll probably be no better off than poor old Keef.

Braun looked up from pouring himself another wine. He was too impatient to wait for it to be served. “What are you talking about, girl? What’s she on about, Ollie?”

“I have no idea,” Olivah replied through clenched teeth.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Charisee said brightly. “I thought everyone knew Olivah and Bezzy have a daughter together. Do you know Bezzy Vondo, Braun? Her uncle owns a tavern in the town. It’s the place a few doors down from the wool warehouse. They serve the most delicious venison stew.” She glanced around at her new family. Olivah looked set to kill her. Esabel was obviously furious. Braun seemed more puzzled than angry. Frederak, seated beside her in the center of the high table, was starting to nod off. “Did you not know about your granddaughter, Braun? Olivah and Esabel know about her, so I just assumed you did, too.”

“The child isn’t mine,” Olivah said, his eyes boring into her with hatred.

“Oh, don’t be silly,” she laughed, although it was taking everything she had to pretend she wasn’t bothered by his fury. “She’s the spitting image of your mother! Arna is such a delightful little girl. I hope you don’t mind that I gave her some coin, because she was in sore need of some new clothes. Funny, you’d never see a high-born bastard wanting for anything in Fardohnya.”

Frederak jerked awake beside her, as if he’d realized he was falling asleep. “Eh? Bastard? What high-born bastard?”

“I was just saying that I assumed you’d treat bastards here the same way we do in Fardohnya, husband.”

Frederak chortled softly. “Aye, your father has scores of ’em! Could have had a couple for wives, too, if I’d wanted to take ’em off his hands.”

“And they all hold positions of great honor in his household.” She turned to her stepson. “You must know my brother Gaffen, Braun. He’s Papa’s oldest living bastard, and look at him—a Hythrun warlord. Do you have similar grand plans for Arna, Olivah?”

“How about I slit the little bitch’s throat?” Olivah suggested. “And her slut of a mother along with her.”

Charisee went cold all over as she realized Olivah wasn’t joking. But Braun, for all that he was an ill-mannered brute, was a better politician than his son. “Don’t be ridiculous, boy. You’d have the townsfolk chasing us down with pitchforks.”

“I can’t be sure it’s mine, anyway. Bezzy’s slept with half the town.”

Braun seemed unimpressed with that excuse. “It wouldn’t be a question if you’d confine yourself to dipping your wick in the court’esa I paid good money for, and stopped whoring around town with every piece of fluff with her eye on the title of duchess.” He turned to Charisee. “I suppose, after you showered this bastard and her gold-digging mother with coin, you promised them more?”

“I promised this family would look after one of their own,” Charisee said. “We are the Branadors of Highcastle. We are related to the High Prince. My sister is the High Princess. The honor of the family demands we do nothing less for this child.”

She was right and Braun knew it. His wife and son knew it, too. Oddly, Braun seemed more annoyed they’d put him in such a dishonorable position by lying about the child than he was at the idea Olivah had sired a bastard. Charisee glanced around, aware every slave in attendance was watching the exchange with great interest, although they appeared to be standing as still as statues, pretending they weren’t listening to every word, while they waited for their masters to summon them.

Braun considered the matter for a moment and then shrugged. “You’re right. We owe the child. Have the brat and her mother brought to the keep.”

“Braun! You can’t mean to—” Esabel began, but he cut her off with a wave of his hand.

“Even if Ollie’s not the father, Bel, if enough people in the town believe she is, then it makes no difference. If she comes from a tavern, she’ll have useful skills. The wench can work for her keep in the kitchens.”

“What of the child? I’ll not have that abomination flaunted in front of me on a daily basis. And no woman is going to accept Olivah as a husband if she’s forced to deal with his bastards running underfoot.”

“Bastards?” Charisee asked before she could stop herself. “Is there more than one?” She should have kept quiet. She should have said nothing more. Across the hall she spied Tazi and Strayan, waiting to attend her. Tazi was shaking her head, ever so slightly.

“Tell you what we’ll do with your bastard, Ollie,” Braun said, suddenly grinning at his own cleverness. “Your new step-gran is so fond of honoring bastards, she can have her.”

Esabel, far from objecting, smiled at Charisee and it wasn’t pleasant. “That’s an excellent idea, husband. After all, our shiny little Fardohnyan princess is apparently familiar with the care and treatment of bastards. She certainly seems to have their welfare at heart.”

Charisee opened her mouth to object, but she was rendered speechless. Frederak was having trouble following the conversation. “Eh? What was that? Heart? Whose heart?”

“Your wife is taking in a new pet,” Esabel explained loudly. “It will give her a child to practice on while she’s waiting for you to impregnate her. Won’t that be fun for you both?”

Olivah didn’t see the funny side of this at all. “You cannot be serious, Father.”

“Why? Because your idea of slaughtering both mother and child is such a clever plan?”

“It would solve the problem.”

“You’re a fool, Ollie, if you think that. It would make the problem ten thousand times worse.” Braun rose to his feet, downed the last of his wine and glared at Charisee. “Next time you have any notions of interfering in this family, missy, you come to me first. In private.”

Charisee nodded, but didn’t reply. Of all the people in this place, Braun was the one who struck her as being the most dangerous when crossed.

“And keep the brat out of my sight. I don’t want to see it, and neither does my wife.”

She nodded again. “I will. And thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” he said, shaking his head. “Just thank the gods I’ve got a border post to run. I couldn’t afford the interference in the trade flow if I had to close it down because your father got wind of me whipping some sense into you with a switch.”

My father is probably going to send an assassin after me, she wanted to reply, when he learns Rakaia is not his daughter. But a remark like that would just make things infinitely worse, so she said nothing as Braun stalked out of the hall, leaving everyone staring at her while she silently wondered what she was supposed to do with Arna and her mother when they came to live at the keep.
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KIAM WAS JUST about ready to leave for the docks when someone knocked on his door. He was surprised, and not just because of the late hour. Few people knew where he lived and he almost never had visitors. He never brought friends here or a woman to spend the night. Only a handful of people from the guild knew about this place, and even fewer close members of the family.

Julika wasn’t one of them. He was due to meet her at the docks just before midnight. A small package had been delivered to the guild’s headquarters earlier this evening, containing details of a Trinity Isles trader willing to offer him a berth, along with papers proving he was actually a clerk named Fenigen Dak. The name was Wrayan Lightfinger’s idea, he supposed, as the package had come from the Thieves’ Guild. Elin Bane raised a brow at the delivery but said nothing more. He had accepted Adrina’s commission, and probably a sizable fee along with it, so whatever Kiam had arranged with another guild to get the job done was just doing the business.

There were no papers for Julika in the package. He assumed Wrayan had arranged to send them to her separately.

Curious as to who his late night visitor might be, he approached the door with caution and glanced up at the mirror above it. He had positioned the mirror to show a reflection, through a narrow tube above the doorframe, from another mirror mounted on the outside. The field of vision was limited, particularly in the dim light of the hall, and the polished mirror hardly offered a clear image, but it did allow him to tell if the person standing on the other side was friend or foe. Not that it was much help in this case as the figure wore a cloak and a deep hood that covered her from head to toe. He could tell his visitor was female, though. Something about the way she stood gave her gender away.

She wasn’t clutching a sword or any other visible weapon that he could see, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t something deadly concealed in the folds of that cloak.

“Who are you?” he called softly through the door.

“It’s me, Ky,” a familiar voice replied. “Let me in.”

Shocked, Kiam opened the door to let his visitor enter. She threw back her hood, unbuttoned her cloak and tossed it on the table by the window as he closed the door behind her. She wasn’t in the robes of her office, instead wearing a simple, green sleeveless dress, the diamond-shaped pendant around her neck denoting her rank of High Arrion.

“Where is she?” Kalan asked without preamble.

“Where is who?”

“I don’t have time for this, Ky.”

“Ah, you mean Julika.”

“Of course I mean Julika. Nobody has seen her since last night.” His stepsister obviously considered him responsible. “What were you thinking, agreeing to her running off on a Trinity Isles trader with you to hunt down pirates? She’s a child.”

“A child who packs quite a magical punch, I hear, but I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what I said before Adrina ordered me to let her come along. Wine?”

“A large one,” Kalan said, glancing about the small living room. “I’ll be having words with Adrina about that when I’m done with you. Is this really where you live?”

“Sometimes.” He walked to the sideboard and unstoppered the decanter of wine. “I suppose you’ve locked Julika in the tower until I’ve sailed?” He handed her the cup of wine, which she accepted as she sank down on the cushions around the low table by the door.

“I wish,” Kalan sighed. “I only learned of this ludicrous plan after she left the Collective yesterday to visit her . . . Wrayan.”

He noticed the slip but let it pass. Julika’s parentage was something nobody who liked their head to remain attached to their shoulders ever asked Kalan about. He’d always had a fair idea who her father was, but was never quite game enough to ask Kalan for confirmation.

Kiam took a seat opposite Kalan, frowning. “That must have been hours ago.”

“Have you seen her?”

“Not since we met at the palace, but I received a packet at the guild earlier with all the information I need for the trip. A berth on a trader, papers with a false name. Everything.”

“Wrayan organized that for you?”

“I assume so,” he said. “Adrina must have asked him to do it. What does Wrayan say?”

“Wrayan Lightfinger is no longer in the city,” Kalan informed him crossly as she downed her wine in a gulp. “According to the Doorman, he rode out at dawn for ports unknown and nobody knows when he’ll be back.”

“That seems odd. Especially at a time like this.”

“Odd doesn’t begin to describe it,” Kalan agreed. “She’s not going with you, Ky.”

“Jaz has been taken by someone using magic, Kalan,” he told her. “You, more than anyone, know what that means. I can’t fight magic with an assassin’s blade.”

“And you won’t be fighting it with my daughter at your side, either,” Kalan announced. She placed her empty cup on the table. “Nobody wants Jazrian brought home safe and sound more than I do, Ky, but involving my somewhat rebellious and unpredictable daughter is not the way to go about it.”

“What’s the alternative?” he asked. “Taking a Harshini with me is out of the question. Even if I wasn’t hired to kill everyone who had a hand in Jaz’s kidnapping, I can hardly move around unnoticed among Trinity Islanders with a Harshini sidekick. Rorin’s in Medalon with Marla and now you tell me Wrayan has left town. We’re a bit short on the ground for human magicians, it would seem.”

“That’s why I brought you this,” she said, reaching into her pocket. She withdrew a small amulet made of polished bone tied to a leather thong and handed it to him. He took it from her and examined it for a moment. It was carved with sigils and in the center was a small lyre. It looked ancient.

“What is it?”

“According to the librarian, it’s an early Harshini warding amulet that protects the wearer against the Song of Gimlorie. If you can’t kill this wretched thief, you might need it when you try to get away with Jaz.”

“Where did you get it?”

She shrugged. “Have you never been down in the bowels of the Collective? There are all manner of interesting things down there. Since Jaz was taken, we’ve been searching through the archives, looking for anything that could help.”

“Do you know if it works?”

“It does according to Helanara.”

“Who is Helanara?”

“The Harshini librarian who’s been helping us sort through what’s left of the archives. She looks about fourteen, but I’m pretty sure she’s a thousand years old if she’s a day. She keeps talking about things that happened before the Halfbreed was born as if she was there.”

Kiam slipped the amulet over his head, not entirely convinced it was going to help, any more than he was entirely convinced Kalan was going to be able to stop Julika if she set her mind on coming with him. “We’re due to sail at midnight. Julika is probably lying low until then. Or she’s avoiding you for exactly the reason you’re sitting here now.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Kalan said, rising to her feet, “which is why I’m coming with you to the docks. I want to be there when she arrives and make sure she leaves with me and not you.”

“What a good idea,” Kiam said, as he stood and walked over to where his pack leaned against the table leg, ready for him to depart. He hadn’t been happy about Julika coming with him so he needed little convincing to leave her behind. But Kalan’s plan was fraught with danger; not to himself, but to his mission, particularly if Julika decided to make a scene when she realized she wasn’t going to be allowed to come. “It won’t look even a bit suspicious if I arrive at the docks in the High Arrion’s carriage!”

Kalan smiled. “I’m sure we can arrange to drop you off a few streets away.”

“She is going to be very unhappy with me. And you.”

“All part of the fun of being her mother.”

Kiam shouldered his pack and glanced around. Except for Kalan’s empty wine cup, the place was ready to be closed up for a while. He had no idea when—or indeed, if—he was coming back here. When he left on a job, he never did. Not that he minded. Since he’d given Broos away to Princess Rakaia, the place seemed quite empty and soulless, even when he was home.

“Then we’d better get moving,” Kiam said, rather proud he had managed to go several hours without thinking of Rakaia. “It’ll be midnight soon and the tide waits for no man. Or woman. Not even the High Arrion.”

Kalan picked up her cloak and threw it over her shoulders, pulling up the hood so she wouldn’t be recognized out in the street. “You know, if you manage to bring Jaz back unharmed, Damin is going to have to knight you. Make you a prince of the realm at the very least.”

“I don’t want a title, Kalan. Couldn’t think of anything worse, actually.”

“Then you don’t have much of an imagination, Ky,” she said with a thin smile, “because I can think of a thousand worse things, and the top of the list is going to be my daughter’s reaction when she finds out I am waiting for her at the docks to put an end to her little adventure before it even gets started.”
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SOPHANY SPENT A long time preparing herself for her conjugal visit with the king. He was a pig in his own habits, but would not abide anything other than the highest standards of hygiene from his wives and concubines. She bathed, washed, dried and brushed out her hair, manicured her nails, paid particular attention to her eye make-up and spent a long time trying to decide which of the flimsy nightgowns she had brought with her from Talabar was the most likely to entice him.

And she was determined to entice him. The sooner he was done, the sooner she could escape his bed. She was court’esa trained, after all. Sophany knew all the tricks to ensure a man achieved climax in the shortest time possible while still believing he was a great lover. She occasionally wondered whether the men who had decided—thousands of years ago—that women were better lovers when they’d been trained how to please them had realized their misogynistic, shortsighted selfishness would only arm the powerless women they believed they possessed with more weapons to control them than they could have imagined possible.

Sophany studied herself in the long mirror. Although in her late thirties, she had only ever borne one child and she’d been a teenager herself then. Her body was still firm, her breasts heavy but not yet visibly sagging. With the right combination of scents placed at strategic pulse points at the throat, wrists and groin to enhance their potency, she was quite sure Hablet would be done with her in a matter of moments, once he got started.

Or I could kill myself rather than let him lay a hand on me.

It’s always an option, she supposed without conviction, surprised by how much she wanted to live.

So, on the off-chance Hablet truly desired her, rather than playing some sort of sick game with her emotions, on the off-chance Hablet wasn’t just watching her with glee as she squirmed and lied and tried to pretend she hadn’t betrayed him, Sophany would do her best to make the king think she wanted him equally as much as she was supposed to think he wanted her.

It was close to midnight when she finally drank down the last of the wine she’d been plying herself with to make the coming night bearable. A part of her wondered if she should remain completely sober. The other part wished she could risk drinking herself into a blind stupor, so she wouldn’t have to recall this night in the cold light of day.

Sophany knew her time in the world was coming to an end. Every day she spent in the king’s company, she became more convinced he knew her secret and was keeping her close so he could enjoy her torment of uncertainty. She was just as certain she could never admit the truth, or what she knew about Rakaia’s present whereabouts. And definitely not who Rakaia was with.

A final check to make sure she was presentable and Sophany was as ready as she was ever going to be. Hablet had not sent for her yet, but it was probably another test. He had made his wishes known earlier in the day. He surely didn’t expect to have to repeat himself.

Squaring her shoulders, Sophany stepped out of her room and into the wide hallway. This late at night, the Dimming was almost complete, the walls receding to a dull white from the joyous glow of their daytime luminescence. There were two guards standing outside the king’s door further down the hall; Fardohnyans loyal to the king who could be trusted not to be distracted by the delights of the Citadel. The men were expecting her, apparently. They stood back to let her pass, pretending they didn’t notice her naked body under the flimsy shift she wore, or why she was visiting the king’s bedchamber at this late hour. Sophany smiled briefly at the guards as she passed. Meyrick had taught her long ago that one never ignored an armed guard if one could make him feel valued. They remembered things like that and if it ever came to needing their help in a crisis, the guards knew who they would help first.

She silently pushed open the door a crack in case Hablet was busy and not wishing to be disturbed, and slipped inside. It would not be the first time he had made her stand and wait while he finished his business of state before giving her his attention.

The room was lit by nothing but moonlight. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. On the bed were two figures, one astride the other, bucking wildly.

The bastard wants to humiliate me by making me take part in a threesome, she thought, her stomach turning at the prospect. It wasn’t that she was averse to a female lover. She was just exceedingly averse to amusing Hablet in such a fashion.

Sophany took a deep breath and then a step closer. Her disgust quickly turned to horror. What she had at first assumed was Helaine riding her husband, in the throes of passion, was not the slave girl at all, but Alaric.

Hablet was thrashing about because the boy had a pillow over his face and was holding him down, trying to smother the life out of his father.

She gasped in dismay. The boy heard her exclamation and glanced over his shoulder at her with cold, purpose-filled eyes.

Sophany froze, not knowing where to run, what to do or how she was going to get out of this alive. If she tried to stop Alaric, she would meet the same fate as Meyrick, tortured and killed for daring to cross the prince.

But if Hablet dies . . .

The thought took only milliseconds to run though her mind and she was at Alaric’s side. She met his eye for a moment and then reached across and snatched his hands from the pillow. Hablet gulped in a mouthful of air, but before he could rise, Sophany threw her entire body across him, ensuring her full weight was on the pillow, cutting Hablet’s air off completely, something Alaric had been too weak and badly positioned to manage.

Hablet thrashed wildly. It took every ounce of strength she owned to hold him down. She almost gave up. Sanity almost prevailed more than once. But Sophany knew there was no going back. Once she’d sided with Alaric over his father, her fate was sealed.

If she stopped before Hablet drew his last breath, she would draw her own last breath the moment he realized who was helping his son try to kill him.

It must have been nearly five minutes—although it felt like an hour or more—of her forcing the pillow down and Alaric holding his father’s flailing limbs under the covers, before the king stilled and eventually stopped moving altogether. Sophany waited a while longer, until she was quite certain he was dead, and then, her heart pounding so hard she could hear the blood rushing through her ears, she pushed herself up and off the king to meet Alaric’s gaze.

The young prince still sat astride his father’s body, staring at her with wide eyes. In the dim moonlight coming from the window beside the bed, his face seemed calm. Serene, even. Certainly not the reaction one would expect from a child who had just witnessed, and taken part in, his father’s murder.

“Is he dead?” His voice was so small, it was hard to fathom it was this child who had been the one trying to kill Hablet until she intervened.

Sophany reached under the pillow and felt for a pulse on Hablet’s fleshy, flaccid neck, but there was nothing. She withdrew her hand and nodded.

“Long live the king,” she said softly.

Alaric thought on that for a moment. He wasn’t gloating, and certainly didn’t seem to be taking any pleasure from this heinous act, but neither was he grieving. Perhaps he was in shock.

Shock be damned! The little monster had been murdering the king.

And you finished the job for him, a small, unwelcome voice in her head reminded her.

“Why did you help me?” he asked.

Because now Hablet is dead, he can no longer harm Rakaia.

Because now my secret is safe.

Because now I don’t have to tell anyone Rakaia is traveling in the company of the lyre thief.

“Because I remembered what you said about being a better king. A conscientious king. Fardohnya needs a better king.” Please believe me. Please, please, still be the spoiled child who needs someone to flatter and encourage him.

“You could have stopped me.”

“I am a loyal Fardohnyan. I chose the side of the better king.”

Alaric seemed to notice, finally, that he was still astride his father’s dead body. Without comment, he climbed off Hablet and stood beside the bed, studying his father’s limp form as if it were some strange curiosity. He seemed completely detached from what had just occurred. “We’re going to be in a lot of trouble, aren’t we, Mama Sophany?”

“Only if someone realizes what we’ve done.” More to the point, what I’ve done.

Dear gods, what have I done? Sophany could feel her body starting to tremble. She took Alaric by the shoulders and forced him to look at her, rather than his father. “Alaric! Listen to me.”

Alaric met her eyes. “What?”

“Your father’s death will mean great things for Fardohnya,” she said, her voice low and urgent, “but not if people learn what’s been done here tonight.”

“But if I’m the king now, I can’t get in trouble, can I? Not really.”

No, but I can. “That’s not the point, dearest. The point is that people won’t understand. They don’t know you like I do. They don’t see what I see. Not even your mother sees you like I do. Nobody yet appreciates what a great king you will be, how you are planning to make Fardohnya great again. If they learn you had a hand in your father’s passing it will distract them from the good works you want to achieve.”

“But . . . they’ll know when they see him . . .”

Unlikely, she thought. Suffocation had been used in the harem on more than one occasion when feuds between Hablet’s wives turned deadly. Sophany’s half-sister—Adrina’s mother—had been executed for beheading a rival, and she was only a court’esa. After that, the women in the royal harem learned not to leave the evidence of their handiwork behind. No matter how many people might suspect the truth, no one had ever been held responsible for a murder by suffocation.

“How long have you been here in your father’s room?” Her mind was racing, trying to figure a way out of this.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, when did you arrive to see your father?”

“I don’t know. A couple of hours, maybe. We had supper together.” He shrugged, as if he couldn’t see the importance of her question. “Then he got drunk and went to bed. He laughed at me when I told him I wasn’t going to join the Defenders. He said I couldn’t stop him doing it.”

Well, you proved him wrong there, didn’t you? “So the guard outside changed while you were in here?”

“I suppose.”

“Did they see you come in?”

“Of course not. I came through there,” he said, pointing to the door of his adjoining room. Then he nodded as it dawned on him why she was asking him so many questions. “Oh, I see . . . if they don’t know I’m here, then they won’t know it was me.”

She nodded and smiled at him, hoping it would encourage Alaric to believe she was on his side and not someone, a witness, who now needed to be dead, too. “Exactly.”

“What will you do after I’m gone?”

“I’ll call on the guards for help. I’ll tell them the king died in the throes of passion.” She smiled at that thought. “I think your father would actually appreciate that rumor being spread about his demise.”

Alaric glanced at his father’s corpse. “But won’t they be able to tell?”

“People see what they want to believe, Alaric. I’ll wait until you’ve had time to get into bed. You must pretend to be asleep when they come for you. Do you think you can look upset when they tell you your father has died?”

He looked a little offended by her question. “I am upset.”

“I know you are, dear, but only because I know you so well. Others don’t appreciate your . . . stoicism like I do. They may misinterpret your reactions if you’re not more . . . overtly distressed.”

He frowned. “You mean unless I wail and cry and beat my chest like a woman, they’ll suspect something?”

Dear gods, why am I enabling this terror?

“Something like that.”

Alaric nodded, his expression solemn. “You give good counsel, Mama Sophany, even if you are a woman.”

“And I will continue to counsel you,” she promised, “as if you were my own son.”

Alaric hugged her briefly. “I know. And I will remember your loyalty.”

“I live to serve, your grace.”

He smiled ever so briefly at the title. “The Harshini will want a grownup to take care of things until we get home,” he said. “Will you help me?”

Dear gods, he wants me as his regent. She held him for a moment, against her breast, which was thumping like an insane wind-up toy. “I will stand with you until death, King Alaric, and do whatever you need me to do to make your reign one that legends will speak of.”

It was not a hollow vow. Sophany meant every word. She had cast her lot with this monstrous child and there was no going back.

Alaric stepped back and looked up at her, smiling with an intensity that made Sophany’s blood chill. “I won’t let you down, Mama Sophany,” he promised. “I will be the best king that Fardohnya has ever seen.”

“I know you will, dear,” she said. “Now let’s get you back to your room before anyone hears us talking. And remember, when you get the news—”

“Be really upset,” he finished.

Without another word, Alaric ran silently to the door into his room. Sophany closed and locked it after him and stood there for a moment, her head on the cool wood, trembling with the enormity of what she had done. Of what she was doing.

Then she turned and walked back to the bed.

Sophany took the pillow off Hablet’s face and stared at him for a time, a little surprised at the intense satisfaction she derived from standing over his corpse. She had hated this man since she was a girl. He had killed her half-sister. He had tormented her, raped her more than once, and threatened her daughter’s life by his very existence.

“And now I have won,” she told him softly, as if life was some sort of race and she was the victorious one simply by outlasting him.

The moonlight intensified as a cloud slipped across the sky and let it shine more brightly for a moment, illuminating Hablet’s dead face and its wide, sightless eyes.

There was a small bead of blood coming from his nose, but it was the only sign of violence about him. That and the tortured state of the bedding.

As carefully and as quickly as she could, Sophany remade the bed around him so it seemed as if the king were just sleeping peacefully. She checked the pillow they’d used to smother him, relieved to find it was unmarked, so she fluffed up the feathers, lifted his head, and placed it underneath. The bead of blood was spreading a little, dripping into his beard. She couldn’t risk wiping it on anything, however. Any sign of blood, even a speck on the hem of her nightgown, might raise the alarm.

There was only one way to be rid of the evidence. Cringing with disgust, Sophany leaned over Hablet and licked the blood drop from his face and beard. She shuddered, pulling a hair from her tongue, before picking up the silver goblet sitting on the table beside the bed and taking a gulp, washing the metallic taste of the blood away with the dregs of Hablet’s wine.

She emptied the goblet and took another deep breath. Licking blood off the king’s face was not the worst thing she would have to do before she was done.

With a last glance around, Sophany satisfied herself the room betrayed nothing of what had happened here. Then she walked around to the other side of the bed and climbed in beside her dead husband.

She squirmed and wriggled her way across the mattress until she was next to him and then used his arms to drag his body over on top of her. Once he was lying across her, the dead weight of him pressing on her chest and making it hard to breathe, she reached down and found what she had been hoping to find. Hablet’s violent death had caused an epic erection, another snippet of useless information a court’esa had taught her when she was a girl; knowledge she never dreamed she would have reason to be grateful for. Death erections, so her court’esa had explained, were often provoked by a traumatic death, especially asphyxiation, and were common among men who took pleasure from being aroused by suffocation.

It was the only remaining evidence of his cause of death, so she had to find another reason for it. The Medalonians were not court’esa trained and likely did not have her knowledge of anatomy and autoerotic asphyxiation. However, little got past the Harshini, and there were also plenty of Hythrun in the Citadel at the moment who were also court’esa trained.

The only way to remove suspicion about the dead king’s erection was to put it where it wouldn’t cause comment.

Sophany tried to take another deep breath—no mean feat with Hablet’s weight crushing her breasts—and then wriggled lower in the bed until she was able to force his death-stiffened penis into her. Her eyes filled with tears of disgust, both at what she was doing and the need for it.

And then, shaking, crying and not having to pretend any of her distress, she called out, “Help me!”

There was no immediate reaction from the guards outside.

Sophany, who was starting to struggle to breathe herself, with Hablet’s dead weight on top of her, realized no guard would come to the aid of a crying wife. Hablet was free to do whatever he wished to his women. They were not going to risk their own necks by coming to her rescue, no matter how much she screamed.

“Please . . . your king is in trouble! He needs you!”

That got a reaction. Guards burst into the room, swords drawn.

“Help me!” she sobbed as they cautiously approached the bed.

“Your highness?”

“The king just suddenly stopped and fell on me! Please . . . I can’t breathe . . . Dear gods, I think he’s dead!”
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BEZZY AND ARNA, far from welcoming their improved station in life as residents of Highcastle Keep, were quite ungrateful. Bezzy did not want to work in the keep and stormed about the place with a sullen look on her face, and only the thought of never seeing her daughter again kept her working there.

Arna was terrified of the castle, of Lady Esabel and Braun, and even of poor Frederak. Her father made her especially nervous, and whenever Charisee saw the child quaking with fear that Olivah might notice her, she wished she’d kept her big mouth shut and said nothing to Olivah about his bastard daughter at all.

It was a rude lesson to realize that far from saving this girl from a life of humiliation and shame, she’d dragged her into one.

To assuage her guilt, she tried to make Arna’s life as easy as possible. She ordered new clothes for the child from the dressmaker in town and when Braun refused her the funds to hire a tutor, she set out to teach the girl to read and write herself. Tazi helped willingly enough, almost becoming the child’s surrogate grandmother. Strayan tolerated her, did anything his mistress ordered regarding her care, but remained aloof and uninvolved.

Once she was clean and her hair brushed and braided, Arna proved to be a remarkably pretty child, which was a pity, Strayan remarked one evening, a week or so after Arna and her mother arrived. It was a bitter night, a storm lashing the solid castle walls and splitting the night with lightning and thunder as it raged around the keep.

“Why is it a pity?” Charisee asked, as another peal of thunder died away. She sat cross-legged on the bed in her room, which had a connecting door into her husband’s bedchamber. Strayan was brushing out her hair, and Broos lay stretched across the bed covers, snoring gently. As usual, after Tazi had helped her mistress change into her nightgown, she had retired, leaving Charisee alone with Strayan.

It was a fairly common arrangement in noble houses where both the husband and the wife owned court’esa. Loronged court’esa like Strayan were guaranteed to be sterile to ensure any issue Charisee might produce was certain to be her husband’s, no matter how often she chose to have her court’esa entertain her. Strayan stayed in her room often, sleeping on the chair by the fire some nights, just for protection. Other nights he spent in her bed, trying to teach her everything that Rakaia had been taught back in the harem. Not that Charisee had much use for such skills. In hindsight, remembering how fearful she had been that her inexperience would be discovered and expose her as a liar, she often thought she could probably have got away with not learning a thing, given how rarely she and Frederak shared a bed.

Frederak still had his own court’esa, Fara, and if she lived to be one hundred, Charisee knew she would never replace that woman in his affections. Fara had been with her master for more than fifty years. She no longer serviced him in the bedroom, but the two of them often sat by the fire together when the weather was poor, wrapped in rugs, sipping mulled cider, sharing fond memories of events that had happened to them both before even Charisee’s mother had been born.

“It’s a pity,” Strayan explained as he brushed her long, dark hair, “because it will occur to Olivah, or perhaps his father, at some point in the future, once you have tamed and educated the child, that this annoying little bastard may have a purpose after all. She won’t be married off to a noble family, but there is bound to be some wealthy trader or the like, keen to formalize a connection with the Branadors. Bastards are just as tradable as legitimate daughters, you know.”

“Are you saying I should have left her in town, growing up as a penniless tavern wench?”

“A tavern wench free to come and go as she pleased. A tavern wench free to meet a boy and fall in love and have his babies—or not—as she saw fit. Arna has lost that freedom now. Whatever her future holds, it will be determined by her father. Her mother has lost any say in her daughter’s future, and so has anybody else who actually loved and cared for the child.”

Charisee felt a stab of guilt at the thought. “So you’re saying that by bringing her here to have a better life, I’ve ruined it for her?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not,” he said, still brushing her hair with long, soothing strokes. “The lesson is to beware unintended consequences.”

Like Rakaia wanting to flee before Hablet discovered the truth about her. I’ll bet she never, for a moment, thought I’d end up here, married to her intended, pretending to be a princess of the realm.

“Then how do I fix it?”

Strayan stopped brushing her hair. Charisee turned on the bed to stare at him.

“What?”

He was shaking his head. “You, my lady. Wanting to fix things all the time. You can’t, you know.”

Before she could respond, the room flared with lightning, followed almost immediately by a boom of thunder that rattled the windows with its anger. The rain pelted the window with a fury that made Charisee more than a little nervous. She’d never seen anything like the storms that regularly battered Highcastle.

“That was close.”

“How can you tell it was close?”

“The thunder and lightning came almost on top of each other.” He smiled for a brief moment, something Charisee had rarely seen her court’esa do. “When I was a boy, we used to call storms like this a Lover’s Lightning.”

“At the court’esa school?”

He nodded, but his smile vanished.

“Why Lover’s Lightning?” she asked, hoping to coax something else out of him about his past. His pain was palpable when he spoke of his youth. It made Charisee want to fix that, too.

“Because the thunder and lightning are right on top of each other. And sometimes they come together.”

Charisee laughed. “That’s a terrible pun. Did you make that up or was it one of your brothers?”

Strayan wasn’t so easily drawn into something he didn’t want to discuss. Instead of answering her, he stood up and walked to the window to stare at the storm. “But around here, they call a storm like this a Bounty Blow.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s nights like this when ships wind up crashed on the rocks below the town.”

“Which means bounty from the salvage,” Charisee said. “I like Lover’s Lightning better.”

“Because you are a hopeless romantic, my lady.”

Oh, Strayan, if only you knew how hopeless. “Do you think there are any ships out there tonight?”

“We’ll know by morning,” Strayan said. “If they find a wreck, they’ll send word to the castle before they go near it.”

“What if there are people down there? Still alive? Surely their first duty is to rescue them?”

“I gather the townsfolk are under orders not to approach any wreckage until Lord Branador has determined its origin and if it poses a threat to the town. You know, from disease and the like, according to the cobbler who told me about it.”

Charisee pulled her hair over her shoulder and began to braid it loosely in preparation for bed, although she had no idea how she was going to sleep while the thunder and lightning kept up like this. “More than likely he wants to give any survivors the chance to die so there’s no question about who owns the salvage loot.”

“More than likely,” Strayan agreed. He turned back to her. “Did you require another lesson tonight, my lady?”

Charisee shook her head. “Not tonight. I don’t think I could concentrate with all this racket. Do you think Arna is all right? She must be very frightened.”

Strayan shook his head and rolled his eyes, ever so slightly. “Shall I bring her to you, my lady?”

“I . . .” she began, and then remembered she was the lady of Highcastle. She didn’t need anybody’s approval. “Yes, actually, you can. It’s my fault the child is here and she’s probably terrified in that poky, cold closet Esabel gave her as a room.” Charisee finished with her hair and pushed Broos aside. The dog seemed oblivious to the storm, something Charisee envied a great deal. She pulled back the covers and climbed into the bed, then sat up against the pillows as Broos settled himself beside her without really waking.

Smoothing down the blankets, she spoke in what she hoped was a commanding tone. “Bring Arna to me, Strayan, and bring me more light. I’m not going to sleep tonight, so I might as well read to the child. It will keep both our minds off the storm.”

“As you wish, my lady,” Strayan said with a deep bow, and then he left the room to fetch Arna while Charisee wondered if there was going to be another unexpected, unintended consequence for this impulsive decision, too.
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HELL TURNED OUT to be not such a bad place.

R’shiel had decided this after a few days of wandering around with Damin Wolfblade where nothing much happened. Of course, she was no closer to locating Brak than she had been when she stepped through the door in Sanctuary, but she was here, and so was he.

All she had to do now was find him.

The first hell she and Damin encountered, R’shiel had also decided, was Sanctuary itself. It seemed to be the holding station for souls heading to the underworld, and bringing the magical fortress back to this time and place had allowed a rush of them in. The second hell seemed hardly more than a thoroughfare and they had crossed it in what felt like only a few hours, the door to the next hell easily found by following the glowing rush of souls heading toward it.

This hell was quite another matter. She glanced across at Damin, who had tied a strip of his shirt across his eyes so he couldn’t see. Hell, for the warlord who was not dead but trapped between life and death, proved much more eventful than it did for her. He kept seeing things from his past and not all of them were times he wanted to relive. R’shiel was immune to the effect, so she led Damin by the hand, with his eyes closed, to keep the nightmares away.

“Is this what you had in mind?” he asked, after a long period of companionable silence.

“What do you mean?”

“Leading me around like a blind puppy while you search for Brak. I’m not that much use to you like this.”

“I have someone to talk to.”

He stopped and forced her to stop with him. “This is ridiculous, R’shiel. I’m holding you back. Leave me and carry on. I’ll wait here until you get back.”

She shook her head, and then realized that, blindfolded, he could not see the gesture. “No. For one thing, I don’t know how long it will take to find Brak, and for another, if I left you here I may not be able to find you again, and then I’ll be wandering around here looking for you, too.”

He reached up and pulled off the blindfold. “Then at least let me see who I’m fighting.” He looked around, frowning.

“What do you see?”

Damin didn’t answer her. He was staring off into a space somewhere in the distance. She had no idea what he could see. Her hell was the corridors of the Citadel back when it was ruled by the Sisters of the Blade. She had done nothing but search through those endless white corridors since she got here, but her hellish corridors were empty. Damin’s hell was full of people he had known and loved and, R’shiel suspected, was responsible for some of their deaths.

“Damin?”

He didn’t hear her. It was suddenly as though he didn’t even know she was there.

“Damin!”

Concerned she couldn’t rouse him, R’shiel grabbed his hand again and closed her eyes. There was a magical way to see what he was seeing. She was a powerful sorcerer, but not a particularly skilled one when it came to things like probing minds. Her skill was more destructive. More of the leveling mountains or destroying gods sort of power. But she was incapable of helping Damin if she couldn’t navigate with him the hell he had built for himself inside his own mind, because that was surely the source of his torment—along with everyone else’s here, she supposed.

“Show me, Damin,” she whispered when she sent her mind into his as gently as she could. If anything, her restricted power here helped, rather than hindered, her efforts. She simply lacked the ability to blast her way into his mind as she might have outside in the real world. The dampening effect of hell forced some much-needed restraint upon her.

She wasn’t sure if Damin heard her, but the corridor of the Citadel faded and she found herself in an enormous blue-tiled bathroom. There was a pool-sized bath in the center of the room, the stopcock open, the deep tub overflowing onto the floor. An older woman stood just inside the doorway, her hands on her face, screaming in anguish as if she’d tapped some wellspring of sorrow that might never be staunched.

It was the bath that drew R’shiel’s eye and tore the screams out of the woman by the door. The water splashing onto the tiles was tinged red with blood. A young woman floated face down in the water, long hair splayed out around her battered, naked body. It slapped against the side of the bath as the stream of water created tiny waves in the deep pool.

R’shiel could feel Damin’s torment at the sight of the young woman and it brought tears to her own eyes. She felt what he was feeling. This girl was someone he loved, not as a lover, but as a friend, a sister. Around each of the young woman’s wrists the water ran a darker red, the blood from her open veins feeding the pool, adding her life essence to the overflowing bathwater.

With a wordless cry, Damin plunged into the tepid water to drag her free. Another man appeared in the periphery of his vision. Damin lifted her out of the tub as the newcomer held back the distraught woman forcibly, to allow Damin a chance to lift the girl clear. R’shiel couldn’t imagine what anyone could say to calm the woman. There was nothing to be said that would make this ghastly scene any easier to bear. Nothing anybody could do that would make this awful thing better.

“No . . . please, Leila, no . . . not this . . .” Damin was whispering, over and over. Dripping and distraught, he lowered Leila’s body to the tiled floor, looking for some sign of life, but this girl had been both determined and efficient. This was no feeble attention-grabbing exercise, no fake suicide attempt to let people know the depth of her despair. This young woman had wanted to die and meant to succeed, slicing the veins on both arms lengthwise, halfway to the elbow. Her lips were blue, her body already cooling, blood no longer spurting from her empty veins.

R’shiel could feel the crushing guilt weighing Damin down. He blamed himself, and in this hell, his torment was to revisit the scene over and over again, bursting through that door to find Leila floating in the tub, her mother screaming in despair every time he opened his eyes.

R’shiel didn’t know what to do to help him. The weight of Damin’s sorrow made her wonder how he managed to get through every day. Did he really feel such crippling guilt and grief all the time, or was hell amplifying his long-forgotten pain as punishment for whatever he had done to contribute to this poor girl’s suicide?

Whatever the reason, Damin would be ready to take his own life before long, if he had to live through this too many more times.

The scene faded and then again she found herself bursting into the enormous tiled bathroom with its pool-sized bath in the center of the room, the stopcock open, the deep pool overflowing onto the blue-tiled floor and the woman just inside, her hands on her face, screaming in anguish . . .

“Oh, no, no, no! Not again!” R’shiel jerked her mind free of Damin’s, staggered a little and then slapped him as hard as she could across the face.

The pain seemed to snap him out of it.

“Here,” she said, handing him the blindfold. “You take this and you leave it on until we find a way out of this crazy hell, you hear me?”

Damin took it from her and did as she asked. He looked pale, although that might have been her imagination. He was really just a reflection of his living spirit down here, but the possibility that he might be sucked into the vortex of his own nightmares and not be able to escape was suddenly a real danger.

She took his hand and tugged him forward. “Come on,” she said, “let’s go find a happier hell than this one.”

“Her name was Leila,” Damin said after a time.

“I know.”

“She was my cousin.”

“Don’t dwell on it, Damin.”

“If I’d been there, I could have saved her.”

“You don’t know that.”

He fell silent as they walked, no longer tormented by actually reliving the experience over and over, but left with the lingering sadness of the memory.

“I haven’t done much I regret in my life, R’shiel. But that’s one of them.”

“Then hang on, Damin,” she urged, as she spied another glimmer of light at the end of the endless hall she was trudging along, which might mean she had found the next door. “You need to survive this and get back to your real life so you can do lots of good deeds.”

“Does that really make a difference?”

“I don’t know,” she said, picking up the pace as the light brightened ahead. “But one thing I do know. You’ve had a glimpse of what your hell might look like, Damin Wolfblade, so you’d better start working on ways to cancel out the bad memories and fill up on good ones, or eternity for you is going to be a very bleak place indeed.”
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MARLA LOOKED UP from the message she was reading, thrusting it into her pocket as she sat having breakfast on the terrace outside her room overlooking the Temple of the Gods. She smiled at Rorin Mariner as he approached, quite certain she knew what he had come to tell her. The message he didn’t know she’d received had arrived before him.

“Hablet is dead.”

That was not what she was expecting. They’d been having so many difficulties hammering out the terms of treaty renewal against the uncertain background of Jaz’s kidnapping and the magical and inexplicable comas overtaking her son and the Lord Defender’s wife, not to mention that awkward business the other night at the Temple of the Gods, she could only assume this was a poor attempt at levity. “You say the sweetest things to cheer me up, dear.”

“I’m not joking, your highness,” he informed her. “I’ve just come from the Lord Defender’s office. The queen of the Harshini confirmed it. Hablet is dead.”

Marla put down her toast as the ramifications of that began to dawn on her. “How?”

“Natural causes, according to the Harshini. He was making love to his wife and his heart gave out.”

“Are we sure about that?”

Rorin nodded. “His guards had to pull his corpse off the poor woman. She’s a gibbering mess, apparently.”

“I can’t say I blame her,” Marla said, sparing a thought for Princess Sophany. That so easily could have been her—but for the grace of the gods—lying there as Hablet expired on top of her while taking his pleasure. “How is young Alaric dealing with the news?”

“He was quite distressed when he was informed, according to Shananara, but Sophany is caring for him.”

Poor woman. “And does the Lord Defender have anything to say about what this might mean for the treaty negotiations?”

“They are suspended,” Rorin said, “while they deal with the king’s untimely demise.”

Marla rose to her feet and walked to the balcony’s stone balustrade. She looked out over the Citadel. It was calm and only just beginning to awaken to a brand new day. She studied the almost deserted streets, wondering how long it would be before the bells rang out to mourn the death of a king.

And she wondered at the chilling coincidence of the timing, given the message that burned in her pocket. She turned back to Rorin. “Get me in to see Alaric.”

“His father just died, your highness.”

“And they have no provision in Fardohnya for a regency. That boy is now king. I want to speak to him before it dawns on him what that means.”

The Lower Arrion bowed. “I’ll see if I can arrange it.”

“And Garet Warner,” she added, as he turned to leave.

“Not the Lord Defender?”

She shook her head. “Tarja will have his hands full with this. Garet is the power behind the throne here, even if the Harshini can’t acknowledge it. He is certainly the one Medalonian with the best grasp of what this will mean for us.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Marla turned back to the view. Once she heard the door snick shut, she withdrew the tiny piece of paper her raveneer had brought her early this morning. The message came from Fardohnya by way of one of her spies in Bordertown.

Bad fire, the message read. Hundreds dead. Harem gone.

It hadn’t ceased to amaze Marla how much information one could transmit in six small words.

It also made her wonder how many others knew of the news regarding the Talabar royal harem. Had Hablet known before he died? Was it an accident, too?

Is it just coincidence that the very night the king of Fardohnya expires from natural causes, his harem—including the new king’s siblings, legitimate or otherwise—is destroyed?

It stretched credulity to think it was sheer chance, given the penchant of new Fardohnyan kings for ridding themselves of any competition when they assumed the throne. But she couldn’t imagine how it could be anything else. The new king was still a child with no way of knowing his father was about to die.

Did Hablet have some sort of premonition before he died?

Had he ordered a purge of the harem before he left Talabar, knowing he didn’t have long to live?

That theory made more sense to Marla than the idea that Patanan, the God of Good Fortune, had intervened.

Do the Harshini know?

They could talk to each other via the Seeing Stones over long distances, and she’d seen evidence of their telepathy for herself. Even if the news hadn’t got out by magical means, she had heard of it already, which meant so had anybody else with spies or connections in Talabar, from Garet Warner, the man who ran the Defender Intelligence Corps, to the merchants who relied on Fardohnyan goods for their livelihood.

And what did it mean for Hythria? If the Talabar harem really was destroyed, there was only a handful of Hablet’s offspring left alive. One of them, his bastard son, Gaffen, was now the Warlord of Greenharbour. Illegitimate and disinherited long ago, he was no threat to Alaric.

Adrina had signed away her claim to the Fardohnyan throne when she married Damin.

But Rakaia . . . well, she might be in danger. If Alaric followed Fardohnyan tradition, he may decide to have her eliminated.

Marla hadn’t been in Greenharbour for Rakaia’s wedding to Frederak Branador and had no opinion about her character, one way or the other. She distrusted her simply because she was Fardohnyan, but neither would she tolerate the notion that a foreign king might order the death of a Hythrun noble’s wife on the off-chance the woman might develop dynastic ambitions some day.

Marla shoved the note back into her pocket and headed inside. It was time to protect what was hers. This instability was going to affect everyone in Karien, Medalon and Hythria; not just the people in Fardohnya who were suddenly faced with the prospect of a boy king after more than forty years with Hablet on the throne.

She had work to do.

GARET WARNER’S OFFICE was small and cluttered and rather unimpressive for a man who wielded as much power as he did. The commandant was, in Marla’s opinion, the most powerful man in Medalon after the Lord Defender. Tarja Tenragan would not hold his job had it not been for the support of this man. And he would not have held it for as long as he had without Garet’s continued backing.

“Your highness!” the commandant said, jumping to his feet as she entered. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” He frowned as she took in the small, unimpressive office, adding, “How did you even find me?”

“My spies are just as good as yours, Commandant,” she said with a cryptic smile. Without waiting to be asked, she took a seat, smoothed out her skirts and looked Garet Warner in the eye. “We need to talk.”

“I thought the treaty negotiations were happening at the temple?”

“There are no negotiations at the moment. We mourn a king today.”

“You’ve heard, then?”

“Of course.”

“Is that what brings you here?”

“In part. Do you believe it was natural causes?”

“Actually, I do.”

“Have you heard the news about Talabar?”

Garet Warner nodded and resumed his seat. “You mean the fire?”

“Do you have any details about what actually happened?”

“Fireworks from the Festival of Jelanna landed in the harem by accident, from what I’ve been told.”

“Are they all dead?”

“More than two hundred is the number being bandied about.”

“A terrible tragedy,” Marla said, appalled by the high number of casualties. She’d expected it to be bad, but not as bad as that. “Convenient, too, for a new king.”

“You don’t think it was an accident?”

“I think it’s a remarkable coincidence that Hablet dies and his harem burns to the ground all within a few hours of each other.”

“You’re not suggesting the boy is responsible?” Garet asked.

“You tell me,” she said. “You agreed to accept him into the Defenders.”

“Well, that’s not going to happen now,” Garet said, sounding more concerned than Marla felt the idea warranted. “He’ll have to return home. And cope with the news that everyone he knew and loved in the harem is now dead, too.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Marla rolled her eyes at her own foolishness when she realized how that sounded. “I mean, is it a bad thing for the Defenders? Having the Fardohnyan heir in your ranks would be awkward, I would have thought.”

Garet hesitated before answering. “We agreed to accept him because the Harshini detected he’d been touched by the lyre thief.”

Marla let that sink in for a long moment before she answered. “And you are only informing me of this now?”

“To be honest, your highness, I don’t believe the plan was to inform you at all.”

“I will be speaking to Shananara about that. It is unthinkable that something so important be kept from your allies.”

“He’s a child,” Garet reminded her, not nearly as concerned as she was. “And if he remained in the Citadel, we could have kept an eye on him.”

“And now you can’t,” Marla said, even more worried than she had been when she arrived. “Now he will return home, as a ruling monarch, and whatever the lyre thief has in mind for our young king, there will be nobody to stop him.”

Garet didn’t try to deny her assessment of the situation. “Brings up an interesting point, actually.”

“What do you mean?

“I mean, perhaps that’s who is at the heart of this. The lyre thief.”

“How?”

“Same way he does everything else. He sings a song and moves on. He doesn’t seem to plant an imperative for immediate action. Maybe he’s in Talabar at the moment and took care of the harem while he was there, having already done what he needed to do to remove Hablet.”

“How does that explain Hablet’s death by natural causes?”

“It doesn’t,” Garet agreed. “But Alaric was touched by the lyre thief’s song somewhere along the way. Who’s to say Hablet wasn’t touched, too? Do we know the limits of this man’s power? Did he sing to Hablet’s heart and tell it to stop at a certain time and poor Princess Sophany just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time?”

Marla was horrified to think such a thing possible. And not entirely sure that Garet Warner wasn’t deliberately trying to mess with her head.

“Perhaps you should take your suspicions to Queen Shananara?” Marla suggested. “She would know better than you or me if such a thing were possible.”

“I’m actually more interested in which god is going to get a leg up from this mess.”

Marla frowned. “Why do you assume the gods are involved?”

“Because it’s what they do,” Garet replied. “And you can’t tell me the God of Music is just standing by, doing nothing, while this maniac runs around doing foul deeds in his name.”

“I assumed that with the lyre stolen, Gimlorie was somehow incapacitated,” Marla said, realizing she’d not actually thought about the gods much at all. Marla was not a fan of divine intervention. She preferred to take care of things herself. “Has Shananara spoken to Gimlorie?”

“I gather she’s tried, but he’s not answering. Makes you wonder what—” A knock on the door interrupted them, followed by a young Defender opening it without waiting for Garet Warner to grant permission.

“Sir, I have been sent to tell you . . .”

The rest of his words were drowned out by the sudden pealing of bells as the Citadel announced the death of the Fardohnyan king.

“Sorry, sir,” the young man said, once the bells had faded away to nothing. “But I was looking for the Princess Marla.”

“You have found me, young man,” Marla told him with a frown, wondering how anybody had found her here deep inside the Defenders’ headquarters. Perhaps Rorin had said something.

Or perhaps she was just too out of place in the Citadel for her movements to go unnoticed.

“The king has called a meeting, your highness,” he told her. “In the Temple of the Gods.”

“When?”

“Now, pretty much, ma’am. He said when the bells had stopped tolling.”

Marla nodded. She had expected as much. “Tell him I am on my way.” She glanced over at Garet. “Poor King Drendik, he will be having kittens. He’s never had to deal with any sort of drama like this before.”

“Er, the meeting wasn’t called by King Drendik of Karien, your highness,” the messenger informed her.

“You said the king,” Marla reminded him.

“I should have explained it was King Alaric,” the young man said.

Marla looked at Garet Warner in surprise. “Someone is flexing their muscles, I think.”

Garet didn’t try to hide his concern. “His father’s body isn’t even cold yet.”

“Then we’d best go see what our young king wants,” Marla suggested, rising to her feet. “He clearly has something to say, and I suspect we are going to want to hear it.”
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RAKAIA HAD ASKED Rishard Berin for a tropical island and he delivered on his promise two days later, the ship almost completely out of fresh water. By the time the white sands of Scarrow appeared on the horizon, all fresh water was being rationed, washing was forbidden unless it was with saltwater, and the mood on the boat was growing ugly. Only Mica and Jazrian didn’t seem to notice.

Scarrow was a small volcanic island in a chain of islands poking up out of the Dregian Ocean far from any mainland harbor, making them a convenient port of call for traders wishing to avoid the restrictions placed on trade by countries like Hythria and Fardohnya. Their freshwater springs made them even more important to the ships plying the Dregian Ocean between the northern continent and the huge, sparsely populated southern nation of Denika.

Rakaia waited impatiently as Rishard supervised lowering the dinghy, so they could row ashore. While the horseshoe-shaped lagoon was deep enough for the Sarchlo to anchor, there was no wharf on the island. They would have to take the dinghy, fill the barrels with fresh water, row them back to the ship and then haul them aboard.

It would take days to resupply, Rishard had informed them as they approached the island, assuming the queen of Scarrow allowed them to land.

“Are you sure about this?” Mica asked, standing beside Rakaia. Like hers, his shirt was damp under the arms and down the back from the sweat they were losing to the relentless sun. Rakaia was pretty sure she smelled bad, too, but they all smelled as bad as each other, so nobody noticed.

Rishard had insisted the only three people to approach Scarrow in the first instance would be himself, his sister Tritinka, and Rakaia. Mica was not happy about Rakaia leaving his side, even for the short time to pave the way for the rest of the crew to go ashore.

The captain was leaning over the side of the railing, making sure the dinghy didn’t scratch the hull of his precious ship on the way down. In response to Mica’s question, he glanced over his shoulder at them. “I told you. Kenna Po guards her island as if it’s made of solid gold. She won’t let us near the place until she’s spoken to every woman aboard this ship and satisfied herself that they’re being well treated.”

“What happens if a ship arrives here and there are no women on board?”

“She turns them away,” Tritinka told him, grinning. She seemed to think the whole idea was hilarious.

“How? She’s one crazy old woman, isn’t she?”

“She’s one crazy old woman who’s had a lifetime to booby-trap every inch of Scarrow,” the first mate told them as he lowered the ropes on the dinghy.

“You won’t get more than a few feet without falling into something deadly,” added the helmsman, who was manning the other rope. Like all sailors, the crew was full of gossip and superstition about Scarrow’s solitary, and apparently only, resident. Rakaia wasn’t sure how much of what they were telling her was true, but they were enjoying the telling of it, that was certain.

“Aye, if she decides ye’re not welcome on her island,” the mate said, “ye’re doomed. Isn’t a poison known to man or woman she doesn’t know about.”

Tritinka nodded. She was getting right into the story. “I heard she’s poisoned all the freshwater springs on the island. You can sneak onto the island if you’re able and steal her water, but she only gives the antidote to the people she likes.”

“Tell me again why we’re here?” Mica asked.

“Because I don’t fancy dying of thirst,” Rishard said. They heard the dinghy splash down gently onto the crystal-clear water.

“But how do you know she’ll let us land?”

“Rishard is the Pirate King,” Tritinka laughed as she clambered over the side without waiting to be asked. “So he’s special.”

Rishard turned to Rakaia and bowed theatrically. “My lady, your ship awaits.”

“Pirate King?”

“It’s a joke. Pay no attention to Tritinka. Or Kenna Po if she starts telling you that, too.”

With a feeling there was far more to the story than a mere joke, Rakaia stepped forward, but Mica grabbed her hand and pulled her back. “Kiss me before you go.”

She smiled and gave him a quick peck on the lips. “I won’t be long,” she promised.

He smiled at her, mostly for the benefit of the others, she thought. “Find us a waterfall,” he said in a low voice that was as much a promise as a threat.

“Preferably one that isn’t poisoned, I assume?” Before Mica could answer, she kissed him briefly again and then turned to Jazrian, who was standing patiently beside Mica, not questioning anything, not thinking anything was out of the ordinary.

Whatever ensorcellment Mica had worked on Jazrian Wolfblade, it was ridiculously effective. The boy had no clue who he was or why he was here, and while Rishard Berin and his crew knew the boy had been kidnapped, they believed him simply a child of noble blood. None of them had any idea how noble that blood was.

“You be good, too,” she ordered, as if she were his mother. Or his big sister, at the very least.

“I will,” he promised with a grin. He was having such a good time. Mica was trying to ensure this was the best time of the boy’s life, after all.

Rakaia was afraid to think what might happen when the boy eventually remembered who he was.

“Hurry up, Aja!” Tritinka called from the dinghy.

She turned to Rishard then and let him help her climb over the railing and down the rope ladder to the dinghy where Tritinka waited for her. A moment later the boat rocked perilously as Rishard Berin joined them, took a seat and picked up the oars. Tritinka untied the mooring line and leaned over to give the dinghy a shove away from the side of the Sarchlo. Rishard leaned forward and began to row toward the shore with long, slow, powerful strokes.

The dinghy pulled away from the ship, crossing the calm, blindingly blue water of the lagoon. Rakaia turned to find Mica and Jazrian leaning against the railing, watching them intently as they moved toward the shore.

“He doesn’t like to let you out of his sight, does he?” the captain remarked, as she turned back to watch the island approaching.

“Who? Mica?”

“Yes, Mica.”

“He’s worried, that’s all.” She glanced at Tritinka and smiled. “He’s heard too many of those terrible stories about poisoned wells and the like.”

“They’re true!” Tritinka insisted.

“I’m sure they are. Which is why Mica seems so protective.”

“It’s not just stories about Scarrow. He’s like that all the time,” Rishard remarked as he rowed them toward the black volcanic beach. “I worry constantly that if one of my crew looks at you sideways—or, gods forbid—lays a hand on you, even by accident, he’ll be demanding I keelhaul the poor chap.”

Rakaia wasn’t sure how to answer that. The captain of the Sarchlo didn’t realize that if Mica took it into his head, he could sing the captain into keelhauling himself.

“Mica spent a lot of time as a child on his own. He has trouble fitting in sometimes.”

“I like him,” Tritinka said. “He makes me laugh. Look, there’s Kenna!”

Rakaia looked over to the beach and discovered a tall figure walking toward where they would soon make landfall. She seemed to be wearing a shawl woven from reeds, and carried a tall staff made of bleached driftwood. Rishard beached the boat as Tritinka leaped over the side, splashing through the shallows to run to the woman.

“Kenna!” she squealed, throwing her arms around the old woman.

The queen of Scarrow was Denikan, which surprised Rakaia, who had assumed the woman would be a Tri-lander, although on reflection she realized she had nothing on which to base that assumption. The woman was statuesque and slim, her skin so black it was almost blue. Her eyes were green, making them the most startling and piercing eyes Rakaia had ever seen.

Kenna Po hugged Tritinka back for a moment and then held her at arm’s length to study her. “Let me look at you, child. I swear you’ve grown a head taller since I saw you last.” Then Kenna looked up and nodded her approval to Rishard. “You are feeding her well, your highness, I’ll grant you that much.”

Rakaia’s Denikan wasn’t all that good, but she was able to make out most of what the woman was saying.

“I’d not dare return here if I’d done anything less,” Rishard assured her with a smile. “And let’s just drop the title. The joke has long ceased to be funny.”

“As you wish. And who this be?” the woman asked, fixing her disturbing gaze on Rakaia.

“This is Aja,” Rishard said. “She’s our passenger.”

Kenna Po beckoned Rakaia closer. She made her way across the wet black sand, wondering if this were some sort of test, and what she was meant to do to pass it. She didn’t feel up to being scrutinized. She was hot, sweaty and smelly, and more than a little nervous of this strange woman’s piercing, green-eyed gaze.

“Fardohnyan, eh?”

Rakaia nodded. “Yes . . . my lady.”

Kenna laughed at that. “I’m no lady, girl. You are, though, aren’t you?”

“I . . . er . . . no . . .”

“Lying won’t make it so, girl. Never met a Fardohnyan woman spoke a word of Denikan ’less she was taught it by her court’esa.”

“That’s . . . not . . .”

“Don’t argue with her,” Rishard advised in Fardohnyan, a language Rakaia hadn’t realized the captain spoke. “Whatever she believes, let her believe it. We need the water.”

“That’s rude, you know, Captain,” the Denikan woman said, her smile fading. “You speak words I understand or you leave.”

“He was telling me to be honest,” Rakaia said, before she could get too upset. “And you’re right. I’m really a princess. I ran away from the harem and now I’m traveling with a penniless troubadour.”

Kenna’s dark face split into a huge smile. “There! I knew it. Is this penniless troubadour treating you well?”

“He’s wonderful,” Rakaia said, ignoring the scream in her head that wanted to yell: No. He terrifies me!

Kenna studied Rakaia for a moment, as if judging her sincerity, and then she nodded and turned to Rishard. “Row back to your ship, Captain, and bring your water barrels back with you. The Sarchlo and her crew are welcome here.” Then she turned to Tritinka and Rakaia. “While the men are slaking their thirst, we three shall dine like queens on the bounty my little island provides. Come!”

She turned and headed up the beach, obviously expecting Rakaia to follow. Tritinka waved to her brother and trudged off after Kenna. Rakaia glanced at Rishard uncertainly.

“Go,” he told her. “You’ll be fine now you’ve passed her test. Quick thinking, by the way.”

“What do you mean?”

“That story you gave her about being a princess on the run. Kenna loves that sort of nonsense. Hope you can keep it up. She’s going to want details.”

Rakaia smiled at that. “I’ve a great imagination,” she assured him. “I’m pretty sure I can make her believe I spent my whole life in the Talabar Royal Harem.”

“Aja! Hurry up!” Tritinka called. She was quite a way up the beach already. Kenna was nowhere in sight, lost amid the trees on the far side of the beach.

“Good luck with it, then,” the captain said, “because the longer you keep the old girl entertained, the longer we have to resupply the boat and the longer we have for this business with the boy to be resolved.”

“I’m sure Mica will hear something about the ransom soon,” she said, wishing she didn’t have to keep lying about what Mica was up to. And who Jazrian really was. “We all want this to be over.”

“The longer it takes, the less attractive this deal is becoming,” Rishard warned as he turned to push the dinghy back into the water.

“In ways you can’t imagine,” she agreed in a voice too soft for him to hear, and then she turned and hurried after Tritinka and the strange Denikan woman.
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NOBODY QUESTIONED SOPHANY about how Hablet had died. Even if they thought it strange, even if they were suspicious and suspected foul play, there was no trace of violence on the king’s body and there were witnesses to Sophany’s version of events. The guards had pulled the dead king from her and she’d been almost hysterical about the manner of his death.

Alaric had done his part. On hearing of his father’s death he had burst into the room and thrown himself on his father’s corpse, begging him to come back. Sophany thought the boy’s performance rather melodramatic and overwrought, but he was a child, and a king now, so nobody questioned Alaric too closely, either.

That had been earlier, though, when everyone was shocked by the sudden death of the Fardohnyan king in the Citadel and nobody was really certain what they should do. Once people had had time to reflect on it, she wondered if it would be so easy to keep everyone believing Hablet’s death was from nothing more than tragic, but natural, causes.

Alaric demanded that everyone be summoned to the Temple of the Gods as soon as the announcement was made public. After Hablet’s body had been taken away, the news was spread throughout the city that a king was dead, and when the bells had stopped pealing their mournful news, Sophany and Alaric arrived at the temple to face the other monarchs. The people most likely to see through their lies.

They arrived last at the temple, which Sophany found daunting in the extreme. Standing in front of the massive Seeing Stone on its black marble plinth was Princess Marla of Hythria, King Drendik of Karien, Tarja Tenragan, the Lord Defender of Medalon, Rorin Mariner, the Lower Arrion of the Sorcerers’ Collective in Hythria, and Shananara, the queen of the Harshini.

It took all of Sophany’s strength to calmly walk the length of the temple with Alaric at her side. In front of this daunting gathering she would have to stand with the new boy king of Hythria—her accomplice in the king’s murder—and convince them her only part in the king’s death was being the unfortunate object of his passion at the time of his demise.

A sea of grim faces greeted her as they neared the long table where, yesterday, their negotiators had been hammering out the terms of the treaty renewal. The negotiators were gone now, leaving only empty chairs and the hollow sound of their footsteps on the tiled floor as the two of them approached.

Sophany reached down and took Alaric by the hand. He didn’t seem to mind. Or perhaps he did mind but realized he would look less guilty of his father’s murder if he acted like a child, rather than a killer.

“Your grace, may the gods watch over you in your time of grief,” Shananara said, stepping forward to greet them. She turned her gaze on Sophany. It was all Sophany could do not to shudder. She had never been this close to any Harshini before. Although there were several in the royal court these days, Hablet had always refused the Harshini entry to the Royal Harem, afraid they might stir up rebellion among his wives. The queen’s eyes were completely black, with no whites in them at all to mark the iris. Looking into her eyes, Sophany felt as though she were being pulled into a dark maelstrom from which there was no escape. “And may they watch over you, too, your highness, following such a traumatic event.”

“I thank you for your kind wishes, your grace,” Sophany said, curtseying to the Harshini queen, which had the added advantage of giving her the opportunity to look away. Is she reading my mind? Does she know? Can she see my guilt? “But I am only concerned for my stepson at this trying time. It is our new king we should be focusing on, right now. I realize I am not his true mother, but until my sister-wife can take over the care of her son, I will stand by him as he prepares to take the throne he was born to inherit.”

Oddly, Shananara glanced over her shoulder at the others before replying, and then she spoke directly to Alaric, rather than responding to Sophany.

“You know the gods often work in mysterious ways, your grace,” she said to him, “and we mere mortals cannot know the purpose behind their actions.”

“I thought you were immortal,” Alaric said, the queen’s condolences too subtle, perhaps, for the boy to appreciate.

“Long-lived, your grace, not immortal. Only the Primal Gods are truly immortal.”

“Well, whatever purpose they have for my father, I’m sure it’s a good one. Am I king now?”

Princess Marla stepped forward to stand beside the Harshini queen. “You are, your grace,” she said, “although you will need a coronation when you get back to Fardohnya to make it official.”

“So I won’t be joining the Defenders?”

“It was your father’s wish that you do,” the Lord Defender said, which surprised Sophany. Why are they still interested in pursuing this? The boy is now king of Fardohnya. Surely they don’t mean to put him in the Defenders and leave Fardohnya in Naveen Raveve’s hands while Alaric serves his time in Medalon?

“That may prove to be somewhat problematic now, I fear,” the king of Karien remarked. Although a man in his late thirties, he was the youngest of them here and looked a little uncertain, almost as if he were as awed as Sophany was by the company in which he found himself.

“How so, your grace?” Sophany asked, wondering if she’d found an ally here. “It seems quite clear cut. Alaric and I will return to Fardohnya, where he will be crowned as king. He will rule with the guidance of his beloved mother and the wise councilors my late husband so carefully appointed in case anything happened to him before his son reached his maturity.”

Did they know Hablet well enough to realize how much of what I just said is complete nonsense? Hablet didn’t surround himself with wise courtiers. He chose people like Naveen Raveve.

Shananara smiled, which on anyone else but a Harshini would have seemed completely inappropriate. “Alas, I bring even more grief to our young king this day, Princess Sophany, which makes such a future unlikely. Your stepson will need you more than ever before this day is done.”

“What are you talking about? More grief?”

“There was a terrible accident,” Princess Marla explained, addressing her remarks to Alaric, who Sophany still had by the hand. Marla could feel his impatience with these grownups trying to tell him what to do now he was king. “A fire caused by stray sparks from the Festival of Jelanna fireworks. The Royal Harem has been . . . badly damaged.”

Sophany could feel the blood draining from her face. “Were there any casualties?” It was a rhetorical question. Shananara wouldn’t be talking about even more grief if everyone in the harem had escaped unharmed.

“More than two hundred,” Shananara replied, placing a comforting hand on Alaric’s shoulder. “Including, I fear, your mother, child.”

Alaric shook off her touch impatiently. “I’m not a child, I’m a king.”

Did he not hear what she said? Sophany wondered, stunned into numbness by the news that everyone in the harem was dead. Of course he heard. But he had tried to kill his father a few hours ago. Why would he be bothered that the mother he believes disrespected him is now also dead?

Marla studied Alaric with concern. Perhaps, as the only other mother here, she saw what Sophany did, the darkness in this child that the Harshini were not equipped to see and the men were not insightful enough to appreciate.

“Do you understand what this means, your grace?” Marla asked.

“It means there will be no challengers to my throne,” Alaric replied with callous practicality. Then he glanced up at Sophany. “Do you think this is proof my father is watching over me from the afterlife?”

Marla was too good a politician to let her feelings about Alaric’s reaction to the news of his mother’s death openly show, but Sophany could tell a mother’s concern. Marla was more than concerned. She was alarmed. “Many people you know and love have been killed, your grace.”

“The Royal Harem is always purged when a new king takes the throne, Princess Marla,” Alaric explained, as if he were trying to comfort her, not the other way around. “It’s nothing to be concerned about. It just proves I am blessed by the gods, don’t you think? That they would arrange such a circumstance the very night before my father dies?”

Sophany could see the horror on the faces of the other rulers as they looked at the boy who was about to take the throne of one of the most powerful nations on the continent. She could tell what they must be thinking, what they feared this child might be capable of.

She had to get Alaric out of there before it occurred to these people—some of the sharpest political minds in the world—that a child capable of welcoming the news his mother, his siblings and several hundred other innocent souls he knew well had just died in a terrible fire might also be just as capable of smothering his own father.

Choking back her own tears, which were as much for Rakaia’s lucky escape as they were for her lost companions and sister-wives, Sophany tightened her grip on Alaric’s hand, hoping he would heed her silent warning. “Your majesties, my stepson is too stunned by recent events to fully appreciate the news you bring. May I suggest we adjourn? My king obviously needs to return home, both to assume his crown and to bury his father and his mother. Perhaps if we could agree to an extension to the treaty, let it remain as it is for another year, say, we may resume negotiations in the future, when Fardohnya has had time to welcome its new king and grieve its old one?”

“The princess speaks wisely,” King Drendik of Karien said. Sophany got the impression he wanted to be gone from this meeting almost as much as she did.

Marla glanced at Tarja Tenragan and then nodded. “It seems a wise move, in light of . . . recent events.”

Sophany relaxed a little. If she could just get out of here now, before Alaric did or said anything more to alarm these people.

“No.”

“Alaric?”

“I said no,” he repeated, pulling his hand from Sophany’s. “I am king now and I won’t be making any treaties until I’ve had time to look at them myself.”

“Your grace,” Tarja began in a tone he probably used on his own children, which Sophany wanted to warn him was a huge mistake, “the treaty has served our nations well for over a—”

“Served you well, perhaps,” Alaric cut in, not at all daunted by the Lord Defender’s looming presence, “but I heard my father complain often about the limitations this treaty placed on Fardohnya. He was never happy that my sister, Adrina, forced him into signing it. I know there are things he wanted to change. There are certainly conditions I want to change.”

“And what conditions would those be?” Marla asked. She didn’t make the mistake of talking down to Alaric. The Hythrun princess appeared, more than any of the others, to appreciate who she was dealing with.

Called out so directly, for the first time Alaric faltered. “I . . . well, I’m not prepared to go into that, right now.”

“Excellent! Then the treaty is called off,” Marla announced.

“Your highness!” Rorin Mariner objected behind her. The Lower Arrion had remained in the background until now, perhaps only here to record this meeting for the Sorcerers’ Collective’s famed archives. Until he spoke up, Sophany had forgotten he was there.

“There’s no point arguing about it, Rorin,” Marla said. “The boy is a king and clearly knows his mind. And he’s right. He needs to get back to Fardohnya. He has a country to rule. So do I. At least, my son does. I certainly intend to head home and inform my daughter-in-law, his grace’s sister, that her beloved brother now rules Fardohnya and obviously plans to be quite a different king to his father.”

Alaric nodded in agreement with Princess Marla’s words, not hearing the edge of sarcasm in them. Shananara, the Harshini keeper of the peace, seemed to be quite lost. “Are you sure, Princess Marla, that this is wise?”

“It’s not up to us to decide what is wise, your grace,” Marla told her with a shrug. “That is the prerogative of the new Fardohnyan king.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Alaric announced, a little uncertainly. He didn’t know Marla well, but even he sensed there might be something odd about her easy capitulation. “Come, Mama Sophany, we must prepare for our return to Fardohnya.”

Anxious to escape these adults who dared to question him, Alaric turned on his heel and strode down the hall toward the large doors at the other end. Sophany turned to follow, but Princess Marla laid her hand gently on Sophany’s arm to restrain her. “Are you certain, your highness,” the princess asked in a low voice, “that your husband’s death was an accident?”

Sophany didn’t know what to say. But she was afraid if she said nothing, her silence would make her look guilty. “Are you suggesting Alaric had a hand in it?” She shook her head. “What you are intimating, your highness, is unthinkable.”

“And yet, here I am. Thinking it.”

“He is a child, grieving and in shock. Alaric will . . .” She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t have the words.

“Watch over him, Princess Sophany,” Marla advised. “Your new king will need your wise counsel.”

“I’ll do my best to . . . guide him,” she promised. Sophany looked at the other rulers, saw the worry on their faces . . . even Shananara, who was physically incapable of worrying about anything, and repeated her promise. “Truly, I will do my best.”

“Let us hope your best is good enough,” Marla replied, somewhat ominously, “because the consequences will not be pleasant for anyone if it is not.”
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KENNA PO’S ISLAND home was a strange mixture of native wood and salvaged ship parts, and had obviously been built more than a decade ago. The one room of the twisted, cluttered little shack was filled with bunches of dried herbs and flowers. The humid air reeked with their perfume. Rakaia felt quite nauseous from the smell as she bent low to enter the front door, surprised at how large the inside of the shack proved to be. From the outside it looked barely wide enough to hold one person, let alone three.

“Isn’t this the most marvelous little house?” Tritinka gushed as she ran to the barrel by the window and plunged her whole face into the water, so she could drink her fill.

“Be careful with that!” Kenna ordered as she took off her stiff, woven shawl and leaned her driftwood staff up against the wall by the door. She wore a sarong underneath; a brightly colored strip of material tied and knotted just above her breast. She looked much cooler in this heat than Rakaia felt in her heavy Medalonian skirt and blouse.

Rakaia looked around the room with interest as Tritinka splashed about in the barrel. Every item in this room, she guessed, from the iron pots hanging over the fireplace to the comfy, Medalonian-style armchair next to the water barrel, must have been a gift of some kind from visitors to Scarrow seeking its queen’s favor. There was no sign, however, of the promised feast wrought from the bounty of Kenna Po’s little island.

“Do you live here all alone?” Rakaia asked, wondering how the isolation hadn’t driven the woman mad. Or maybe it had. Rakaia didn’t know Kenna Po well enough to judge.

“I’m not alone, dear,” Kenna said, walking to the pot hanging over the fire. There were some smoldering coals in the bottom of the stonelined pit, but nothing seemed to be cooking. Kenna took another pot hanging from the wall, filled it from the water barrel Tritinka had dunked her head in, and then placed it over the coals to boil.

“Kenna has her birds for company,” Tritinka explained, handing Rakaia a cup of water. It was tepid and smelled a little odd, but she drank it gladly. There were no water rations here, thank the gods. Only this odd woman who sparked fear in the hearts of grown men. Rakaia had met the demon child and even she hadn’t engendered that reaction in others.

“Birds?”

“These islands grew up out of the ocean,” Kenna said. “Kaelarn pushed them up out of the sea with fire and rock, and when the lava cooled, the birds who fly north and then south again each year stopped here to investigate. They brought the seeds that grew into trees, the flowers, the fruit, and the worms and the insects. There are no predators here, so now they rest safely in the trees their ancestors carried here in their droppings.”

“Oh, I thought you were protecting some sort of treasure here, the way the crew on the boat were talking.”

“The purity of this place is a treasure,” Kenna said, “and I’ll end any man who thinks to destroy it.”

“Just the men?” Tritinka asked, poking about the room as if looking for new things. If Kenna survived by trading water and fresh food to passing ships, she had probably collected quite a few things since the Sarchlo’s last visit, Rakaia supposed.

“In my experience, it is the men of this world who think they can own things.”

“Can’t women own things, too?”

“According to most of the men I’ve met, women are things to be owned, just like any other.”

“Nobody owns me,” Rakaia said.

Tritinka laughed. “Mica owns you, body and soul.”

“Who is Mica?” Kenna asked with a frown.

“Aja’s husband,” the girl said. “Do you have any melons?”

“Out back in the garden. Take the basket there and pick enough for your brother to take with him. I’ll work out how he can pay me later.”

Tritinka took the woven basket from a stack near the door and headed out the back to a large garden where Kenna obviously grew her own food. Rakaia made to follow her, thinking she might need help, but Kenna blocked her way.

“What do you fear, child?”

“Excuse me?”

“You reek of fear,” she said, “but I know Rishard Berin and the Sarchlo crew well enough to doubt it is them you are frightened of. So what is it?”

Rakaia didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know this woman and she certainly didn’t trust her. If she said anything about Jaz, if Mica thought she had betrayed him . . . “I’m not afraid of anything.”

“The fear in you oozes out of every pore,” Kenna said. “Is it your husband? This troubadour you speak of? Has he hurt you? Perhaps I need to have a word with—”

“No!”

“And there it is. The fear. Do you think this man of yours can harm me?”

“He can harm anybody he wants to,” Rakaia told her. “Please, Kenna. Don’t say anything to him. Just let us get our water and leave.”

Kenna studied her for a time and then turned to attend to the pot over the fire, which was beginning to boil. “Would you like some tea, and some soup? I have an excellent wheel of cheese here, too, somewhere. My last visitors were very generous.”

“I should probably be getting back.”

“Not until I am ready to let you leave,” Kenna warned, with her back still to Rakaia. “So you might as well sit and talk with me.”

Rakaia glanced at the door, wondering how far she would get if she ran. Was Rishard still on the beach with the dinghy or was he halfway back to the Sarchlo already to fetch the water barrels?

With some reluctance, she took a seat on the small wooden stool beside the cooking fire. Kenna handed her a cup filled with hot water, dark sweet-smelling leaves floating on the surface. She looked at it suspiciously for a moment before taking a tentative sip.

“A hot drink in this heat is better than a cold one,” the Denikan woman said as she took a seat in the big armchair facing Rakaia. “Your body must cool the liquid to digest it, making you cooler, too. Cold food requires your body to warm it up.”

There was a twisted sort of logic to Kenna’s statement. Rakaia took a sip of the sweet, hot tea and tried to avoid the older woman’s piercing gaze.

“Do you need to get a message to someone?” Kenna asked after a long moment of awkward silence.

“Excuse me?”

“You have a haunted look about you, girl. You were teasing me on the beach, when you said you were a princess, I know that, but you are running from something. I can tell that much, and I suspect you have run into something worse than whatever it was you were running away from.”

“I’m really not,” Rakaia said, amazed at how unconvincing she sounded. “I’m just traveling with my . . . husband.”

“A Fardohnyan noblewoman traveling on a Tri-lander pirate ship with a wandering minstrel, and you’re just traveling?”

“Why do you keep insisting I’m a Fardohnyan noblewoman?”

“If you were wearing a sign, girl, it couldn’t be more obvious.”

“I’m not, really.”

Kenna sighed. “You know, I don’t care if you are some minor lord’s wife or one of Hablet’s own daughters. I know how Fardohnyan lords treat their wives, so I’d never begrudge any woman the chance to get away from one of them. But your fear is not something you’ve left behind, my girl. It’s real, and it’s now. Someone has his hand wrapped around your soul and not in a good way.”

The urge to confide in Kenna was almost overwhelming; to share her fears, to warn someone about Mica and his plans for the heir to the Hythrun throne. Fortunately, sanity prevailed. What would be the point in telling Kenna anything, other than endangering her, too? She was one odd old woman stuck on a lonely island in the middle of the Dregian Ocean. She didn’t have magical powers. She didn’t have a way to save Jazrian and return him to his family.

And nobody could fight Mica once he’d sung to them.

So she smiled and shook her head. “Truly, Kenna, I am in no danger.”

“Kenna! Can I pick some plums, too?” Tritinka asked, poking her head up over the windowsill.

The old woman smiled and nodded. “Take as many as you want, child. I’ll never eat them all before they rot. In fact, I’ll show you the pears and apples that are ripe for picking, too.” She rose to her feet as Tritinka’s face disappeared from the window. “On that table,” she said, pointing to the small desk under the window, “is parchment and ink. I assume you can read and write. If you wish to leave a message for someone, I can ask the next ship that comes by to deliver it for you.”

“How do I know you wouldn’t read it? Or pass it to my . . . husband?”

“You don’t,” Kenna said. “It’s up to you, girl. I can offer you help, but I can’t make you take it.”

She turned to follow Tritinka out into the garden.

“Is there a waterfall on the island?” Rakaia asked, acutely aware that her promise to Mica remained unfulfilled.

Kenna turned her piercing gaze on Rakaia. “Not far from where you made landfall. It’s a thermal spring warmed by the volcanoes this island is built on. Why?”

“I made a promise,” she said. “And if I keep it, Mica . . . my husband . . . will be less interested in . . . other things here.”

The old woman nodded in understanding. “Do what you must, girl, to keep yourself safe. But remember, bravery is just making a bargain with fear; it will stand aside while you do what must be done.”

“It’s not me I’m trying to keep safe,” Rakaia said.

Kenna didn’t offer an answer to that. She just picked up her bleached driftwood staff and headed outside to show Tritinka where the fruit trees were, leaving Rakaia alone in the small hut with the old woman’s parchment and ink before her, and her words about being brave ringing in her ears.
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THE MORNING AFTER the storm dawned clear and bright at Highcastle, and the Branador family gathered in the main hall. A search party would have been sent out at first light to check the rocks below the town for salvage, and now the household waited to find out if there was a ship to loot.

They didn’t call it looting, of course. As Frederak was indisposed, yet again, the responsibility of overseeing the salvage had fallen to Braun, the de facto ruler of Highcastle. They had all sorts of rules in place about who kept what from any wreck unfortunate enough to run aground in the Bay of Mourning, and how any survivors might be cared for. Of course, the first rule was not to check for survivors until it was likely that those who had washed ashore were all dead, making their rules about survivors, in particular, rather moot.

Charisee wasn’t sure why it was necessary for them all to gather in the main hall and wait for the news. But she guessed it had something to do with staking a claim to whatever washed up on the rocks below the keep. If the wreck belonged to another nation, Braun probably wanted plenty of witnesses to assure anyone asking awkward questions that everything had been done according to the law.

The servants brought out breakfast while they waited: slabs of ham and fresh bread, freshly churned butter and hard, crumbly cheese, all washed down with the bitter ale they seemed to prefer over wine. Used to similar fare being served to the slaves in Talabar, Charisee took a degree of perverse delight in drinking the sour brew without complaint, when clearly Esabel had been expecting the spoiled Fardohnyan princess to make a fuss.

She was not the only one impatient with this post-storm ritual. Olivah was anxious to be gone, and clearly not happy that he was being made to wait until the bird from town arrived.

“Do we even know if there were any ships in the vicinity before the storm?” he asked his father as he pushed his plate away.

“There was sight of one early yesterday morning on the horizon.”

“Which means they were long gone by the time the storm hit. There’ll be nothing to salvage, I tell you.”

“We’ll decide that when the bird arrives.”

Olivah let out an exasperated sigh and called for more ale.

“Why don’t you have a lighthouse?” Charisee asked, thinking the obvious solution would be to warn ships away from the rocks in the first place, before they got close enough to break up during a storm.

“A lighthouse would cost a fortune,” Braun said. “And it’s not enough to build the damn thing, then you have to man it and feed the fires, night and day. You might be rich enough to build lighthouses whenever you feel the need in Fardohnya, lass, but here we’re not nearly so lucky.”

“Surely, Lord Braun, if you asked the owners whose ships are most at risk to contribute to the project, you could raise the funds to build it? It would be cheaper for them to pay a lighthouse levy to maintain it than to lose so many ships, I would have thought.”

“A lighthouse levy!” Olivah exploded with laughter. “Dear gods, where do you get these fanciful ideas, Grandmama?”

Olivah always called her Grandmama when he was trying to needle her. Or belittle her. He was doing it now, she suspected, because he was bored. And because, despite his best efforts to torment her, he’d been unsuccessful in breaking her spirit. At least, that he knew of. At night, sometimes, alone in her room, when Strayan had gone and she only had the darkness for company, she would wonder how much longer she could pretend she wasn’t bothered by his relentless bullying.

“Actually, your grandmama might have a point,” Braun said, staring at Charisee thoughtfully.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Esabel said, frowning. “The child knows nothing. Why is she even here?” Esabel turned to Charisee. “Why are you here, dear? Why aren’t you in your room looking after your husband?”

“My husband sent me down to represent him,” Charisee said, thinking, What’s one more lie? “He was anxious to hear if there was any salvage to be had after the storm. I believe he was hoping the ship might be carrying wine.”

“We’ll not know until . . . ah, at last!” Braun exclaimed as the keep’s raveneer hurried into the hall. The man bowed before his master and handed him the small note he must have taken from the raven’s leg when it arrived. “So, Goran, do we have a wreck?”

“I don’t know, m’lord,” the man said. “The message from town ain’t arrived yet. This note is from Greenharbour. From the palace.”

Charisee went cold all over. Has something happened to Damin? Is the High Prince dead? Would they bother to send word if he’d recovered?

Braun took the note from Goran and read it with a frown before passing it to Esabel, who frowned even more deeply than her husband. She looked up from the note and fixed her gaze on Charisee.

“Actually, Rakaia, this concerns you.”

They know. I’ve been discovered. Rakaia came back and told Adrina everything and I’m going to be arrested. Will they hang me here? Will I get a trial? Will I—

“Hablet dead. Keep my sister safe,” Esabel read. “That Fardohnyan whore has a nerve, even if she is the High Princess, giving us orders as if—”

“Esabel . . .” Braun said, in a rare moment of compassion, his gaze on Charisee.

Charisee couldn’t breathe. Her eyes welled with tears. She didn’t know what to say or where to look. All eyes were upon her as the blood drained from her face.

Nobody knew what to say. No one knew how to deal with her grief.

Only it was’t grief. None of them realized Charisee was sobbing tears of relief that she had managed to escape discovery, yet again.

Gods, how much longer can I do this?

Not much longer at all, she realized with a pang of guilt as the contents of the message began to sink in. Hablet was dead. Her father could no longer threaten her or Rakaia.

So few people were left who knew Charisee’s secret. Was it possible she one day might not have to fear discovery at all?

Charisee did not dare to hope. “I . . . I have to get out of here . . .”

She knocked her chair over in her haste to be gone from the hall. Servants fled from her path. Broos faithfully loped after her as she ran, desperate for air. Charisee had no idea how she was meant to react to this news. She was only certain that if she didn’t get away, someone might see her tears for what they were: not tears of sorrow over the loss of her father, but the shamefaced tears of a liar.

The keep gates were open. Without thinking, Charisee ran through them, out onto the road toward town. Coming up the road at a lumbering pace was a wagon loaded with barrels. She veered off the road and into the forest, her dog at her heels, crashing through the undergrowth until she was out of sight of the keep.

Eventually Charisee ran out of breath and slowed to a stop, collapsing against the trunk of a massive pine clinging to the mountainside beside a small brook flush with snowmelt from higher up in the mountains. She didn’t know how far she was from the keep, nor did she, at that moment, particularly care if she never saw Highcastle again as long as she lived.

Charisee sobbed for a time, not only with relief, but for the father who—in his own twisted way—had loved her, although not enough to legitimize her.

Broos flopped down beside her, panting from his run. He seemed confused by her tears and licked them from her face. She wrapped her arms around him and sobbed into his silky coat, more grateful for his companionship and unconditional love than she was capable of expressing.

After a time, her tears subsided. Broos licked her face again, but she pushed him away so she could find her kerchief and blow her nose.

“Oh, Broos, I wish I knew what to do.”

The dog said nothing, of course, just stared at her with his dark, soulful eyes. She smiled at him and sniffed inelegantly. Broos gave her face another lick and then his ears went up as he heard something in the undergrowth behind her.

“Go on then,” she told him, “find the rabbit. One of us deserves some happiness.”

The dog didn’t need to be told twice. He leaped the brook in a stride and bolted off in the direction of his quarry. Before too long, Charisee figured, he’d bring back some poor bloodied creature and offer it to her as a sign of his undying affection.

Perhaps I could ask him to bring me Olivah’s head, someday, she mused. That would please me more than I could say.

She bent over and scooped up several handfuls of the icy water from the brook to quench her thirst, drinking out of her cupped hands, and then she leaned her head back against the bole, closing her eyes as she tried to come to grips with the news. She had to figure out what it meant, not just for her and the deception she was living, but for Hythria and Fardohnya.

Alaric was king now, but he was only a boy. That meant someone would be ruling for him. Was it Naveen Raveve?

And what did Adrina’s note mean? Keep my sister safe.

Surely Alaric had no plans to hunt Rakaia down? For one thing, he and Rakaia had got along quite well. For another, as with all marriages Hablet arranged for his daughters, Rakaia had signed away any future claim on the Fardohnyan throne for her and her heirs on her marriage to Frederak Branador.

So why would Adrina think she was in danger?

Charisee shivered as it occurred to her that perhaps Adrina didn’t think the danger to her sister would come from Fardohnya.

Perhaps Adrina feared the danger to Rakaia would come from the Branadors themselves. With no fear of reprisals if anything happened to one of the Fardohnyan king’s daughters, what was stopping Braun or Esabel from ridding themselves of the unwanted princess they’d been forced to tolerate for the sake of a marriage the High Prince had manipulated them into accepting?

“What’s going to happen to me now?” she called out, wondering if Jakerlon would hear her prayer. He claimed she was his favorite, but she would be hard pressed to honor him with her lies if she ended up with her throat slit. “I can’t honor you if I’m dead!”

Charisee waited for a time, but Jakerlon did not respond. There was no sound at all other than the cheerful babble of the swollen brook tripping over the stones and tree roots that formed part of its bed.

Typical. The gods were never around when you actually needed their counsel.

She sighed at her own foolishness for expecting any sort of divine help and climbed to her feet. She would have to head back to the keep soon. Braun would feel compelled to send out a search party if she stayed away too long, and then she’d be made to suffer for the inconvenience in some creative way Olivah had yet to devise.

Charisee bent over to brush the twigs and pine needles from her skirt. When she looked up she found herself face to face with a complete stranger.

She started in fright, but then realized this was not a complete stranger. She had seen this man before, although she couldn’t remember where or when.

“Princess Rakaia, I presume?” he said with a surprisingly courtly bow.

“You have me at a disadvantage, sir.” Charisee glanced about to see if there was anybody with him. He seemed to be alone, which did not augur well for this encounter. He wasn’t dressed as a hunter. He was dressed like a townsman or a merchant. Whoever he was, he seemed nothing like a man she’d expect to encounter in the forest surrounding Highcastle Keep. Certainly not someone who might recognize her. “You know me, sir, but I don’t believe we’ve met?”

“My name is Arex Dorendal, your highness. And you are right. We’ve not been formally introduced.”

Charisee remembered, then, where she’d seen him before. “You were in the tavern in town a couple of weeks ago,” she said. “I saw you there when I stopped for lunch with my court’esa.”

“Is that what he is? He looked more like your bodyguard.” Arex smiled. “You have a good memory, your highness.”

First skill of every good liar. “Odd that we should meet out here, Master Dorendal.”

“Not at all, your highness,” he said pleasantly, “I’ve been waiting for you.” He took his supple leather gloves from his belt and started pulling them on. “I heard you were fond of walking to town, and I’ve seen you there on more than one occasion. I’d been hoping to encounter you along the way, but you always have that brute of a Fardohnyan following you about. Truth is, I’d almost given up on ever finding you alone outside the keep.”

Something about the way he said alone made Charisee take a step backward, closer to the brook. “Why were you so anxious to make my acquaintance, sir? Do you wish me to intercede on your behalf with my husband on some matter of law? Property? Some other injustice?”

He sighed and seemed genuinely regretful. “I would like to tell you that was the case, your highness, but I’d be lying and you’re probably smart enough to figure that out.”

If Charisee took another step backward, she would be standing in the water, and her curiosity was rapidly being replaced by fear. “I am the lady of Highcastle. If you lay a hand on me, I will scream.”

The man smiled. “I have no intention of violating you, your highness. Actually, I should stop calling you that. You might be the lady of Highcastle, but we both know you’re not really a princess.”

Charisee’s heart skipped a beat. Who is this man? How does he know who I am?

“Sad, actually,” Arex continued as he took a step closer. “You’re pretty enough to be a princess. But you’re a bastard, aren’t you, and that makes you disposable, just like the rest of us.”

A bastard? Gods! He thinks I’m a bastard. Charisee didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. He doesn’t know my secret, he knows Rakaia’s! “Who are you?”

“The man sent to correct a mistake.”

“What mistake?”

“You.”

Charisee stared at the man walking toward her as he finished pulling on his gloves . . . over the small silver raven ring on his left hand.

Gods, Alaric sent an assassin after Rakaia!

But he couldn’t have. It was too soon for this to be her brother’s handiwork and Alaric had no idea Rakaia was a bastard. There was only one person who could have done such a thing, and she’d been half expecting it.

“It was King Hablet, wasn’t it? He sent you to kill Rakaia?” Charisee looked around, trying to sound calm, wondering which direction she should run. She was certain Arex knew she would try to escape him, but she kept talking, anyway. It might delay him. It might distract him long enough for her come up with a plan that didn’t involve begging for her life or trying to outrun a trained assassin.

Arex shrugged. Every step brought him closer. “I don’t know who hired me.”

“Hablet is dead. Doesn’t that invalidate the contract?”

“It might. If I knew he’d hired me in the first place. But I don’t know if the king of Fardohnya ordered the hit on you, so his death is neither here nor there in the grand scheme of things.”

A part of Charisee could not grasp that this surreal conversation was even taking place. “Why are you telling me this? Don’t assassins just sneak up on people and slit their throats?”

She was still stalling for time, although to what purpose, she couldn’t imagine. Nobody knew where she was, nobody was about to rescue her, and even if they tried, this man was an assassin. Like Kiam.

“Sometimes,” he agreed in a conversational tone. He stopped in front of her, just out of reach. He didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry to carry out his job. Perhaps Arex was enjoying her fear. “But in your case, I’ve been ordered to make it look like an accident. People rarely slit their throats accidentally.”

What if I told him the truth? He’s been hired to kill Rakaia. I’m not Rakaia.

“Do you know Kiam Miar?”

“Everyone knows Kiam Miar,” Arex said, shaking his head. “He’s quite an embarrassment to the guild, actually. He and his father before him, in my opinion. I’ll never understand why the Miars are held in such high esteem. Neither of them seems capable of grasping the concept of working in the shadows.”

“He escorted me from Winternest to Greenharbour.”

“Which is undoubtedly why I was given this task and not him. I’m quite sure you charmed the trousers off him.”

No, but not for lack of trying. “What . . . sort of . . . accident did you have in mind for me?”

Seriously? You’re asking him to tell you how he’s going to kill you?

Arex didn’t seem to mind the question. “A trip. A fall, perhaps. I am not a cruel man, Rakaia. I will try to make it as painless as possible.”

Where are you, Jakerlon? If you won’t save me from my lies, how about the assassin sent to kill me?

Perhaps it was time for the stone-cold truth. “What if I told you I’m not Rakaia? What if I told you the real Rakaia flew the coop at Winternest, and I am merely her slave pretending to be her?”

“Then I’d say you’re either a quick-thinking liar or you’re telling the truth. It really doesn’t matter which. You are the girl everyone believes is Rakaia of Fardohnya and that’s who I was hired to kill.”

So much for the truth setting you free. “What if I offered to pay you?”

“Why do rich people always try that?” he asked in exasperation. “Honestly, if we could be bought off every time we closed in for the kill, we’d never assassinate anyone. And then what sort of Assassins’ Guild would we be?”

Charisee had the feeling this assassin was rather fond of the sound of his own voice. She tried to imagine Kiam indulging in such a ludicrous conversation before killing an innocent person.

But she wasn’t innocent. She might not be guilty of the crime Hablet had wanted her killed for, but she was certainly guilty of plenty of other offences.

“How will you . . . do it?”

“Well, first, I’ll tell you to run.”

“What?”

“Run,” he said. It was an order, not a suggestion. “Run now.”

Charisee knew she had no chance of outrunning this man. She was wearing a long, heavy skirt while he was in peak physical condition and had trained for this every day of his adult life. Besides, he wanted to make her death look like an accident. If she ran, she would be making it easier for him. Arex would be on her in minutes, breaking her neck or striking her so it looked like she’d hit her head when she fell.

“No,” she said, hearing a sound in the undergrowth behind her. She spoke far more bravely than she felt. “Broos! Come!”

The dog bounded over the brook toward her, a dead rabbit in his mouth. He dropped it at her feet and sat down, looking up at her expectantly, ignoring Arex completely.

The assassin smiled. “Gods, isn’t that the wretched stray Kiam found in Greenharbour? You really did make a friend there, didn’t you?”

Charisee’s heart sank. She’d had, for a moment, the fleeting hope that she could threaten this man with Broos.

So much for that idea. It had not occurred to her that he might have met the dog before.

“He’s my protector.”

“Really?” Arex squatted down and held out his hand. “Hey, Broos, remember me, boy?”

The dog wagged his tail and padded over to Arex. He let the assassin pat him like he was an old friend. Arex smiled and rubbed the dog’s ears fondly for a moment and then he took hold of Broos’s collar and rose to his feet. He looked at her with a smug expression, as if he knew exactly what she’d been planning.

“Now what?” he asked. The dog pulled against his hold a little, but he obviously didn’t see Arex as a threat.

“Let him go.”

Arex smiled even wider. It made her blood run cold. “I like the dog. I’m not going to hurt him. Well, not unless you start doing as I ordered. So run, little lady, as far and as fast as you can.”

“What . . . what if I don’t?”

“Then I will kill the dog.” She didn’t doubt for a moment that he meant it.

“What will you do to Broos after you kill me?”

“Nothing. In fact, if it means we can put an end to this nonsense, I’ll promise to take him back to Ky for you. Does that make you feel better?”

Charisee nodded. “Can I say goodbye to him?”

“From there? By all means.”

“I want to pat him one last time.”

“And I’d like to be taller. Some things are just never going to happen, my lady.”

She was a fool to think he’d be so easily duped. But she dared a step closer, putting her in reach of the assassin. She bent down and reached out to Broos, who stretched his neck toward her. Charisee’s eyes filled with tears, because she knew that if she managed to escape, Broos would probably die.

“I’ll miss you so much,” she whispered to the dog.

Arex was watching her outstretched hand, ensuring she did actually pat the dog. It meant that for a fraction of a second he wasn’t watching her other hand. Without giving him a chance to react, Charisee scooped up a handful of pine needles and dirt and threw it into Arex’s eyes.

The assassin’s reflexes were faster than she anticipated. Arex brought his hand up to protect his eyes from the flying grit, but he let Broos go to do it. Charisee, rather than try to flee, knowing she had no chance of getting away from him if she tried, did the only other thing she could think of.

She threw herself bodily at Arex, knocking him to the ground with her full weight.

Charisee landed on top of the assassin, but she was unarmed, and he was a trained killer. He threw her off him like she was a sack of feathers, and then she was on her back on the damp forest floor and he was on top of her, his hands around her throat, strangling the life out of her.

White spots danced before Charisee’s eyes as she flailed beneath him and scratched at his face, trying to breathe. Arex kept tightening his grip on her throat, no anger or passion in his expression, just a cold, dispassionate need to get the job done.

And then the pressure abruptly eased as a brown blur knocked Arex sideways and the assassin cried out as Broos tore into him.

Gasping for air, Charisee pushed herself up on her elbows. Arex’s screams as the dog savaged him echoed through the trees. Broos was mauling his arm, tearing the flesh from his forearm as if it were made of parchment. She saw Arex, his wits still about him even under such a brutal attack, grabbing at the dagger on his belt. He was going to kill Broos, and then her, if she didn’t stop him.

Before she could reason herself out of it, Charisee threw herself at him again, pinning his free arm so he couldn’t reach the knife. Broos was snarling and growling, tugging at the meat of Arex’s arm. The assassin screamed in pain, even as he fought to free himself. Without stopping to think what she was doing, Charisee grabbed the dagger from Arex’s belt and plunged it with all her might into the assassin’s neck.

A geyser of blood shot up, showering Charisee in gore. Broos continued to attack, oblivious to the fact that his victim would soon be dead.

She rolled away from Arex, drenched in his blood. Staggering to her feet, Charisee tried to call Broos off, but the dog would have none of it.

“Broos! Stop!” she cried, her voice hoarse from almost being strangled. She was trembling so hard she could barely stand, and she was still gasping for breath. Charisee grabbed Broos’s collar and tried to pull him off, but she couldn’t budge him.

And then a strange calm took hold of her and she took a step back. Bloody and trembling, she forced herself to think this through. It would be better, she realized, when someone found Arex’s body, if they thought he’d been taken by wolves.

An assassin had just tried to kill her, but there was no way she could report the attempt.

The idea that Alaric had sent an assassin after her would not hold up to scrutiny, and she couldn’t afford anyone to question too closely why Hablet might have wanted Rakaia dead. The Assassins’ Guild didn’t kill royalty, so if they thought an assassin had come after Rakaia it threw her very identity into doubt, even if it wasn’t for the reason everyone imagined.

Her sister’s secret was as problematic as her own. If anyone learned Rakaia was a bastard, Charisee’s situation would be just as perilous as if they found out she wasn’t actually Rakaia.

Charisee tried not to panic about what she’d done. Broos was still mauling the dead man’s corpse, but after a moment or two the dog must have realized the threat to his mistress was no longer breathing. Without prompting from her, he broke off the attack and sat down beside Arex, gazing up at Charisee with his bloodied muzzle, no inkling of how terrifying he looked.

What’s even worse is that he’s looking at me like I know what to do next.

With shaking hands, she grabbed Broos’s collar and pulled him away from the corpse and the pooling blood leaking from Arex’s severed carotid artery.

Think! she ordered herself urgently. Think!

She tried to recall if Kiam had ever said anything about what happens to people who kill assassins, but they’d never really discussed his work. At least not in anything but the most general terms.

Is this man a friend of Kiam’s? she wondered. Were assassins like loronged court’esa? Did they consider those they’d trained with to be closer than brothers?

Do assassins avenge each other?

“Gods, Broos, what happens if they send Kiam after Arex to find out what happened to him?”

Well, at least you’d get to see him again, the traitorous little voice in her head chimed in before she could quell the thought. Broos just wagged his tail hopefully at the mention of Kiam, and let out a joyful bark.

“Sh!” Charisee looked around fearfully, wondering if there was anybody else nearby. If there was, she didn’t want Broos drawing attention to either of them. She took a deep breath and forced herself to concentrate on the problem at hand.

The first thing, she told herself, was to remove any proof Arex was an assassin.

Grimacing, Charisee walked over to the body and knelt down on the blood-soaked ground. Arex’s left arm was a mangled mess thanks to Broos, but she had to get his assassin’s ring off his finger. If she was going to get away with this, she had to remove any evidence of his identity. Otherwise, if his body were ever found, there would be more questions than she was prepared to answer.

It took far longer than she expected to remove the supple leather glove from his chewed-up hand and even more to remove the ring from his mangled finger. By the time she was done, her hands were bloody with the remains of the assassin, almost as if she herself had torn him apart with her bare hands.

And the blood went further than her hands. She was covered in it. Not just from kneeling in it, but from the spray when she’d severed Arex’s neck. So was Broos. The paltry rabbit he’d brought her earlier as a token of his love could not explain the amount of blood on both of them.

She glanced at the icy brook with a sigh: there really was only one thing for it. Charisee began to peel off her clothes. She could wash her skirt and shirt in the brook, and Broos, too, but they would never dry here under the shadow of the trees.

That meant walking back to the keep in cold, wet clothes. Given the alternative, she supposed it was a small price to pay. She could tell them back at the castle that she had fallen in a brook.

Broos was already lapping at the water. Charisee stripped down to her bare skin and, wincing with the cold, stepped into the freezing water to wash away the evidence that an assassin had come after Rakaia for being a bastard.

And that Charisee the slave, liar and imposter, had just killed a man to protect both their secrets.
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WRAYAN AND JULIKA had left Greenharbour on horseback, riding through the rainy pre-dawn darkness and the quiet streets of the city to be at the gates as they were opened with the sunrise. They were long gone when the city woke to a cloudy sky threatening more rain. It was only after they had ridden in silence for more than an hour, in the opposite direction to Kiam, that Julika had begun to question her decision to follow Wrayan to Sanctuary. She should have been sailing away with Kiam to find Jaz. She had let him down and if anything happened to either of them, she would never forgive herself. Julika rode beside her father, wracked with guilt.

“Why so glum?”

“This is a mistake,” she said. It had begun to drizzle again, which just added to her remorse.

Wrayan glanced over his shoulder to look back the way they’d come. The white walls of the city were still just visible on the horizon. “It’s not too late to turn back.”

“But you said you wanted to go to Sanctuary.”

“I do. And I will. But I’m not going to force you to come with me.”

Julika frowned at him. “I see. This is part of your clever plan, isn’t it? You distract me with tales of finding the missing archives in Sanctuary and uncovering why the lyre’s so important, just so I won’t go with Ky. Now it’s too late to join him, you’re trying to be rid of me.”

Wrayan studied her for a moment and then shook his head. “Are you this much trouble for your mother?”

“I can see why my mother never married you.”

“She never married me because I never asked,” Wrayan said, amused rather than wounded by her words. “We turn off here.”

They had reached a small crossroads, if such an insignificant intersection could be called that. The main road carried on northward. The smaller path Wrayan directed her to take led south-west, back toward the coast.

She stopped her mount and looked about in confusion. “I thought we were going to Sanctuary. Isn’t that north? Like in Medalon, somewhere in the Chevron Mountains?”

Wrayan kept on riding, not waiting to see if she was following. “Glad to see those expensive tutors your mother and I hired to teach you geography weren’t a complete waste of money,” he called over his shoulder.

With a squeal of frustration, Julika turned her horse to follow him along the narrower side road, trotting to catch up so she was beside him once more. “This road will take us back to the coast.”

“I am aware of that.”

“But we should be heading north.”

“And we will be,” he assured her. “Eventually.”

“What does ‘eventually’ mean?”

“Perhaps your language tutors weren’t as good as the geography ones.”

“You’re being deliberately obtuse!” she accused, gripping her reins so tightly her hands cramped. It was easier to do that, she reasoned, than to punch her father in the arm, which is what she actually felt like doing.

Wrayan sensed her irritation and, going by the stupid grin on his face, it amused him no end. He rode on in silence, offering no explanation about where they were going or how they were going to get to Sanctuary, although he did reach across at one point, when her horse started to dance sideways, and place his hands over hers on the reins.

“You’re riding a sorcerer-bred mount,” he reminded her. “She can feel your mood and sense your thoughts. If you get angry at me, she’ll get angry, too. Since you’re the one riding her, that anger is going to be directed at you, not me. Now take a deep breath and calm down.”

He was right. She knew that. It didn’t make her any less annoyed with him, but she didn’t want to upset Cloud Whisper any more than she already had. So Julika did as Wrayan suggested, took a deep breath, and let go of her anger. The horse immediately calmed and fell into step with Wrayan’s mare.

“That’s better.”

“I wouldn’t be mad if you’d tell me what’s going on.”

“We’re going to meet a friend,” Wrayan told her. “She’ll help us get to Sanctuary faster than we could on horseback.”

“But these are sorcerer-bred mounts and we can both wield magic. What could be faster than that?”

“Sanctuary is over a thousand miles away. On top of a mountain. If we took the horses, we’d have to leave them in Testra, and I am not leaving something as valuable as a sorcerer-bred mount to the care of some Medalonian dullard mucking out stalls in a livery stable. Besides, I’d rather nobody knows where we are headed. The horses would betray our presence just by being what they are.”

“So we’re going by boat?” That explained why they were heading for the coast. Wrayan probably had a ship waiting for them. Of course, they could have taken a ship from Greenharbour, but that would have meant people knowing about their trip, and possibly guessing their destination. “Will we have to change boats in Bordertown? Or have you hired a ship that can sail the Glass River all the way to Testra?”

“I didn’t hire a boat. I hate sailing, truth be told. Rather walk.”

“Well, if we’re not going overland and we’re not going to sail to Medalon, how do you intend to get us there? Fly?”

Wrayan refused to answer her. He just kept plodding along at a walking pace, a smug expression on his face. Julika tried to figure out what he was up to while at the same time wondering if it would have been smarter to go with Kiam to save her cousin, after all.

IT WAS NEARING midday when they finally reached the end of the road. It led to a small hut perched on the top of a cliff in a clearing surrounded by tall evergreen trees. Although she couldn’t see the waves, Julika could smell the salt air and hear them crashing against the rocks far below. As they approached, a white-robed figure emerged from the hut.

“A Harshini lives here?”

“What? You think they only live in cities?”

“I . . . actually, I never thought about it.”

“You’ve learned something then,” he said, dismounting as the Harshini approached them.

The rain was still falling gently so the hood on the Harshini’s robe was up, shadowing his face. It wasn’t until the Harshini embraced Wrayan that Julika realized this hermit Harshini was a woman. More than a little surprised, she dismounted and bowed respectfully, wondering if all this time her father had been keeping a Harshini lover nobody knew about.

“Samaranan té Carn, this is my daughter, Julika Hawksword.”

The Harshini pushed back her hood and smiled at Julika. She was beautiful, with black-on-black eyes and long, fair hair. It was impossible to tell her age, but given where she lived, she was either very young and adventurous, or very old and jaded. “I have heard about you, Julika Hawksword. Mostly good things. Come, I know the rain is warm, but your clothes will be damp. I have the fire on and wine mulling in anticipation of your arrival.”

“What about the horses?”

“Unsaddle them and let them loose,” Samaranan said. “There are others of their kind around here, most likely sheltering from the rain further back under the trees. They’ll find their friends soon enough without any help from us.”

Julika didn’t like the idea of just letting her horse go. Besides being valuable beyond words, Cloud Whisper had been a gift from her Uncle Damin when she turned sixteen. She wasn’t about to just let her go on a cliff top in the middle of nowhere.

“She’ll be here when you get back,” Wrayan promised as he began to unsaddle his own mare. “Samaranan won’t let any harm come to her.”

With some reluctance, Julika began working on the girth straps. Samaranan headed back toward the cabin to wait for them inside.

“What did she mean by mostly good things?”

Wrayan laughed as he released his mare and hefted his saddle onto his shoulder. “I have no idea. Did you want a hand with that?”

“I can manage,” she insisted as the saddle crashed to the ground, weighed down by her saddlebags.

“Are you sure about that?”

“Positive,” she said, slipping the bridle from Cloud Whisper’s head. She hugged the horse around the neck, promised her silently that all would be well, and then let her go. Cloud Whisper barely glanced at her before trotting off toward the trees with Wrayan’s mare to find the other horses.

“Are you sure she’ll be all right?”

“Positive,” Wrayan assured her.

Julika lifted her saddle with a grunt and followed her father toward the hut.

“Who is Samaranan, anyway?” she asked when they had reached the hut and she’d dropped the saddle on the dry ground under the eaves.

Wrayan lowered his saddle on top of hers and slung his saddlebags over his shoulder. “She’s Brak’s sister.”

“The Halfbreed had a sister?”

“Obviously.”

“And she’s a friend of yours?” Julika was actually impressed.

“Again, obviously.”

“And she’s going to help us get to Sanctuary?”

Wrayan rolled his eyes at her. “Gods above, child. Were you struck in your sleep last night with a spell that only lets you utter the blindingly obvious?”

That was unfair. But Julika grinned as she dared to ask, “Is Samaranan your girlfriend?”

“Now you’re being ridiculous.”

The door opened and the Harshini woman stood there, smiling at them, beckoning them inside. Wondering if Samaranan had heard what she’d asked Wrayan, Julika grabbed her saddlebags and followed her father through the door, her anger at him forgotten.

Now she was just intrigued to learn why Brakandaran the Halfbreed’s sister lived out here, in such an isolated place, on her own.

And why Wrayan knew her so well.

And how, having let their horses go, they were going to get to Sanctuary.
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WHEN THE TRI-LANDER trader headed out of Greenharbour without Julika Hawksword on board, Kiam assumed her mother had successfully intercepted her on the wharf and taken her back to the Sorcerers’ Collective for a stern talking to. Julika would be furious with him, he guessed, for leaving without her, particularly when she learned he’d helped find her.

I’m probably going to lose my “favorite uncle” status, he decided, which was not a bad thing. He knew Julika had a girlish crush on him. Far from being flattered, he considered her obsession quite dangerous. The girl’s mother was the High Arrion of the Sorcerers’ Collective. Her uncle was the High Prince of Hythria, and he was fairly certain her father was the head of the Greenharbour Thieves’ Guild. All good friends. All good people. Right up until they decided someone had hurt their little girl’s feelings.

He reached up to his throat and fingered the small bone talisman Kalan had given him, hoping it would be enough to protect him when he encountered the magician who had kidnapped Jazrian.

“Fenigen Dak?”

Kiam turned from watching Greenharbour fade into the distance to find the captain standing behind him.

“Captain Irken.”

“Care to join me for a dram in my quarters?”

Either the man was unaccountably sociable, or he was planning to poison Kiam and toss him overboard as soon as they were out of sight of land.

That’s the trouble with being an assassin. You think the worst of everyone.

“I’d be honored, Captain, but don’t you have a boat to sail?”

Mashon Irken smiled, revealing several missing teeth. “That’s what the crew is for, lad. Shall we?”

With some trepidation, Kiam followed the captain below. He didn’t really fear for his life. There was not a man here he couldn’t best. But he’d heard rumors of Trinity Isles traders who’d taken on passengers that never made it to their destination. If the captain tried something and he had to kill him, he’d then have to deal with the rest of the crew, and he couldn’t sail this boat on his own.

The captain’s cabin in the stern was spacious insofar as there was room for a chart table as well as a bunk, but not much else. Kiam bowed his head to enter, to avoid hitting it on the crossbeam, and then took the stool the captain indicated. Irken unhooked a wineskin from a nail near the window that looked out over the ship’s wake.

“Fenigan Dak, eh?” he said as he squirted a stream of dark liquid into the battered goblet on the chart table. The man managed to fill both cups without spilling a drop. “Lightfinger has a wicked sense of humor.”

“Lightfinger?”

The captain took a swig from his cup and grinned. “You think we take passengers regular? You’re here as a favor, lad, make no mistake.”

“I’m sorry my companion didn’t make it in time and put you to even more trouble.”

“Companion? We got no word about a companion,” the captain said.

Interesting. The plan Kiam thought they’d made involved Julika joining him, and yet it seemed Wrayan hadn’t arranged passage on this ship for his daughter at all. Was that for some sinister reason Kiam knew nothing about, or simply parental concern?

“But Fenigan Dak? That’s funny.”

“It is? He didn’t share the joke with me, I’m afraid.”

“You don’t speak Tri-lander, then?”

“A little.”

“A fenigan is an insect . . . like a bed bug.”

“And what about Dak?”

“It’s a word we use to describe . . . annoying foreigners.”

“I see.”

“So, my annoying foreign insect-like friend, what huge favor is it that the Greenharbour Thieves’ Guild owes you?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“I owe Wrayan Lightfinger a favor. He would not have called in his marker for something trivial.”

“What did he tell you?”

“That if I aid you, my debt to the guild is forgiven.”

Kiam breathed a silent sigh of relief. Julika’s somewhat dicey plan had been to pose as runaway lovers and somehow convince the captain of a Tri-lander trader to help them find the Sarchlo, using magic if necessary. Wrayan’s plan was much more straightforward and something Kiam understood. Do a deal with the man. A far safer and less complicated way of getting what they needed.

And probably faster, too.

Perhaps that’s why Wrayan had not made arrangements for Julika to travel with him. Doing it Wrayan’s way meant there was no need for her to magically coerce anyone.

Julika was not, Kiam suspected, going to be happy about that.

“I need to find a Trinity Isles trader named the Sarchlo.”

“Rishard Berin’s ship.”

“You know him?”

“Well enough.”

“Do you know where to find him when he doesn’t want to be found?”

The captain finished his wine and leaned back on his stool. “I might.”

“Might?”

“Or I might not.”

“Doesn’t having your debt to the guild forgiven involve more than might?”

“I said I would help you,” Mashon Irken reminded him. “I never agreed to aid anybody in killing him.”

“Who said I was going to kill him?”

“Why else would they send an assassin, if killing him was not the aim?”

Kiam was silent for a moment. “Wrayan told you who I am.”

“I don’t care who you are, lad, but yes, he told me what you are. Not that I needed telling. You walk like a killer. You move like an assassin. I’d have picked you a mile off, even if Lightfinger hadn’t said anything. Good thing he did warn me, though. You’d not be on my boat otherwise.”

“I have no interest in Rishard Berin,” Kiam said. “Or his crew. I’m after one of his passengers.”

The captain rose to his feet to top up his cup from the wineskin. It defied reason but fascinated Kiam more than he could say to watch him so confidently fill the cups on a moving surface and not spill a drop.

Once he’d topped up their wine, the captain held Kiam’s cup toward him. “Swear on your mother’s life that you mean the captain and crew of the Sarchlo no harm.”

Kiam rose to his feet, his expression solemn, and touched his cup to the captain’s. “I swear.”

That seemed to satisfy the man. He sat down again and took a good mouthful before he spoke again. “Scarrow.”

“Excuse me?” Kiam asked as he resumed his seat.

“The Isle of Scarrow,” the captain said. “Best bolt-hole in the Dregian Ocean.”

“Will you take me there?”

The captain nodded. “May not do any good, though.”

“Why not?”

“The queen won’t let us land without a woman on board.”

And Rishard has his little sister, Tritinka, on board. Kiam was too experienced at this game to give any hint that he might know Tritinka Berin. But the girl he saved the night he killed Shilton Rik, almost a year ago, was his way onto the Sarchlo.

“This bolt-hole has a queen?”

“A very touchy one.”

“How long will it take us to reach Scarrow?”

“A day or two, depending on the wind,” the captain told him. “But you’re a fool if you think Berin is going to let you aboard his ship.”

“You let me worry about what happens when we find the Sarchlo,” Kiam said. “You just have to get me there.”

“About that . . .”

Kiam sighed. There was always something else with a Tri-lander. “What?”

“Well, lad, my debt to the Thieves’ Guild will be discharged once I deliver you to the Sarchlo, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Then perhaps we need to discuss your passage back to Greenharbour.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The return trip,” the captain said with a beaming smile, as it apparently occurred to him that in addition to ridding himself of an awkward debt, there was still a profit to be made from this journey. “I agreed to get you where you needed to go. At no point did we discuss bringing you back again. That’s a separate trip.”

“And a separate fee, I don’t doubt.”

The captain reached for the wineskin again. “You see, that’s what I like about you assassin types. You’re realists. You understand how the world works.”

“I understand how you work,” Kiam said, shaking his head.

“Same difference, lad,” the captain chuckled, all but rubbing his hands with glee. “So let’s talk about the trip back to Greenharbour after you’ve taken care of this passenger on board the Sarchlo. Who’ll be paying your return fare, do you think? You or your guild?”




Chapter

31

KENNA PO PROVED to be quite the hostess, once
 she had satisfied herself that no harm had come to the women aboard the Sarchlo. She allowed the crew on her island and, once all the water barrels were filled, she invited them to join her for dinner.

Rakaia wondered how the old woman intended to feed a group as large as the Sarchlo’s crew. The one small pot of soup—delicious as it was—hanging over the little cooking fire in her hut was hardly enough for the feast of wild turkey she promised Tritinka as they headed to the beach. Rishard had just sent word they were done and the rest of the crew was heading to the island.

The rest of the crew arriving meant Mica and Jaz would be here soon, too.

Rakaia hoped their arrival wouldn’t cause trouble. Somehow Kenna could tell she was afraid of something, and this was a woman not afraid to call out a problem when she saw one. Something had happened to Kenna Po, Rakaia guessed, that made her determined to protect any woman who came to her island.

The dinghy was still on its way from the Sarchlo when the three women arrived at the beach. Several of the men stood in a group holding shovels and axes. Rishard stood with them, a bow slung over his shoulder.

“These are my men?”

“They’ll do whatever you ask, my lady,” Rishard promised with a grin. “Even if I hadn’t ordered them to obey your every command, they’ve eaten your pit-baked wild turkey before. There’s not a lot they wouldn’t do to taste it again.”

As they were talking, the dinghy arrived with the last of the crew, including Mica and Jaz. They leaped from the boat and helped pull it up onto the sand.

Mica spied Rakaia standing beside Kenna. His face broke into a smile and he hurried over to them, Jaz following close behind.

Before he could say a word, Kenna eyed him critically. “So this is your handsome prince, eh?”

“Mica, this is Kenna Po. She’s the queen of Scarrow.”

Mica treated her to a courtly bow. “Thank you for inviting us into your magnificent kingdom, your grace.”

“Cute,” Kenna observed, unimpressed, “and full of shit. Who is this?”

“This is Pup,” Mica said, grabbing Jaz by the hand and pulling him forward to meet Kenna. Pup was the name he’d given Jaz a few days ago, when Rakaia complained that he couldn’t just keep calling him “boy”. It was short for wolf pup or, more precisely, Wolfblade pup. Mica thought it was hilarious. Jaz didn’t seem to mind, either, but then he was so thoroughly ensorcelled by Mica, he didn’t mind anything the minstrel did. “Pup, this is the queen of Scarrow. Bow to her. As if you were a real prince.”

Jaz did as ordered. “Your grace,” he said, and bowed precisely as one would expect a young prince raised at court to bow. What was Mica doing? Would Kenna think it odd? Would she ask who Jaz really was?

But Kenna was more interested in getting her feast underway than questioning a child who’d arrived on a ship with a crew she obviously trusted. She turned from Jaz without comment and spoke to Rishard. “Take no more than three men,” she said. “Any more than that and you’ll be blundering through the undergrowth and disturbing the nesting birds. You’ll find wild turkeys up on the northern promontory. There’s a few old males up there who need culling. You bring them back here. No more than three of them. Do that and I’ll cook you a feast you’ll never forget.”

“I’ve no doubt of that, Kenna,” Rishard said. He motioned to the mate and the helmsman, who were also armed with bows, and headed off toward the promontory where the turkeys were to be found.

Kenna turned to Tritinka next. “You take three more men. You go back to my garden and have them pick everything that’s ripe. There are baskets near the door to the hut they can use to store the pickings. Put the baskets in the larder hut when they’re full and then, once you’re done, bring a basket back with enough yams and parsnips to feed the crew.”

Tritinka seemed happy enough to help. She selected three of the men and they headed off down the beach in the direction of the hut. Before she had gone too far, though, Kenna called her back. “Take the pup!” she called. “He looks as if a bit of hard work will do him good.”

Mica laughed at that and didn’t object as Jaz looked to him for permission and then hurried after Tritinka. “You four,” Kenna said then, turning to the remaining crew. “You need to find me wood. Hardwood. Dry hardwood. It needs to burn slow. Real slow. Over a long period of time. It’s no good unless it gathers lots of heat.”

“I remember from the last time we were here,” one of the men said with a nod. “Never fear, my lady, we’ll find enough hardwood to fill your pit.”

“I need more than a pit filled,” Kenna said. “Take your axes and fill my woodshed, as well.”

So, she gets her crops harvested and her firewood cut. This woman is brilliant.

Kenna turned to the remaining men with their shovels. “Right. You lot are going to dig the pit. You two are going to go back to the ship and bring me one of those water barrels. And some sacks. Or sailcloth. Or a sheet, but only if you can find a clean one nobody has slept on.”

“I know where to find the unused sailcloth,” the ship’s bosun told her.

“Then you’d best get it back here before the pit is done.”

The bosun and his mate took the dinghy and pushed it back into the water. Rakaia wasn’t sure how Kenna was planning to prepare this feast, but she’d certainly found a way to make the most of her hospitality.

“How deep did you want the pit, Kenna?”

“Not too deep, otherwise it’s too hard to put the food in and too damned dangerous to get it out again.” She took her driftwood staff and scratched out a rough rectangle in the sand. “It needs to be deep enough to fit the hot stones in, as wide as the bottom baskets, and then you need to make it flare out at the sides a little. That way, when we put the wet sailcloth on top of the food, they’ll not get burned by any uncovered hot stones.”

“Did you want my husband and me to help with anything?” Rakaia asked, feeling like she and Mica should be doing something useful.

“The key to a successful pit fire is good rocks, good wood and no wind.” Kenna glanced up, considering the weather with a frown. “I think we’ll be fine. My bones would be telling me if there’s weather on the way.” She looked at Rakaia, adding, “It’s wind, not rain, that wrecks a fire pit. The wind gets in beneath the dirt and cools the stones, you see. Damned nuisance, actually, but I think Kaelarn is on our side today.”

“I’m . . . sure he is.”

“We just need to make sure the rocks absorb sufficient heat. They need to be volcanic. Ordinary rocks just crack and explode which, besides being dangerous, ruins the flavor of the food.”

“That makes sense.”

“Then fetch me rocks!” Kenna said, as if she was surprised she had to explain herself. “Get yourselves some baskets from the hut. You’ll find the best volcanic rocks near that waterfall we talked of earlier.”

Rakaia hesitated. She didn’t want Mica going near the hut.

Seeing Rakaia’s reluctance, Kenna shook her head impatiently and turned to one of the sailors. “You there. You’ve been here before, you say?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then run to my hut. Bring back a couple of baskets for these two fools to fill with rocks. It’ll take them all afternoon just to find the waterfall at this rate.”

Rakaia tried to telepathically thank Kenna as the sailor hurried off to fetch the baskets they needed, but the woman seemed oblivious to her gratitude. “The waterfall is that way,” she said, pointing toward the jungle. “I need good sized rocks, bigger than a fist, but not so big they’ll take forever to heat through. Now go! I’ll have the lad follow you with the baskets.”

“We’ll find you plenty of rocks,” Rakaia promised, taking Mica by the hand. He’d said nothing as Kenna bossed everyone about, so she had no idea what he thought about the old Denikan woman, but she had a feeling it would be better to separate them, sooner rather than later. “Bigger than a fist, but not so big they’ll take forever to heat through. Come on, Mica.”

She took him by the hand and led him away. Kenna didn’t seem to notice or care that they were leaving. She was busy ordering the sailors to dig a second pit to heat the rocks in, because apparently she didn’t like the taste of wild turkey ruined by the ashes of the fire she planned to build.

“That woman is insane,” Mica remarked as soon as they were out of earshot.

“Actually, I think she’s a genius. By the time we leave she’ll have all her vegetables picked, her firewood cut and probably a dozen other jobs that need doing taken care of. All for a few barrels of water and some wild turkey.”

They walked on in silence for a time. Ahead of them, Rakaia could hear the falling water.

“What did she ask you when you got here?” Mica asked. He’d obviously been stewing on the question for a while.

“She asked who I was.”

“What did you tell her?”

“That I was one of Hablet’s daughters.”

Mica grabbed her and pulled her around to face him. “Why did you say that?”

Rakaia stopped walking and turned to look at him. “Because I knew she wouldn’t believe me. She did, however, tell me about this waterfall.” Rakaia took his hand and led him a little further, into a small clearing where a narrow fall of white water dropped from a rocky cliff into a clear pool surrounded by hardy plants pushing their way up through the rocky ground. It was as if this had once been a small crater that had spat out a plug of rock, which had shattered and lay about just waiting to be collected.

Rakaia let go of his hand, peeled off her shift and tossed it on the ground. “I think we have a little while before that sailor gets here with the baskets.”

Mica smiled and began stripping off his clothes, too. “I thought you were lying about finding a waterfall.”

“I would never lie to you, Mica,” she lied. She held out her arms to him. “And in return, I don’t want you to ever lie to me again.”

“I never lied to you,” he said, stepping closer. He placed his hands on her waist and pulled her to him.

“You promised me you wouldn’t go to the palace.”

He kissed her quickly to silence her accusation. “Except that time.”

Rakaia kissed him back, turning him around as she did until his back was to the water. “I’m going to have to punish you for that,” she told him.

Before he could react to that, she shoved him backward into the warm water.

Mica came up spluttering but laughing. Rakaia stood on the edge of the pool, alarmed at how much satisfaction she’d taken from that one small act of defiance.

“Consider yourself punished,” she told him, unable to hide her grin.

“I’m not sure about that,” Mica said, treading water, his eyes glinting with mischief and desire as he looked up her. “Perhaps you’d better come in here and punish me some more.”

Rakaia turned her back to him, bent over slowly, seductively, and slipped off her shoes. Mica was all but panting at the sight of her. She knew the effect she had on him. She was court’esa trained, after all. She had come to realize the only power she wielded over Mica, the only thing that kept him from singing her into compliance, was this.

Mica’s song robbed people of something. They were compliant after he sang to them, but they lost something along the way. It was the reason he had negotiated with the Sarchlo’s crew, rather than compel them.

Mica must know that if he sang her into compliance, she would still let him do whatever he wanted to her, but she would simply be a silent participant, and not the seductress who enticed him so.

While Mica believed she loved him, he would not sing to her.

She could make him believe that. One of the first things she’d learned from her court’esa was how to make a man think he was the only one in the world who mattered to her. She’d been one of Hablet’s daughters, after all. A princess worthy of a powerful husband. If she married at all, it was a given she would marry someone she had never met. Whether she liked him or not would have made no difference to the men brokering the deal. So court’esa taught their students how to pretend they cared. It was a twisted kind of protection. Make him love you. Make him want you. He is less likely to hurt you, less likely to discard you once you’ve given him an heir, if you can make him fall in love with you.

Rakaia had thought the whole thing rather deceitful, tacky and cynical when she was sixteen, and still enough of a romantic to hope her father would marry her off to someone she could love.

Now she was just grateful her court’esa had taught her so well, never imagining her life would be so dependent on his lessons.

She turned to face Mica, naked and smiling. Oh, Mica, if only you knew. “And how do you think you should be punished?”

He was beaming, the crystal-clear water doing nothing to hide his excitement at the prospect of making love to her. “Why don’t you come in here and I’ll show you.”

Rakaia tossed her hair over her shoulder and dived headfirst into the pool, hoping that by the time she surfaced next to Mica and felt his hands on her body she would have been able to submerge the last of her guilt, so he would not learn, before they left Scarrow, how she had betrayed him.
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DAMIN’S UNCLE LERNEN, the previous High Prince of Hythria, built a fabulous rooftop garden in the Greenharbour Palace, which fell into disrepair for quite a while after he died. This was mostly because the garden was where he indulged in many of the perversions that made him a figure of such ridicule among those who knew him well, and nobody really wanted to be reminded of them. Lernen’s disregard for his role as High Prince gave his sister, Marla, the opportunity to step in and rule in his name for more than two decades. To be fair, Adrina conceded, Marla had ruled Hythria much better than her brother ever could, but it meant she had far too tight a grip on the reins of power, and it had taken Damin years to wrest them completely from her grasp.

As part of that struggle, Adrina had taken over the gardens and rebuilt them into a private playground for her children after the twins were born. There were plenty of guards about, of course, to protect the children from both external threats and their own foolishness, but they stayed in the background and left the children to play on their own as much as possible, often with the sons and daughters of palace officials Adrina had satisfied herself were loyal to the Wolfblades.

Adrina liked to watch the children play in the gardens. She was so overwhelmed by the pressures of ruling in Damin’s absence that she actually missed Marla’s caustic, but usually sound, advice. Coming here, however briefly, gave her the strength to carry on for another day.

After dispatching a messenger to the Thieves’ Guild to ask Wrayan to attend her, she came up here for a moment’s respite. Hopefully, by the time Wrayan got here, she would be feeling a little more like facing the world.

“Mama, what will happen if Jaz never comes back?”

Adrina looked over her shoulder to find Marlie standing behind her. She patted the space beside her on the bench and smiled reassuringly. “Jaz will be home soon, darling. Sooner than you think. I’m hoping for word very shortly to confirm it.”

Marlie took the proffered seat beside her mother. Over by the fountain, the twins were trying to catch goldfish with their bare hands, squealing delightedly whenever they managed to touch one, or a fish wriggled through their grasp.

“But what if he doesn’t? What if he’s been killed?”

Gods, don’t even think that, Adrina wanted to scream at her daughter, but she knew she must remain calm and pretend this was a rhetorical discussion rather than a real possibility she may have to face some day. In truth, Marlie’s question, while painful, was perfectly reasonable.

“Then your brother, Tristan, would become the heir to Hythria.”

“But that’s not fair. I’m the second eldest. If Jaz dies, it should be me.”

“Hythria is governed by the law of primogeniture,” Adrina explained, happy to have a discussion about the law of the land rather than dwell on the chance that her eldest son was dead. “That means male-to-male inheritance.”

“But that’s stupid.”

“I agree. Perhaps you can have a discussion with your father when he returns, and ask him to change the law.”

“Why can’t you change it?”

Adrina looked at her with confusion. “What?”

“You’re regent, aren’t you?” she asked. “With Papa sick and Nana Marla away, you’ve got the power to do anything you want.”

“Theoretically . . .”

“Then why don’t you?” Marlie asked, a little impatiently.

“It’s not that easy, darling. There are political—”

“You don’t think I’m good enough,” Marlie accused, crossing her arms. “You think I’m not as smart as Jaz, or Tristan, even though he’s only five and still eats the flour paste in the nursery if his nannies aren’t watching.”

Adrina put her arm around Marlie and drew her close. “That’s not it at all, sweetheart. Far from it. You’re probably smarter than both your brothers put together.”

Marlie pulled away from her and jumped to her feet. “Don’t say that!”

“But you are, darling.”

“Don’t you see that just makes it worse? You know I’m smarter than them and yet you’d rather let one of my brothers rule than put the smart one in charge, just because she’s a girl!”

“I’m sorry, Marlie,” Adrina said, reaching out to her daughter. She understood her frustration, but there was nothing she could do about it. There were too many other problems, far more pressing than Hythria’s primogeniture laws.

“Don’t!” Marlie snapped, pulling her arm away. “You’re not sorry about anything. If you were, you’d do something about it, not just tell me how bad you feel.”

“I can’t change the law, Marlie. The Hythrun warlords would never tolerate a woman in charge.”

“Tell that to Nana Marla,” Marlie shot back. “Or Tejay Lionsclaw. Or Aunt Kalan. Or . . . the current High Princess, maybe, who’s in charge right now. I don’t see the warlords battering down the door to toss you out on your ear.”

“That is no way to speak to your mother, young lady,” Adrina warned. Marlie was rapidly crossing the line between spirited and outright disrespect. “I don’t care how passionately you feel about the issue.”

Her warning seemed to have an effect. Marlie took a deep breath and lowered her voice. “You’re right, Mama. I shouldn’t yell at you. I just can’t understand why you won’t fix something you have the power to fix, because you’re afraid of the warlords.”

“When you’re older, you’ll understand.”

“I’m not sure I will, Mama,” she said, “because I didn’t think you were afraid of anything.”

Marlie turned on her heel and stalked off before Adrina could respond. The sting of her daughter’s words barely had time to register, however, before her next problem arrived in the form of her sister-in-law, Kalan Hawksword, making her way down the graveled path with a grim expression on her face.

“Who died?” she asked, as Kalan took the seat beside her on the bench so recently vacated by Marlie.

“Why do you ask?”

“You only ever come to me with problems, Kalan. Have you ever noticed that? I don’t think I can recall you ever bringing me good news.”

“Then today is not going to change your opinion of me, I’m afraid. Is Marlie all right?”

“She’s in a snit because I won’t arbitrarily change the laws of primogeniture while I’m regent so she can inherit if her brother never comes back.”

“Oh, so nothing important then?”

Adrina smiled thinly. “Does Julika give you this much trouble?”

“You have no idea,” Kalan told her with feeling.

Adrina smiled sympathetically and turned to look Kalan in the eye. “So, what terrible thing has befallen Hythria since yesterday that brings you to my garden, Kalan? Have the Medalonians invaded? Are the Denikans sailing toward us in an armada of warships?”

“My news concerns Fardohnya, not Hythria.”

“That’s something to be grateful for, I suppose.”

“The queen of the Harshini contacted the Harshini at the Collective through the Seeing Stone earlier. They have more information about how your father died.”

“Was he murdered?”

“No, it was a heart attack, Shananara believes. He was making love to one of his wives at the time.”

“He died while he was making love? I’m sure the gods themselves couldn’t have found a more perfect way for him to go.” Adrina rose to her feet, still not certain how she felt. Or how she should be feeling. A part of her, the daughter who had always wanted to be loved by her manipulative and heartless father, had long ago let go of the need for his approval or affection. Her grief over losing that father had passed many years ago. But the High Princess, the woman currently responsible for the safety of Hythria and her people, was not grieving either. She was afraid. “This puts Fardohnya in the hands of a twelve-year-old boy.”

“A concern Shananara and the rest of the world shares. And he’s not wasting any time making his mark. Alaric has already called off the treaty negotiations and the treaty.”

“Gods,” Adrina said, “I need to recall Marla.”

“I doubt you’ll have to. It’s likely she’s already on her way home. But that’s not all the bad news I have, I fear.”

“There’s more?”

Kalan nodded and averted her eyes, as if she couldn’t bear to watch Adrina’s eyes when she delivered the next blow. “The night of the Festival of Jelanna in Talabar. There were fireworks. And a fire . . .”

“Where?” It wasn’t the first time there had been a fire in Talabar following a fireworks display. There were even rumors that some unscrupulous landlords used the excuse of a stray spark to clear whole neighborhoods of buildings they found too problematic to maintain. “And are they certain the fire was accidental?”

Kalan nodded. “The Harshini who sent word through the Seeing Stone were satisfied it was just a tragic accident.”

“Do they know that for certain, or did they probe somebody’s mind to be sure?”

“Why would they need to probe minds?”

“Because the Harshini are far too trusting,” Adrina warned, pacing back and forth. The fire was a tragedy, but right now she was more concerned about what Hablet’s death might mean to Hythria. “You should tell them to pull some minds apart, to be absolutely certain. Tell the Harshini to check the land deeds office a few days from now to see who’s profited most from the sudden availability of prime Talabar real estate.”

“Adrina, the fire was in the Royal Harem.”

She stopped her pacing and stared at Kalan. “What?”

“The Royal Harem is destroyed. There were no survivors.”

The news left Adrina numb with shock.

“Did you know many of the women there?” Kalan asked gently.

Behind her, the sound of the twins’ laughter seemed unnaturally far away. The bright sun, the warm day, the buzzing of busy insects, the lovely gardens . . . they all seemed wrong. In her mind’s eye, Adrina could see the harem of her childhood. The ashes . . . she could hear the screams. The Royal Harem was explicitly designed to prevent escape . . . there would have been nowhere to run, nowhere to go to escape the flames.

“Um, yes . . . I suppose . . . probably most of them, at one time or another,” she managed to say. “Gods. All of them? And the same night my father died?”

“Actually, it was the day before Hablet passed away.”

Did coincidences like that happen? Was it the work of the gods or was some other, more sinister hand at work here?

“Convenient for Alaric,” she said, taking a seat beside Kalan as her knees threatened to fail her. “I will need to let Rakaia know, too, I suppose. This will impact on her, in more ways than the obvious.”

“You speak of the Fardohnyan custom of wiping out the harem when a new king takes the throne,” Kalan asked.

Adrina nodded, wondering why she was still dry-eyed. Surely the death of her entire Fardohnyan family was worthy of a few tears? “Were it not for the fact that the fire happened before my father died, rather than after, one would be hard pressed not to think the two tragedies were related.”

“Hard not to think it’s not all related somehow,” Kalan agreed. “First Damin falling into this wretched coma, and then Tarja’s wife. The theft of the lyre from the temple. Jaz’s abduction. And now Hablet dying and the harem burning.”

“Why?” Adrina asked. “Why now?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, we’ve had peace for a decade. The world has never been more prosperous. Who gains from such chaos?”

“The God of War?” Kalan suggested. “I can’t think of anyone else who’d profit from the treaty collapsing, or . . .” Her voice trailed off thoughtfully.

“What?”

“Think about it, Adrina. In the past few months, all the strong leaders on the continent have been incapacitated in one way or another. Damin is out of commissions, Hablet is now dead, and the Lord Defender of Medalon’s wife has been struck down, which has distracted him . . .”

“What about Drendik? He still rules Karien.”

“Drendik was never raised to be a king. He hangs onto his throne due to a dearth of viable alternatives, rather than the brilliance of his rule. He does what Hythria, Fardohnya and Medalon tell him to do. Without their guidance, he’s as unstable as Alaric is on the throne of Fardohnya.”

“That still leaves Tarja in Medalon. It’s his wife, not him, who has been afflicted by this curse.”

“Tarja doesn’t rule Medalon,” Kalan reminded her. “He’s there to support the queen of the Harshini. You don’t imagine for a moment that Mandah’s condition hasn’t affected his ability to think clearly?”

“I suppose, but Shananara . . .”

“Relies on the nostalgia for Harshini rule to maintain order in Medalon,” Kalan cut in, “as much as she does her actual role as queen. The Harshini are back, Adrina, but they are still stinging from the purges that brought them down two hundred years ago. They still tiptoe about, afraid of upsetting the poor humans, when they should be taking charge, everywhere, if their intention is to restore the world to the way it was before the Sisters of the Blade drove them into hiding.”

Adrina was shocked to hear Kalan so critical of the Harshini, given her role as their main advocate in Hythria. “How can you say that? You’re the High Arrion of the Sorcerers’ Collective.”

“Which is exactly my point,” Kalan replied. “If they’d been serious about rejoining the human world, I should have been removed the day they came back into this world and replaced with an actual sorcerer. But they do nothing. They bury themselves in the archives, they turn up to diplomatic functions when required, and heal the odd orphan in need, but mostly they stick to themselves, act as if their magic is nothing important and pretend it’s because they don’t want to repeat the mistakes of the past.”

Kalan made a frightening amount of sense, although for the life of her, Adrina couldn’t think of a reason why.

“And where does the demon child fit into your conspiracy theory?”

“I have no idea, Adrina. I don’t even know if there is a conspiracy. I just think there are too many coincidences piling up, and we’d do well to keep looking over our shoulders until we figure out what is happening and who might be behind it.”

Adrina let that sink in for a moment, wondering why she had ever thought it might be fun to rule Hythria. Or Fardohnya. Or anything other than a small, rural household with one slave and a few scrawny chickens.

What are you on about, girl? she scolded herself silently. You’re loving every minute of it.

“I’m sorry I got Julika involved in this,” she said. Adrina genuinely felt bad about that. She should have let reason prevail and listened to Kiam when Julika proposed her mad plan to find Jaz. Who knew what dangers Kalan’s daughter was facing because of Adrina’s desire to find her son at all costs?

Kalan shook her head. “You’ve no need to apologize. She’s not your problem.”

“I sent her off with Ky to find Jaz.” Adrina wasn’t sure how Kalan would take the news, but she figured it was better to get it out in the open. If Kalan was right in her theory, Adrina would need her sister-in-law in the coming months. She couldn’t afford to have the High Arrion turning on her when she found out what she’d done.

“Juli didn’t go with Kiam,” Kalan told her. “I found out what she had planned and tried to do everything I could to put a stop to it, including threatening Ky.”

That mental image made Adrina smile briefly. “You said tried?”

“Well, it turns out she had plans neither of us knew about. She’s left Greenharbour, but not with Kiam. She’s gone somewhere with her father.”

Adrina said nothing. Since she had learned Kalan had a daughter growing up in Elasapine with her cousins, Adrina had wondered about the identity of Julika’s father. She was afraid if she said anything now, she’d never learn who it was.

Kalan seemed annoyed by her silence. “Oh, for pity’s sake, Adrina, surely you know?”

“Actually, I don’t.”

“Then you have amazed me. And shocked me with my brother’s ability to keep a secret.”

“Damin knows?”

“Of course Damin knows. I had to tell him when he found out I was pregnant to prevent him laying waste to a goodly portion of Greenharbour in his moronic manly attempt to defend my honor.”

“I take it your honor didn’t need defending?”

Kalan smiled. “Far from it.”

“So where . . .” She didn’t finish the question. She spied Darvad Vintner coming toward them along the path. Hopefully, he was here to announce that Wrayan had arrived. The secret of Julika’s paternity might have to wait for another day.

“Darvad!”

Kalan’s cousin—and Adrina’s chief aide—bowed politely to them both. “Your grace. Kalan.”

“You bring good news, I hope, Darvad? The gods know I could use some right now.”

“Sadly, no,” he said. “I’ve just received word from the Thieves’ Guild in response to your invitation. Wrayan Lightfinger has departed Greenharbour for a destination unknown and they claim they don’t know when he’ll be back.”

Kalan rolled her eyes. “Gods, Darvad. I could have told her that.”

Adrina looked at Kalan in surprise as the pieces of the puzzle fell into place. Wrayan’s sudden disappearance. Julika’s unexplained magical ability. The Wolfblade family’s continuing closeness with the head of the Thieves’ Guild. The way they treated Wrayan Lightfinger like family . . .

“Gods! It’s Wrayan!”

Kalan seemed unimpressed by her deductive skills. She looked at her cousin for a moment and shook her head. “You’ll have to forgive the High Princess. She’s having a how-could-I-not-have-seen-this moment, I fear. You’ve heard the news about Hablet?”

Darvad nodded. “A raven arrived from Marla not long ago. I figured you were here breaking the news to Adrina.”

“We’re going to need to tread very carefully these next few months, cousin.”

“Where did they go?” Adrina asked.

“Who?”

“Wrayan and Julika,” Kalan explained to Darvad. “They’ve gone off together somewhere.”

“That seems . . . impulsive,” Darvad said.

“Something neither Wrayan nor Julika could be accused of in the normal course of events.”

“They must have learned something, discovered a lead to the location of the demon child, maybe?” Adrina looked at Kalan hopefully, searching her face for some other secret she had yet to reveal. “Can you think of any other reason Julika or Wrayan would suddenly abandon the search for Jazrian?”

Darvad didn’t seem convinced. “Is there any chance Wrayan took her somewhere by force?”

“None,” Kalan said with confidence. “If she has left Greenharbour with her father, then he permitted it and had a very good reason for it. Wrayan would never have forced Julika to do anything against her will. For that matter, I doubt he could force her, even if he wanted to.”

“Then we are left with another mystery,” Adrina said, rising to her feet, as if pacing would achieve something useful. “And another missing member of the family. Gods, I feel so helpless!”

“It’s not all bad,” Darvad said, with a wry smile, in a vain attempt to lighten the mood. “You have a dozen petitioners lined up waiting for you to adjudicate on weighty matters of state like the paving tax the Warlord of Pentamor wants to impose. And I’m fairly certain there’s a rather odd fellow waiting downstairs in the gallery hoping to convince you to legalize marriage between a man and his favorite goat.”

“Only his favorite goat?” Kalan asked with a smile.

“Well, to marry any old goat would be perverted, I suppose.”

“Stop it, you two,” Adrina ordered. “I’m fine. Really. I don’t need cheering up. But you’re right, Darvad. There’s a nation to run.” She turned to Kalan, shaking off the weight of her grief and self-pity before it dragged her to a complete stop. “If you get news of Julika or Wrayan and what they’re up to, please let me know. I assume Ky got away as planned?”

“Yes.”

“Then, please, stay a while in the garden with Marlie and the twins before you return to the Collective. You’re their favorite aunt and they could do with some normality in their lives.” She turned to Darvad, suddenly filled with an unaccountable sense of purpose. “Let’s deal with these petitioners and then I want you to do some research for me.”

“Research on what?”

“The Hythrun laws of property and title inheritance,” she said. Marlie was quite justified in accusing her of being afraid.

And now, more than ever, Adrina couldn’t afford to appear as if she was too scared to upset the warlords. The world was crumbling about her. Kalan was right about that. Every nation on the continent was destabilizing. If things deteriorated, she might have to go to war to protect Hythria some day.

But no warlords would follow a leader, man or woman, they considered weak. Or frightened of them.

“I’ve decided it’s time to make the most of being regent,” she said, squaring her shoulders with determination, “and I’m going to start with the laws of primogeniture.”

“Are you sure about that, Adrina?” Darvad asked, his concern obvious.

“I recently had it pointed out to me, Darvad, that if the unthinkable happens and Jazrian doesn’t return to us, the next Hythrun heir, rather than being my smartest child, will be the one who likes to eat paste.” She smiled at the horrified expressions of her sister-in-law and her advisor. “We owe it to Hythria to see that doesn’t happen, don’t you think?”

Adrina swept up her skirts and headed down the path, leaving Darvad and Kalan to stare after her, shocked and probably more than a little worried by her intentions. Adrina smiled to herself. Let them worry. They didn’t realize it yet, but this is what she was born for. She was the daughter of a king and the wife of a High Prince. More than that, she was a princess in her own right. She was clever and cunning, and it was time to stop minding Hythria and start ruling it.

If there was something or someone out there hoping to destabilize Hythria by placing an unconfident regent on the throne, they were in for a rude awakening.
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KENNA PO’S METHOD of cooking wild turkey and vegetables was one Rakaia had never seen before. It involved steaming the meat underground and required so much effort to set up she hoped the food, when it was eventually delivered, tasted like manna from the gods.

It would need to be something special, she reasoned, to be worth the trouble.

Not that Kenna did any of the work herself. She just stood there like a little general, ordering the Sarchlo’s sailors about, getting her pit dug, her food cooked, and quite a few other chores she needed help with done along the way.

By the time Rakaia and Mica returned from the pool with the rock-filled baskets Kenna required, Mica was in a fine mood and there was quite a fire blazing on the beach. The old woman spied them emerging from the trees and sent a couple of the sailors to haul the heavy baskets across the sand. Once she had her rocks, she began to toss them into the fire. The others joined in, including Mica and Rakaia, until all the rocks had vanished into the flames.

“How long before we’re ready to start cooking?” Rakaia asked, standing back to watch the blazing fire eat away the huge pile of wood gathered by the other work party. They were no longer on the beach with Kenna, so Rakaia assumed they were back at her hut, filling the firewood shed.

Kenna shrugged. “Three, maybe four hours.”

“Four hours?”

“Don’t look so concerned, child. You won’t starve in that time. It just means we have plenty of time to prepare the food. And in case you hadn’t noticed, we don’t have any turkey yet, either.”

Fair point, Rakaia conceded silently. “Is there anything I can do?”

“First, you and your grinning friend there can peel and cut the vegetables.”

Mica shook his head. “If it’s all right, I’d prefer to just watch.”

“It’s not,” Kenna said, glaring at him. She picked up a small basket of yams and thrust it into his arms. “Cut them small enough to be cooked, but not too small or they’ll go mushy.” She turned to Rakaia and the sailors watching the fire heat the rocks. “Don’t just stand there looking stupid, you lot. All of you! Peeling! Now!”

The sailors, used to taking a turn in the galley to help Tritinka, thought nothing of pitching in and helping Kenna with the food preparation. Mica glowered at the old woman but did as he was told. Rakaia reached for a basket of yams, too, but Kenna took her arm and showed her another basket filled with cabbages. “I need you to soak these in that barrel and then wrap them around the vegetables as the lads peel them. Keep them covered with water until we’re ready to put them in the pit.”

Rakaia knew nothing of cooking, really, except what she had learned since hitting the road with Mica, and what Tritinka had shown her on the Sarchlo. She set to breaking up the cabbages, intrigued by Kenna’s plan to turn this fire full of volcanic rocks and yams wrapped in cabbage leaves into something delicious.

Satisfied her workers were doing as she ordered, Kenna set off down the beach to meet the dinghy, which had just returned from the anchored ship with the additional water barrels, sack and sailcloth she was promised.

The rest of the morning passed quickly enough in preparing the food. The fire had almost burned down to the rocks when Rishard and the others returned with three enormous turkeys, which they set about plucking and gutting. Kenna, meanwhile, ordered the sailors with the shovels to get ready to move the white-hot rocks into the second pit she’d had them dig in the sand beside the bonfire.

“Right,” she announced to the gathered sailors. “This is the critical part, and if you muck it up, you’ll be eating your dinner raw, understand?”

The sailors nodded and shouldered their shovels.

“I need the hot stones moved from the fire pit to the clean pit. But you have to do it fast, or they’ll lose too much heat. And you have to be organized. I don’t want you falling into my fire or tripping each other up in your haste. Time is heat.”

“We’ve done this before, m’lady,” one of the sailors pointed out with a grin.

“Then you probably only need it explained another dozen or so times before you get it right.”

Kenna’s fears regarding the sailors’ incompetence proved unfounded. With the stones visibly white and emitting a considerable amount of heat, they cleared any wood still burning out of harm’s way and then, with their long shovels, began to transport the hot rocks from the fire into the other pit. The men worked surprisingly fast, rotating between themselves, so when one could no longer bear the heat another was available to take his place.

Rakaia and Mica stayed out of the way as the sailors worked. Their help at this critical juncture was neither asked for, nor would it have been much use. As the sailor had told Kenna Po, they’d done this before. They didn’t need a couple of well-meaning passengers getting in the way.

Once all the stones were retrieved from the fire and placed side by side in the clean hole, with no room for the heat to escape, Kenna began to gently slap the hot rocks with the wet sacks they’d brought her from the ship, creating a remarkable amount of steam. So much steam, Rakaia and Mica had to step back away from the edge where they were watching. After Kenna was satisfied with the steam she’d raised, she ordered the men to quickly place the food baskets, containing the wet cabbage- and spice leaf-wrapped contents, on top of the hot stones. Once that was done, she had the sailors lay down the damp sheet of sailcloth until it covered all the food. Then she directed them to place the wet sacks over the sailcloth, overlapping each sack until the whole pit was covered.

“Now bury it,” she commanded, once she was satisfied all the food was covered under the wet material. “Just be careful. Start from the edges. If you get sand in your food from being careless, it’ll be raw and you’re still going to have to eat it.”

The sailors covered the pit just as quickly and efficiently as they’d moved the white-hot rocks, gently patting down the sand, to make it smooth, with the backs of their shovels. Kenna inspected the pit closely once they were done, to make certain there was no steam seeping through, and ordered a couple of extra shovels of sand onto one place she detected releasing steam.

And then, finally satisfied, she stood back and smiled.

“What happens now?” Rakaia asked.

“The water in the wet sacks and the sailcloth, combined with the heat from the stones, will create steam. The steam will cook the food,” Kenna explained. She grinned at Rakaia, looking very proud of her handiwork, even though she had done nothing much more than issue orders. “Trust me, girl. It will taste like nothing you have ever tasted before.”

“How long?” Rishard asked.

“Three hours, give or take.”

“Then the lads have time to finish filling your woodshed,” he said. “And picking those vegetables.”

“That they do,” Kenna agreed with a grin. “I just need someone to stay here and watch the pit. They need to cover up any steam vents that break through and make certain the pit stays sealed.”

“We can do that,” Mica offered, taking Rakaia by the hand and treating the old woman to a winning smile.

Kenna eyed him warily for a moment. “You’re the minstrel, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

“Then you should fetch your lute. We can have music as well as a feast tonight.”

“I play the lyre, my lady. Not the lute.”

“Never really could tell the difference,” Kenna said with a shrug. “Just fetch it, lad, and make our evening memorable.”

“Don’t worry,” Mica promised. “I’ll make it one you’ll remember for as long as you live.”

IT WAS DARK by the time they uncovered the food. By the light of a dozen torches, the sailors carefully scraped the sand off the pit until they reached the sacks. They began to peel them off, starting from the outer layers, making their way to the first sack Kenna had laid so many hours ago. The sacks were hot, but the sailors removed them with bare hands and no obvious injury. They must have lost some of their heat in the past few hours, Rakaia supposed, but moving them released the most enticing aromas as a cloud of steam rose off the pit. When the sacks were gone, they folded back the sailcloth to reveal the food baskets underneath.

Rakaia’s mouth was watering from the smell as, one at a time, they lifted baskets from the pit and carried them over to the woven mat Kenna had laid out on the sand as a kind of impromptu buffet table. Using more cabbage leaves as plates, they helped themselves to the food, tucking into the banquet with gusto. Rakaia was astonished at the flavor of the food, how the turkey meat just fell off the bone, and how the herbs Kenna had rubbed on the meat, before wrapping and burying it at the bottom of the baskets, subtly flavored the food as well as, if not better than, anything she’d ever been served in the Royal Harem.

“Told you it would be worth the wait,” Kenna said as she watched Rakaia eat. She was sitting on the sand next to Mica. Jaz was sitting on the other side of him, eating as if he hadn’t been fed in a week. That was not the case, Rakaia knew. Jaz was remarkably well cared for. But he was a growing boy. It was quite astonishing how much food he could devour.

“It’s amazing, Kenna. I’ve never tasted anything like it.”

“Aided no end by the wait, I don’t doubt,” Mica suggested.

Kenna glared at Mica. “You’ve a smart mouth on you, minstrel.”

“All part of my charm,” Mica replied with a smile that worried Rakaia. Mica could tell the old woman didn’t like him, even if he didn’t understand why.

Kenna ignored Mica and turned to Rishard. “So, where are you off to after this, Captain Berin? Back home to Calavandra? Tritinka tells me she hasn’t seen home in months.”

Rishard Berin glanced at Mica before shaking his head. “We might head north. Toward Tarkent.”

Tarkent, Rakaia said silently to herself. My original destination when I left Charisee pretending to be me. Oh, the irony.

“You be careful around Highcastle if you’re going north,” Kenna warned. “Many a captain has thought himself too clever by half and come to grief on those rocks.”

Highcastle. That’s where Charisee is living now, assuming they still believe she’s me. I wonder if she’ll see us sailing by. Shall I wave, just in case? The copious amounts of food and the ale she’d washed it down with were making Rakaia a little nostalgic. And foolish. She had gone out of her way not to think of her former life. To recall it now, to let regret or wishful thinking creep in, would be fatal. She took a deep breath and glanced around. Tritinka had already fallen asleep, using her brother’s lap as a pillow.

“Our captain would never do anything so foolish as to lose his ship on any rocks,” Mica said. “I wouldn’t allow it.”

“You? What say do you have, lad?” Kenna asked, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

“None at all,” Rakaia laughed, sensing it was time to head off a confrontation, even with her head muddled by too much ale.

“Sing for us, Mica,” one of the sailors called out. “Let’s have a few songs.”

The request sparked a round of enthusiastic applause from the Sarchlo’s crew. Mica smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. However, he dragged his lyre case across the sand and opened it. The sailors immediately started calling out requests, but Mica shook his head and smiled at Kenna. “I have a song for the queen of Scarrow,” he said, and then he strummed a few chords on the lyre and began to sing.

It wasn’t the bawdy, cheerful song the sailors had been hoping for. It was melancholy and slow and he sang it in Denikan, a language Rakaia hadn’t even been aware that Mica spoke.

The song seemed to go on forever. Mica’s voice rang out, pure and haunting, filling the night with memories of places and people Rakaia was sure she had never seen before.

By the time he was done, Kenna Po’s dark face was streaked with silent, sorrowful tears, and Rakaia found herself wiping her own tears away because, as the last notes faded into the night, she knew any hope she had of Kenna helping her to save Jaz had been sung into oblivion.
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SAMARANAN’S COTTAGE WAS not what Julika was expecting. Used to the Sorcerers’ Collective and the Harshini who lived there, she was prepared for the same serene sense of timelessness, the same lavish decoration. Samaranan’s cottage, however, was decidedly ordinary, and if Julika had stumbled upon it without having met the occupant, she would never have picked it as the home of a Harshini.

“Hang your cloaks by the fire to dry them out,” Samaranan said as she lifted a pot from the fire and brought it to the table.

She took the lid off the pot and began to ladle the contents into the waiting bowls. Although it smelled delicious, Julika realized that it was nothing more exotic than mutton stew.

“You really didn’t have to go to all this trouble,” Wrayan said as he sat down.

“I have to eat, Wrayan,” Samaranan said. “It’s no more effort to cook a large meal than a small one.”

Julika took a seat at the table and accepted her bowl of stew gladly. She hadn’t eaten since before dawn and she was ravenous.

“Did you hear the news?” Samaranan asked.

Wrayan looked up from his bowl. “Could you be a little more specific?”

“Hablet is dead.”

“The king of Fardohnya Hablet?” Julika asked.

“You’re right, Wrayan. She is bright.”

Julika stared at the Harshini in surprise. “Did you just make a joke at my expense? I thought Harshini didn’t have a sense of humor.”

“We cannot experience the same extremes of emotions as humans,” the Harshini told her with a smile, “but that doesn’t make us humorless. You’d not heard, then.”

“Was it murder?”

“Apparently not.”

“Does that mean Adrina’s obnoxious little brother, Alaric, is king now?” Julika asked.

Wrayan frowned. “I’m afraid so.”

“This makes the journey even more important, Wrayan,” Samaranan said. “Shananara needs to know why Sanctuary has come back, now more than ever.”

“About that,” Julika began, through a mouthful of stew. “Sanctuary has been back for months. If I can feel it calling to me, then the queen of the Harshini certainly can. Why hasn’t she just sent someone to check it out before now?”

“Only a god could have brought Sanctuary back from where it was sent,” Samaranan explained. “If a god brought it back, they did so for a reason. We’re not in the habit of questioning their decisions.”

“Does Shananara know which god?” Wrayan asked. “I assume it was one of the Primal Gods. Nobody else would be powerful enough.”

Samaranan nodded. “She thinks it might have been Kalianah.”

“She must have an inkling, then, of why.”

“Shananara’s theory is that if R’shiel was trying to get to Brak,” she told them between mouthfuls, “she may have been able to prevail upon the Goddess of Love to facilitate their reunion by returning Sanctuary to our time.”

“But your brother is dead,” Julika said. “How can they be reunited?”

“Death took Brak, body and soul, after he died helping R’shiel destroy Xaphista,” Wrayan explained. “Death could bring him back any time he wants. In theory.”

The Harshini woman nodded. “R’shiel never forgave Brakandaran for trading his life for hers in the first place. Although she would never admit it to Kalianah, I suspect guilt as much as love is what drives her desire to have him brought back to this life.”

“Do you actually know any of this, or are you just guessing?”

“Juli! Mind your manners.”

“I’m sorry, Dad,” she snapped. It was all starting to make sense now. “Am I being rude? Because what I’m hearing is that the Goddess of Love brought Sanctuary back for R’shiel, the Harshini don’t want to go near the place for fear of upsetting a Primal God, and they need a couple of human patsies to check out Sanctuary for them, so if the gods get angry about it, they can throw up their hands and swear it was the doing of those pesky humans.”

Samaranan smiled. “I like her, Wrayan. She’s like her mother.”

“She’s certainly as opinionated,” Wrayan agreed. Then he turned to Julika and repeated his earlier offer. “The door is that way, Juli. Nobody is forcing you to do anything you don’t want to.”

“It’s not about what I want. I can feel Sanctuary calling to me. It’s like an itch I can’t scratch. I have to go with you. I’ll go mad if I don’t answer the call.”

“You have your answer then, child,” Samaranan told her with a smile. “You carry Harshini blood, however diluted by time and distance. It’s what gives you the ability to wield true magic. But it comes at a cost. You’ll never be able to turn your back on it. Not completely. My brother tried. He tried for hundreds of years. But in the end, Sanctuary drew him back, too.”

“Does Shananara think the stolen lyre and Sanctuary’s return are connected?” Wrayan asked.

Samaranan placed her hand over Wrayan’s and smiled sympathetically, which Julika thought very odd. “Have you thought to ask her these questions yourself?”

“We don’t talk much, these days, Sam. It’s better that way.”

It took a moment for Julika to figure out why Samaranan was being so solicitous of her father’s feelings. And then it struck her like a lightning bolt. Gods! My father and the queen of the Harshini! No wonder he never married my mother!

Julika knew of Kalianah’s Curse. It was the affliction that came from a mortal human loving an immortal Harshini. Once you fell in love with a Harshini, you were doomed, according to the legend. It was not possible to find the same kind of love or fulfillment with a human, however briefly the liaison with the Harshini had lasted. The curse was at the root of the Sisterhood’s purges that had almost destroyed the Harshini two centuries ago. And it was the reason, her mother had suggested more than once, that the Harshini had kept to themselves so much since returning.

Julika knew her father had spent two years living with the Harshini when they were still in hiding; two years when Korandellan was king, and Shananara was just another Harshini princess with, apparently, her father’s—the dead Harshini king, Lorandranek’s—fondness for humans.

Julika looked at her father with new respect. Who knew a thief would aim so high?

“It’s probably for the best,” Samaranan conceded. “Poor Shananara never expected to be queen. She certainly never expected to find the Harshini ruling Medalon again, with her at the helm.”

“Are you saying the queen of the Harshini isn’t up to the job?” Julika asked in surprise. She’d always thought the Harshini—and especially the té Ortyn royal house—beyond reproach. Everything they did was supposed to be right, fair, blessed by the gods. It didn’t seem possible they might be as flawed as ordinary mortals.

“I’m saying there had never been quite the same confluence of circumstances in the past,” the Harshini woman told her tactfully. “The treaty that’s been in place since the Harshini were restored in Medalon is fractured. Sanctuary has inexplicably returned. Many nations are leaderless. And with the theft of Gimlorie’s token, the Covenant itself is threatened.”

“I’d not be too quick to dismiss Adrina as an ineffectual leader,” Julika warned, slurping the gravy from the bottom of her bowl. “Uncle Damin might be out of reach, but she’s sharper than all the warlords put together.”

Samaranan smiled. “I agree. She is Hablet’s daughter to the core. But in a good way. Mostly.”

“Tell me more about the Covenant,” Wrayan said.

“Is that important?”

“The Lord Defender of Medalon seemed to think so. He sent his aide to me to find out if I knew anything about it.”

“Everyone knows about it,” Samaranan said with a shrug. “It’s the Covenant that brought the Harshini into being.”

“How can you not know that?” Julika asked, a little puzzled by his ignorance. He had closer ties with the Harshini than any other human alive, with the possible exception of her mother and the Lord Defender. “When the gods brought the Harshini into being, they made a pact with each other to create the Harshini to act as a conduit to the gods. They allowed the Harshini to use their magic and to petition them on behalf of humans. To make sure they were fair, they made the Harshini incapable of lying, and made sure they couldn’t get angry, or even really sad. The gods made them even-handed, and to balance that out, the gods also created the demons. Small and little and harmless creatures, but somewhere that the naughty bits they’d taken from the Harshini could manifest.”

Wrayan seemed impressed. “Not all those tutors were a waste, I see.”

“You are right, Julika,” Samaranan said. “But what humans learn as children about the origins of the Harshini is not . . . exactly . . . the way it happened.”

“It’s a lie? How can it be? The Harshini can’t lie. Or is that a lie, too?”

“The story is incomplete.”

“How?” Wrayan asked.

“The Covenant is not just an agreement, Wrayan. It’s a magical bond, and each of the gods surrendered something of their essence to forge it and create the Harshini. What is usually left out of the version told to humans is that if the Covenant is ever broken, the Harshini would cease to exist.”

Julika was stunned to hear the Harshini were so vulnerable. “I bet the Sisterhood would have found that a useful bit of intelligence when they were trying to eradicate you.”

“Hence the reason we don’t share that information widely.”

“Gods, that’s incredible. All that time and effort they wasted trying to wipe you out and they only had to break the Covenant? They wouldn’t have needed purges or anything else. You’d have just vanished into thin air.”

“Before you get too enamored of that notion,” her father warned, “just remember you and I have Harshini blood in us, too, Juli. We’d probably vanish right along with them.”

“Oh. That’s something to bear in mind.”

“That’s why the theft of Gimlorie’s token is so important,” Samaranan explained.

“Because it’s broken the Covenant,” Julika said, nodding in understanding.

“Not broken it,” Samaranan said, “but weakened it, certainly.” She stood up and began to clear away their bowls. “It would take more than one stolen token to fracture something so powerful. But there are Primal Gods who have come to resent the limits the Covenant places on their power. The advent of the demon child highlighted those limits. I’d say there is more than one Primal God out there who wouldn’t mind at all if the Covenant were dissolved.”

“What’s R’shiel got to do with the Covenant?”

“When Xaphista, the One God, grew so powerful he was actually threatening the Primal Gods, it was thanks to the limits put on their powers and their actions by the Covenant that they couldn’t deal with him themselves. At least, not directly. They’d ceded those powers to the Harshini.”

“So they needed Lorandranek to father a half-human child,” Wrayan said.

The Harshini woman nodded. “A being as powerful as a Harshini king, yet not constrained by the Harshini aversion to violence. That irked more than one of the Primal Gods, let me tell you.”

“And Xaphista was a demon, originally,” Julika said. “That would have made needing help from a half-human demon child all the more galling, wouldn’t it?”

Samaranan smiled at her—she was always smiling—but this one seemed more approving than the last. “Exactly. Remember, the Covenant brought the demons into being along with the Harshini. Had there been no demons, there would have been no Xaphista to challenge them, either. I suspect, since Xaphista’s demise, this is a realization that has occupied the thoughts of more than one Primal God.”

“Do you think they’re all trying to break the Covenant?”

Samaranan shook her head. “Not all of them. Some of the Primal Gods have never been happier. The same Covenant that limits their power allows them to take human form. That’s an ability gods like Jakerlon or Kalianah or even Dacendaran would not like to lose.”

“Why would Gimlorie want to break the Covenant?” Julika asked.

“We don’t know that it’s the God of Music behind this,” Samaranan said. “It could be any one of the other Primal Gods.”

“I tried asking Dacendaran,” Wrayan told her. “He’s all but glowing with the power that the theft of something so important has bestowed on him. He didn’t want to talk about who was behind it. In fact, he didn’t want to talk about the Covenant at all.”

“Of course he wouldn’t. A theft on the scale of a Covenant token would make him more powerful than Zegarnald.”

“Maybe he’s behind it,” Julika suggested. “I mean, if you’re right about the end of the treaty then that means no more peace accord. Countries can go back to declaring war on each other. Who’s the only god who thinks that’s a good thing?”

“Perhaps, when we get to Sanctuary, we’ll find some clue about what’s going on,” Samaranan said with a sigh. She rose to her feet and walked across to a large trunk under the window, opening the heavy lid with some effort.

“We?” Julika asked, looking at her father. “When did this little jaunt become we?”

“Samaranan is going to take us to Sanctuary,” Wrayan explained, rising to his feet.

The Harshini woman reached into the trunk and pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle. “This should fit her,” she said, and then reached in for another bundle for Wrayan.

Wrayan handed Julika the first bundle. “Get changed.”

“Into what?” she asked while unwrapping the parcel. She nearly dropped it when she saw what was inside. “Dear gods! These are dragon rider’s leathers.”

“How else do you think we are going to get to Sanctuary? It’s too far to ride.”

“But . . . but . . . we’re going by dragon?” She was stunned. Beyond stunned. Julika was numb at the very idea.

“I’m sorry,” Wrayan said to Samaranan with a smile, “I should have warned her.”

“I’m glad you didn’t. Her reaction is . . . entertaining. Elarnymire!”

Julika was still trying to process the notion that her father had arranged for a Harshini demon-melded dragon to take them to Sanctuary, when a demon popped into existence in the middle of the cottage.

Elarnymire nodded to Wrayan, whom she’d obviously met before, and then turned her big, liquid brown eyes on Julika. “Who is the child?”

“Wrayan Lightfinger’s daughter,” Samaranan explained. “She’s coming with us.”

“Why is her mouth open like that? Hasn’t she ever seen a demon before?”

“I . . . I have . . . I’m sorry.” Julika curtseyed as respectfully as she could manage with an armful of dragon leathers, just as the Harshini at the Citadel had taught her to do whenever their demons came to visit. “I am honored . . . Lady Elarnymire.”

“I’m not taking you anywhere dressed in that ridiculous skirt, child,” the demon informed her. “You’ll fall off before we reach the treetops.”

“I . . . I . . . have . . . have . . . these . . . leathers . . .”

“Then get changed!” The demon turned to Samaranan. “Human children are worse than new-formed demons, sometimes.”

“You may gather the meld,” Samaranan told the demon with a smile that Julika was quite sure was directed at her. “By the time you have formed the dragon, we’ll be ready.”

Elarnymire blinked out of existence without warning. Samaranan shed her own robe to reveal the dark formfitting leathers she wore underneath, and turned to douse the fire.

“You’d best not keep the demons waiting,” she told them. “Do you need help, Julika?”

“No, I’ll be fine.”

“Then I’ll meet you outside,” she said. “With the dragon.”

Julika nodded. Still processing the notion that she was going to be riding a dragon, she couldn’t think of anything intelligent to say, so silence seemed the best course. She watched the Harshini woman leave and turned to find her father had already changed. He’d worn dragon rider leathers before, obviously. She was struck by how different he looked, now he’d shed his everyday clothes. Usually, when she looked at her father, she saw an ordinary man who just happened to look much, much younger than his years. He looked quite a bit younger than her mother these days, even though he was actually more than twenty years Kalan’s senior. Wrayan didn’t look like a thief—even a well-heeled one—now. He looked like a handsome young dragon rider from a Harshini mural: tall and heroic, ready to fly off on a dragon to save the world.

“I’ll meet you outside,” he told her, mistaking her silence for embarrassment, perhaps, or an unwillingness to change while her father was watching. She nodded to him, too, still not able to form coherent sentences.

He took up his cloak and saddlebags and left the cottage. Once she was alone, Julika stripped off her clothes and slipped into the dragon leathers. The material was like nothing she had ever felt before. It looked like leather, felt like velvet, breathed like silk, and molded itself to her body like a second skin.

Julika felt exposed and yet powerful at the same time. It was as if dressing to ride a dragon made her more than she was before.

She picked up her cloak and saddlebags and opened the cottage door. Outside, her father and the Harshini woman were waiting for her. Standing behind them, towering over the cottage in all its spectacular glory, was an emerald-green dragon, wings outstretched and sheltering the riders underneath.

Julika stopped and looked up at the magnificent creature who lowered her head to meet her gaze. “You’re . . . glorious.”

“Perhaps I like you, after all,” the dragon said, and then she crouched down so the riders could climb aboard.

Samaranan climbed up first, reaching down to offer Julika her hand. She scrambled up the dragon’s scaly leg and settled in behind the Harshini, placing her saddlebags over her lap to keep them safe. Wrayan climbed up last, draping his cloak over her shoulders as he settled in behind her.

“It gets cold up there,” he warned and, before Julika could answer, the dragon lifted off the ground with a powerful beat of her wings and headed north toward Sanctuary.
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“I’M TELLING YOU, she ain’t going to let you near the place.”

Kiam glanced at the captain who was standing, feet apart, at the wheel of his ship, guiding it into the horseshoe-shaped, blue-water lagoon on the Isle of Scarrow. He had taken over from the helmsman about an hour ago, claiming he didn’t trust anyone but himself to negotiate the hidden sandbars that protected the beach from the Dregian Ocean’s wrath.

“She’s one woman, you say,” Kiam reminded him. “Exactly how is the queen of Scarrow going to stop us landing?”

“She has powers.”

“Magical powers?”

He nodded. “She’s booby-trapped the whole island. If she doesn’t want you here, she’ll curse you, and you’ll die. Or your dick will fall off. I can never remember if that’s Scarrow or Calavandra. Probably Calavandra. Have you seen some of the whores they have on Calavandra?”

“And yet you agreed to bring me here.”

The captain shrugged philosophically. “Business is business.”

“Your courage in the face of adversity is an inspiration to us all,” Kiam told him, shaking his head. He turned to study the beach and, sure enough, a single figure stood on the white sand. She was leaning on a driftwood staff and wearing what seemed to be a shawl made of woven reed. “That’s our queen, I take it?”

“Aye.” The captain turned and yelled to nobody in particular, “Weigh anchor and lower the boat! Master Dak wants to meet the queen of Scarrow.”

KIAM ROWED HIMSELF to the beach alone. The crew’s fear of what the queen of Scarrow might do to them, because there was no woman on board to negotiate safe passage, was apparently quite real. They were happy to send Kiam on his own, happy to wait for him safely out of cursing range of Kenna Po.

The old woman didn’t move as Kiam pulled the boat up onto the sand. She just stood there, staring out across the lagoon. She didn’t turn as he approached or even seem to notice he was there.

It wasn’t until Kiam had almost reached her that he realized something was dreadfully wrong. She didn’t move because she couldn’t. He didn’t know how long she’d been standing there, but her feet were buried to the ankles in sand, as if the tide had come and gone while she stood there. She gripped her driftwood staff so tightly her fingernails had turned white from loss of blood. Her eyes, the only part of her she seemed to be able to move, were tormented, desperate and bloodshot. She had been weeping, given the dried tear tracks on her cheeks. There were no tears left in her now. Apparently, she couldn’t even blink.

He could feel her desperate, silent pleas for help. He tried picking her up, but she was stiff as a board and the sucking sand refused to relinquish its grip on her. Kiam glanced over his shoulder at the ship, but it was too far away to call for help and the tide was already on the way back in.

“What did this to you?” he asked. It was like no poison he had ever seen, and he was an assassin so he knew his poisons. Whatever had frozen Kenna Po in place—and who knew how long she’d been standing there—was not delivered by ordinary means.

“Magic, then,” he said aloud, even though Kenna couldn’t respond. “You see, this is why Juli was supposed to come along. To deal with the magical stuff.”

Kiam was at a loss as to how to release Kenna Po from whatever spell held her in its thrall. He had no magic. Not a damn thing, nothing except for the talisman Kalan had given him to bring on this journey in lieu of her daughter.

He reached up and lifted the talisman on its leather thong over his head. Kalan said it would protect him from Gimlorie’s Song. Perhaps it was less specific than that. Perhaps it worked on other kinds of magic. With no real expectation it would help, Kiam placed the leather around Kenna Po’s neck.

As soon as the talisman touched her skin, she collapsed.

Kiam caught her as she fell. “Whoa! That worked better than I thought it would.”

“Wa— wa—” Her throat was so dry she couldn’t speak.

“Water? Of course. Hang on.”

He laid her as gently as possible on the sand and ran back to the boat to retrieve the canteen of water stowed in the bow. He ran back to her, unstoppered the cork and dribbled some liquid into her mouth. “Slowly, slowly. You’ll be sick if you drink too much at once.”

“Hut . . . take . . . hut . . .” she managed to croak in Denikan.

“You have a hut? Where?”

She was able to indicate, with a slight jerk of her head, the direction of her hut. With her hand still cramped around the driftwood staff, Kiam scooped the woman up into his arms and carried her down the beach until he spied a well-worn path in the trees that led to what must have been her home. He pushed the door open and carried her inside, lying her on the bed before offering her some more water from the barrel by the door. This time she was able to take a little more fluid.

When she lay back against the pillow, Kiam took her hand and, as gently as he could, unclenched her fingers from the staff, then leaned it against the wall by the fireplace. He unpeeled the woven reed shawl from her shoulders, careful not to burst the blisters that had formed in places where it had rubbed her skin or offered shelter to biting insects. She closed her eyes with relief and looked as if she might have cried had she not been so dehydrated.

Kiam offered her some more water, and then found a shawl hanging on a peg, which he dipped into the barrel and brought to her, placing the cold, wet cloth over her burning skin.

“Who . . . who are you?” she managed to croak, as Kiam turned his attention to the fire. The ashes in the very bottom of the pit were still warm, which meant she’d only been gone for a day or so.

He got the fire going again and set some water to boil, before he squatted down beside the pallet where she was lying.

“My name is Kiam Miar.”

“How . . . how did . . .?” She couldn’t finish the question. Kiam didn’t know if it was because she was still having trouble speaking or she just didn’t know where to begin.

“How did I break the spell holding you on the beach?” He took her hand and guided it to the small bone talisman around her neck. “I have interesting friends. They give me useful gifts sometimes.”

“This . . . this is . . . magical?”

“It stops magic,” he said. “Very effectively, too, I have to say. I was told it only works on the Song of Gimlorie, but it’s done the trick for you very nicely.”

Kenna Po closed her eyes and shook her head. “It protects against . . . song? Then it did what it was . . . designed . . . to do,” she managed to croak.

Kiam sat back on his heels. “Someone sang to you? Do tell.”

“I heard the song. It made me . . . remember . . . things. And then . . . when I went . . . down to see them off . . . I couldn’t move. I wanted to . . . but I just . . . stayed.”

“When did the other ship leave?” he asked, placing his hand on her forehead to check if she was feverish. She was hot to the touch, but Kiam suspected it was more from being caught out in the sun without shelter for so long, rather than a fever waging war inside her.

“High tide . . . yesterday.”

She grabbed at his hand as he took it from her forehead and held it up in front of her, squinting at his guild ring. “You . . . you . . . assassin?”

“Yes.”

“You kill . . . you kill the man . . . that did this . . . to me?”

“Happily, my lady. You don’t happen to know where I can find him, do you?”

If Kenna Po did know, she wasn’t going to tell him. At least, not now. The effort of speaking even so little had exhausted her. She dropped his hand as she fainted, her head lolling to the side.

Kiam adjusted the pillow under her head and pulled the damp, cooling shawl up to her shoulders. Then he turned to the fire to make some tea. If he poked around the hut, he was certain he’d find a restorative of some kind. Any woman who knew poisons as well as the queen of Scarrow was supposed to know them would know just as much about the herbs and spices that could make people well and healthy again, too.

In the meantime, he let her rest. Kiam had a lot of questions for Kenna Po, but she needed to be in a fit state to answer them.

One thing was certain, though. Kiam was close on the heels of the lyre thief. He’d been here on Scarrow, and probably less than a day ago, although why he had sung this harmless old woman into virtually committing suicide through exposure, dehydration and starvation made no sense to him at all.

He checked on Kenna Po again, but she seemed to be sleeping. The water was still a way off boiling so he continued looking around for something that might help her recover. The hut was cluttered but well stocked, and through a curtained alcove at the back was a lean-to filled with freshly harvested vegetables stacked neatly in baskets. There were strips of white meat hanging over a drying rack outside in the garden, and another small shed filled to the rafters with freshly cut firewood. There were hundreds of jars on the cluttered shelves and more on the windowsill, filled with an assortment of dried herbs. He sniffed at a few that looked promising. Some he recognized, others he wasn’t prepared to risk. Beneath the windowsill, on the far wall, was a small writing table with an ink pot, quill and several sheets of parchment.

And sitting propped up against the ink pot was a folded letter addressed to Damin Wolfblade.

Kiam snatched the letter up and unfolded it, wondering if this was finally the ransom demand they’d been expecting.

To any person searching for Jazrian Wolfblade, the letter began. The letter was written in Fardohnyan, rather than Hythrun, in a neat hand that seemed to be female. As he read the letter, he soon realized the author, far from being a barely literate pirate, was a well-educated woman.

Jazrian Wolfblade is well and in fine spirits, the note continued. He has not been harmed, and will not be, while Mica believes nobody can find us. We are currently traveling on a Trinity Isles ship named the Sarchlo, but I don’t know where we are headed or what Mica has planned for us.

The Sarchlo crew knows nothing of Jazrian’s true identity; the captain thinks the child is the son of a wealthy Hythrun family and he is transporting us for a cut of the ransom he believes Mica has arranged. I am not sure what he and his crew will do when they discover there is no ransom, or that their passenger is important enough to get them all hanged for being involved, however unwittingly, in his abduction.

I can tell you no more than this, except to say that Mica was once known as Mikel of Kirkland. This will mean something to the High Prince and Princess, I think, and perhaps this information will help them understand why their son was taken.

Please, when you find us, approach with caution. Mica has not harmed Jazrian yet, but I fear he will not hesitate to kill him if he thinks his plans for vengeance are about to be thwarted. If an opportunity presents itself, I will try to help Jaz escape, but Mica watches me closely and he has magical powers I cannot explain. He can stop anyone who interferes with his plans. I urge you, for the sake of the prince, be wary.

I am leaving this information with Kenna Po in the hope she can pass it to another ship visiting her island and that it might eventually find its way into the hands of the Wolfblade family. In the meantime, know that the prince is safe and there are people watching over him. It is my fervent hope that someday he can be returned, unharmed, to his family and we can all put this terrible time behind us.

The note was unsigned, but surely Kenna Po knew the identity of the author.

Kiam wasn’t sure what to make of the letter. It was no news to him that Jaz was on the Sarchlo. This merely confirmed what Julika had already discovered. It did explain why the talisman Kalan had given him to ward off Gimlorie’s Song had worked so well on the old lady.

Kiam read the letter through again, not sure there was any useful intelligence that might lead him to Jaz, or indeed anything in the letter that he didn’t already know. The only bright spot, he supposed, was the news Jaz was alive and well. Assuming this letter wasn’t just a well-crafted ruse, it was news Adrina would be delighted to receive.

But alive and well for how long? Kiam wondered, glancing over at Kenna’s sleeping form. Assuming the lyre thief—this Mikel of Kirkland—knew nothing of this letter, he must have sung a spell on the old woman to force her to stand on the beach until she died of thirst or heat exhaustion. Or she might have drowned once she could no longer stand. With her feet trapped in the sand and the tide coming in and out, she may well have been taken by the sea before dehydration got her. Either way, the spell was the act of a callous madman and it made Kiam fear for Jaz’s life, despite the reassurances of the letter writer that Jazrian was “well and in fine spirits”.

“I see . . . you found . . . letter.”

He turned to find Kenna Po awake again, although still too weak to do much more than raise her head.

“I was going to make some tea. Which one of these,” he asked, pointing to the shelves cluttered with unmarked jars, “is not going to kill you?”

“The blue one,” she croaked. “Top shelf. On the left.”

He found the jar in question, took the boiling water from the fire, and tipped a goodly amount of herbs into the pot. While the tea was drawing, he poked around the shelves some more and found a cheesecloth strainer and another bowl. Kenna dozed off again while he worked, which was probably a good thing. He couldn’t imagine the pain she must be in.

Once the water had cooled a little, and he could smell the aromatic tea from across the hut, he strained it into the bowl, found a spoon, and took the small stool from the writing table over to the bed. He sat down beside Kenna and shook her gently.

“Can you manage some tea?”

She nodded and raised her head so Kiam could spoon the liquid into her mouth. The effect was almost immediate. Kenna rested for a moment when she grew weary from holding her head up, but then she lifted it again with much greater purpose and this time drank down most of the tea without a problem.

“What’s in this stuff?” he asked as she pushed herself up into a sitting position. Kiam took another pillow from the foot of the bed and put it behind her.

She leaned back against it and smiled. “Alfalfa, nettle, cleavers, dandelion leaf, violet, fennel seed, a little peppermint, and a few other things I know about.”

“Well, whatever it is, it’s remarkably effective,” he said. “You almost look like you might live.”

She smiled wanly. “Thanks to you, Master Assassin, not thanks to any herbal concoction of mine. Assuming, of course, you don’t plan to kill me once you’re done here.”

“I have no reason to kill you, my lady. But I would like to know whatever you can tell me about the person who wrote that letter.”

“Not much,” Kenna told him. “She claimed to be nothing more than the minstrel’s wife, but she was a Fardohnyan noblewoman running from something, or I am a Karien priest.”

“Did she say how a Fardohnyan noblewoman wound up married to a traveling minstrel?”

Kenna shrugged. “I didn’t ask. She told me she was one of Hablet’s daughters when we first met, though. I’m still not sure she was lying.”

Kiam dismissed that notion out of hand. There was no possibility any of Hablet’s daughters were running around unaccounted for. “Was there a Hythrun boy with them? About ten or eleven? Tall, good-looking lad.”

“Aye. They called him Pup.”

“How did he seem?”

“A little quiet, but nothing about him stood out. Other than his manners. He had very good manners.”

Kiam frowned. “Did it seem as if he was being held against his will? Did he try to escape, get a message to you?”

She shook her head. “The lad was having the time of his life. He and the minstrel seemed like the best of friends.” Kenna looked sorry she couldn’t offer him anything more. “I don’t know what you want to hear, lad, but nothing about the child seemed odd. It was the woman who was filled with fear.”

“The woman who wrote the letter? What was she afraid of?”

“The minstrel, I suspect.” Kenna lay back against the pillows. “In light of recent events, I understand now what she was so afraid of.”

“Did she tell you her name?”

“She said it was Aja, but I suspect that was a lie, too.”

“Her letter says the crew have no idea who the boy is.”

“Nor do I. Who is he?”

When Kiam didn’t answer, she reached out a bony, desiccated hand and took his arm with a surprisingly strong grip. “He may follow Dacendaran, just like any other Tri-lander pirate, but I have known Rishard Berin since he was smaller than your boy Pup. He is a good man. He looks after his family and his crew. No harm will come to the lad if Rishard has any say in the matter.”

“He may not have any say in the matter,” Kiam said with a frown.

“This child is important, then?”

“You didn’t read the letter?”

“I don’t read Fardohnyan. I speak it a little, but that’s all.”

“You tried, though.”

“Obviously.” She smiled at Kiam, amused that he needed to ask such a question. “Are you going to kill him?”

“Berin? Not unless he makes me.” Kiam rose to his feet. “They didn’t happen to say where they were going, did they?”

“There was talk of Tarkent. If the winds are favorable, you could still catch up with them around the Bay of Mourning. They’ll need to slow down to avoid the rocks. The tide rips around the Hythrun coast are not for the fainthearted.”

Highcastle, Kiam thought. Pity I’ll only be sailing past it. Or maybe it’s a good thing. She’s married now. Kiam rose to his feet and looked down at the old lady. She was doing much better than when he found her, and in a perfect world he would stay and make sure she was recovered.

But the Sarchlo was sailing toward Tarkent, every moment taking Jaz further and further away. “Will you be all right, now? I really need to be going.”

“If you can refill the pot with water and bring me some food from the larder, I’ll be fine. I’ve lived here on my own a long time, lad. I’ll not let something as insignificant as a magical curse stop me. Speaking of which,” she added, reaching for his talisman, which she still wore around her neck. “You should take this back.”

“If you remove it, the curse might return.”

“If it does, then you must leave me here to die and take it back, anyway,” she ordered. “That monster needs to be stopped and you’re obviously the one who’s been hired to stop him. I won’t have you surrendering the only protection you might have against his evil songs for the sake of a foolish old woman.”

Before he could stop her, she lifted the talisman over her head and handed it to him. He took it from her with some trepidation, but she seemed none the worse for letting it go. The talisman had broken the curse, apparently, not just interrupted it.

“There, you see. I’m fine. Now go. Find your boy and kill Mica. But not the girl. Not Aja. Not if you can avoid it.”

“She probably helped Mica kidnap the boy in the first place.”

“Women in this world are powerless. They are often forced to do things to keep themselves alive, Master Assassin. Things men would never contemplate,” Kenna told him. “Penniless, homeless women more than most. Aja should not be punished if it turns out her first crime—the one that would lead to all the others—was accepting the only viable offer of shelter and protection she could find.”

Kiam didn’t have time to get into an argument with Kenna Po about the ills of a society that forced women into lives of desperation and crime. But he didn’t want to upset the old lady, either. She’d been through a lot. “I’ll try to spare her,” he promised, “but I won’t risk my nephew’s life for anyone else’s, no matter how terrible a time they’ve had of it.”

Kenna’s wits had recovered almost completely, going by the sly look on her face. “So the boy is your nephew? And you are the assassin Kiam Miar?”

Damn, he thought, she’s figured it out.

“I am beginning to understand how important that boy is. And why Aja was so fearful.”

“Can you keep it to yourself?” he asked. “The last thing I need is every greedy pirate sailing the Dregian Ocean trying to hunt down the Sarchlo for the reward or any ransom they think might be on offer.”

“Look around you, Master Assassin. Who would I tell?”

“You know what I mean.”

She smiled and reached for his hand. “I owe you my life. That is a debt I do not take lightly. I will keep your secret, Kiam Miar. It’s the least I can do.” She squeezed his hand with surprising strength and then leaned back against the pillows. “Now fetch my food and leave me. Go be a hero. I have quite a bit of sleep to catch up on.”
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“HEY! AJA! WATCH this!”

Rakaia looked up as she emerged from below carrying a basket filled with Tritinka’s baking. With the ship resupplied, the young cook had been working half the night to do as much baking as possible while the sea was calm and the ingredients supplied by Kenna Po, such as goat’s milk and tomatoes, were still fresh.

The voice belonged to Jazrian Wolfblade, perched high in the Sarchlo’s rigging. Most of the sails were out to take advantage of the light wind and a calm sea. Someone—she had no idea who—had thought it a capital idea to let the heir to the Hythrun throne clamber about like a ship’s rigger, without any thought to the danger. Of course, they didn’t know who Jaz was, and neither did he himself. He was Pup. He was treated like a cabin boy, because the crew knew he came from wealth and it amused them to treat him like he was a peasant.

Rakaia’s heart leaped into her mouth as Jaz jumped from the crossbeam and swung across to the mainmast. He landed on the crossbeam of the mainsail and, after wobbling precariously on the edge for a moment or two, managed to right himself and maintain his footing. He beamed at her and waved. “Did you want to see that again?”

“No!” she called, putting the basket on the deck before she dropped it. “You get down from there right this minute, you hear!”

“You stay right where you are, Pup!” Mica called, coming up behind her. “Show us what you can do!”

Jazrian waved and prepared to swing back to the other beam as Rakaia rounded on Mica. “What are you doing? He might fall!”

“He won’t fall. He’s as surefooted as any sailor here. Are those for anyone?” He took a bun from the basket and bit into it cheerfully.

“And if he’s not?”

Mica shrugged. “Then we’ll scrape what’s left of him off the deck, box it up and send it back to his mother,” he said through a mouthful of bun. “Not quite the vengeance I had in mind, but it’ll do at a pinch.”

Rakaia laughed. She had to. “That’s a terrible thing to suggest!”

“Tempting, though,” he said, taking another bite of the fresh bread. Since they’d left Scarrow, he’d been much more relaxed. Rakaia feared she knew the reason. He had sung to Kenna Po, but Rakaia didn’t know what it might have done. When they left the island, Kenna had come to see them off and Rakaia had watched as the queen remained standing on the beach while Scarrow faded into the distance. If Mica had found the letter Rakaia had left with Kenna, she was certain she’d be dead herself by now. Or he would have sung her into abject submission. That she still had sufficient wits about her to fear for Jaz’s safety was reassuring. He hadn’t taken those from her yet.

But what had he sung to Kenna?

“Ship, ahoy!” Jaz yelled from above.

They turned to look in the direction he was pointing. On the horizon a dark speck had appeared, although Rakaia would not have noticed it if Jaz hadn’t pointed it out.

“Go aloft and tell me what you see,” the captain ordered one of the riggers at the bow. The man took the looking glass the captain offered him and scurried up the rigging with the same sort of ease Rakaia might exhibit strolling down the street. She didn’t understand how anyone could work when there was a constant risk of falling from a slippery spar on a moving, swaying mast.

“Who is it?” Mica demanded of the captain.

“I have no idea,” Rishard said. He raised his arm to shade his eyes. “From this distance, I can barely even tell if it’s a ship.”

“Are they following us?”

“How should I know?”

“We haven’t seen another ship for weeks,” Mica reminded him.

“We’ve been out of the main shipping lanes for weeks, too. The surprise isn’t that we’ve seen another vessel now we’re here, Master Minstrel. It’s that we haven’t seen one sooner.”

“Then take us out of the shipping lanes again,” Mica ordered.

“I can’t,” Rishard told him. “They don’t call this the Bay of Mourning for nothing. There’s only a narrow safe channel to sail in these waters until we get past Highcastle. We’re too far into the channel to change course now and if we try to go back—even if the wind was with us—we’d just run into whoever is behind us.”

“But once we’re past Highcastle we can move away from the coast?” Rakaia asked, hoping to get that in before Mica decided to force the issue.

Rishard nodded. “Absolutely. But only a fool, or a man desperate to meet Death, tries to sail these waters any way other than through the known channel.”

“Can we at least pile some more sail on and go faster?”

The captain shook his head. “We’re going faster than I’d like already.”

“They can’t catch us, Captain.”

“And they won’t,” Rishard promised, “if you’ll just leave me to do what you hired me to do.”

Rakaia and Mica had to step back to give him room as he walked to the mainmast, shading his eyes against the sun to look up. “Can you see anything, Poro?”

“I think she’s one of ours,” the rigger called down.

“What does he mean by ‘one of ours’?” Mica asked with a frown.

Rakaia said nothing, afraid if she spoke she would betray her excitement at the prospect that rescue might be at hand.

“Another Tri-lander,” Rishard explained.

Rakaia’s heart sank. “Friend or foe?”

“I guess we won’t know until they try to board us.”

“Seriously? You think they’ll want to board us?”

“Who knows? They may just be a legitimate trader heading toward Fardohnya.”

“You don’t believe that for a second,” Mica accused.

“Perhaps not,” Rishard said, “but I do know we’re going as fast as we safely can, and I don’t care how much you want to avoid company, I’m not going to endanger my crew so you can have some privacy.”

Mica wasn’t happy, but he really had no choice. He could sing Rishard Berin into compliance, but Rakaia knew he wouldn’t because it would put everyone in danger.

“Outrun her then,” Mica ordered. He took Rakaia by the hand and turned toward the bow. Rakaia followed willingly. The sooner they left the captain to run his ship without interference, the better for everyone.

“I’m not running past Highcastle under full sail in the dark,” Rishard called after them.

Mica stopped and turned to the captain. “But they’ll catch us if we slow down.”

“They’ll have to slow down, too,” Rishard said, and then he glanced up at the clear blue sky. “Pity the weather’s so clear. If there were a fog or a storm on the horizon, they’d be much more likely to take it slowly.”

“Wouldn’t we have the same problem?” Rakaia asked.

“We’re already in the channel,” the captain told her. “You can see it as you approach it. On a calm day the water’s a different color. If the weather closed in, they’d have a much harder job locating the safe route past the cliffs.”

“How much harder?”

“She’d have to do more than slow down. If her captain isn’t familiar with these waters, he’d have to weigh anchor until the weather cleared.”

Rakaia glanced over at the tall cliffs in question, growing steadily larger on the horizon. Perched on top of those dark, perilous cliffs was Highcastle Keep. She hoped they’d get close enough for her to get a good look at where Charisee was living now, as Rakaia.

Oh, Charisee, do you ever look out of your window and wonder if your sister is on one of those ships sailing past your new home?

“Wouldn’t such a captain be likely to soldier on, unaware of the danger?” Rakaia asked, forcing herself to concentrate on the matter at hand. Now was not the time to wonder what had happened to Charisee. She needed to keep pretending she was Aja, loving wife of the mad minstrel, Mica the Magnificent. She had to sound as if she was concerned they might be caught, even though, in truth, she was secretly hoping for it.

“Maybe,” Rishard said with a shrug, “but I wouldn’t like to bet my ship on it.”

For some reason, Mica seemed disinterested in the conversation. He was staring up at the sky with a thoughtful expression. At first, Rakaia thought he was watching Jazrian, until he looked at Rishard and asked, “How big a storm?”

“Excuse me?’

“If a storm will slow them down, how big does it have to be?”

“What does it matter?”

“Humor me. How big a storm would make them turn away?”

“Gods, I don’t know. How long is a piece of string?”

“If I give you your storm, will we be safe from pursuit?”

Rishard looked to Rakaia in bewilderment. “Is he serious?”

Rakaia nodded, quite alarmed at the notion. “I think so. Can you do that, Mica? Sing up a storm?”

He shrugged. “In theory.”

Rishard shook his head. He didn’t understand what Mica could do. He thought his talents were simply musical. The captain of the Sarchlo had no notion of the magical power Mica could call on when the mood took him. “You’re mad,” he said, “and I have a ship to sail.” He glanced up at Jazrian in the rigging for a moment and then turned to Mica. “Tell Pup to stay out of the rigging. He’s getting in the way.” The captain didn’t wait for, or apparently expect, a response. He turned and headed toward the stern, leaving Rakaia with Mica, who was still looking disturbingly thoughtful.

“Can you really sing to the weather?” she asked him in a low, concerned voice.

“It’s not the weather I’d have to sing to,” he told her. “It’s Brehn, the God of Storms.”

“Is it even possible to coerce a god?” The thought was positively terrifying.

Mica shook his head. “I don’t think so. But I could probably make Brehn angry enough to whip up a bit of a storm. Or at least a bit of weather for cover.”

This was a very bad idea. Rakaia couldn’t understand why she was the only one thinking that. “According to Rishard, we’re sailing past the most dangerous stretch of coast in Hythria,” she reminded him. “Even if you manage to make Brehn angry enough to send a storm, how do you stop the storm destroying us as well as that ship, which, by the way, we have no real proof is actually following us?”

“You’re still calling him Rishard.”

“Has he changed his name since we left Scarrow? I wasn’t aware.”

“You know what I mean, Rakaia.”

“I do and it annoys me,” she said, folding her arms across her body. Mica had been expecting her to apologize. He obviously wasn’t prepared for her to go on the offensive. “When you get jealous it’s like you don’t trust me. It’s as if you think I don’t love or respect you enough to stay faithful, and that hurts my feelings. A lot.”

“I do trust you, Aja, it’s—”

“Then stop acting as if you just caught me naked in bed, straddling the captain of this ship every time I speak his name.”

Mica apparently didn’t want to anger her. He smiled apologetically, although she could tell it was forced. “Only his first name.”

Rakaia punched his arm and laughed, relieved she had managed to defuse a potentially volatile situation yet again. Not for the first time, Rakaia was grateful for the lessons her court’esa had given her about how to manage men. They were alarmingly similar, she had remarked at the time, to the lessons her mother was giving her about dealing with toddlers when she eventually had her own children.

“That’s because toddlers are entitled,” Sophany had explained. “They see something and they want it and they don’t understand why they can’t have it. Most of the men wishing to take a Fardohnyan princess as a wife have the same problem. The difference being a toddler—with the right guidance—will eventually discover the world doesn’t work that way. In my experience, a grown man with sufficient resources to buy himself a royal wife has long passed the point in life where that lesson was going to be learned.”

“How are you going to stop Brehn destroying the Sarchlo along with the other ship?” Rakaia repeated to Mica. “Your vengeance is going to seem pretty hollow if we all wind up smashed to smithereens at the bottom of the Highcastle cliffs.”

“Perhaps your sister might come and rescue us?” he suggested, leaning in to whisper in her ear.

“Or perhaps we die,” she whispered back.

Mica shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t really thought about it. Maybe I can just make him mad with the other ship, so he vents his fury on it and not us.”

“Don’t you think you should figure out those important little, you know, life-threatening details before you pick up your lyre?”

“I suppose,” he said. Mica turned to look at the horizon. Rakaia hoped she was imagining things, but the other ship seemed a little closer now.

“And what if it’s not after us?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean Rishard just said this is a busy shipping lane. Everyone heading north to Tarkent has to use the same channel. Until they’re pulling up alongside us and throwing their ropes over, you’re not going to know if that ship is after us or not.”

“I understand that,” he said, “which is why I have to assume it’s hostile.”

“I think you’re just looking for an excuse to see if you can sing up a storm.”

Mikel’s face broke into a mischievous grin. “You have to admit, it would be kind of awesome to know you could do something like that.”

“And very foolish.”

Mica leaned across and kissed her. “Then I promise I will only attempt the storm solution if that ship starts getting too close.”

“You see, this is why I love you,” she told him, kissing his cheek. “Why don’t you go below while we wait. You could use the time to figure out which one of the three songs you know will do the trick.”

He gasped in mock horror, playing the game now. “Three? I’ll have you know I can sing thousands of songs!”

“So you say. You’re always singing the same three songs when you’re trying to be a pirate.”

“That’s because the crew of the Sarchlo only know three songs. They keep asking for them, over and over.”

“Maybe that’s the secret. Keep singing those same wretched songs. Eventually Brehn will arrive, just to tell you to stop. Or I’ll go mad and kill you.”

“I think I’d rather face an angry god,” he chuckled. “Will you send Pup to me when he comes down from up there?”

Rakaia glanced up. Jazrian had climbed up to the crow’s nest and was keeping watch on the other ship with Poro. She frowned at the sight of them. If these are such dangerous waters, shouldn’t the sailor on watch be looking where we are going, not where we’ve already been?

“I will,” she promised.

Mica seemed satisfied with that and headed below, leaving Rakaia glancing up at the clear blue sky and wondering if he really could sing up a song that would anger a Primal God. Was it so important they outrun some unknown ship on the horizon? Mica had told her on a number of occasions that he was trying to stay out of the gods’ way. He was protected by Gimlorie’s stolen lyre, which somehow hid itself from the other gods. Even if it weren’t absurdly dangerous to unleash a storm over which they had no control, surely drawing the attention of Brehn was a bad idea?

Rakaia lowered her gaze and turned to study Highcastle. They were close enough now to make out the dark, looming castle perched on top of the cliff, watching over the small Bay of Mourning where so many ships had come to grief. She shivered, thinking of the fate she’d escaped there, which almost made her present situation bearable, even if Charisee was now living that fate for her.

Rakaia pushed Charisee from her mind. She had her own, much more immediate problems to deal with. The dark blur on the horizon to her left was the coast of Fardohnya. The delicate white spires of the keep at Tambay’s Seat on the Fardohnyan side of the bay weren’t visible yet. She was hopeful, once they reached the land of her birth where she spoke the language and had an idea of the local customs, she could find a way off the ship with Jazrian, with some reasonable expectation of getting away safely.

But that escape, or rather that tenuous escape plan, was still some time away. First they had to get through the next few days.

She looked back to the pursuing ship. It was definitely getting closer.

“Pup! Get down here,” she called up to Jazrian.

“Do I have to?”

“Yes, you do! The captain says you’re in the way. And I have fresh baked buns.” He was a growing boy. If food didn’t get him down, nothing would.

The buns did the trick. Jaz handed the looking glass back to Poro and began to climb nimbly down the rigging to the deck. Rakaia held her breath as he climbed and didn’t let it out until he was safely on the deck.

“You make sure it’s all right with the captain before you go clambering over the rigging, you hear?”

“I s’pose.”

“Mica wants you below. I think he’s composing a new song.”

“Is it about the sea?” Jaz asked. “It should be. I love the sea more than . . .”

“Your parents?” she suggested, wondering what Mica had told him about Adrina and Damin Wolfblade.

Jaz looked at her oddly for a moment and then shook his head. “I have no parents.”

“Everyone has a mother and father.”

“I don’t,” Jazrian replied, suddenly serious. “But it’s a good thing, so you don’t have to feel bad for me. My mother was a whore and an adulterer, and my father was a mercenary who’d fight anybody’s wars just for fun and the whores it bought him.”

Oh, Mica, what have you been telling this child?

“Mica told you that, did he?”

Jaz nodded. “He’s more of a father to me than my own could ever be. I don’t know where I’d be without Mica.”

I do, Rakaia was tempted to tell him. You’d be safe and sound in the Greenharbour Palace with a mother and father who probably love you more than life itself. But she said nothing. Now was not the time to tip her hand. So she smiled and nodded and agreed with Jaz about how lucky he was, and sent him below to see Mica.

Then she walked aft to study the ship on the horizon.

It’s either going to save me, she thought, or be the death of us all.
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“IS THAT HER?”

“The Sarchlo? I’d say so.”

Kiam trained his looking glass on the ship ahead, wondering if his search was over. Was Jaz only a few nautical miles away? It seemed a little too easy. “How soon before we know for certain?”

Mashon Irken shrugged and glanced up at the sky. “If the wind holds, another hour or two. They’re in the channel, already, so they’re reefing sail and slowing down.”

Kiam studied the vast expanse of the Dregian Ocean that lay before them. On his right, to starboard, the Bay of Mourning and the coast of Hythria was a dark smudge on the horizon. Highcastle and the perilous cliffs for which it was so famous were still out of sight. “What channel? We’re in open water.”

The captain pointed ahead. “Unless we go far out to sea and lose sight of our quarry, we have to cross the Bay of Mourning. There is a channel that cuts across the bay and takes days off the trip to Tarkent. It’s how you get across the bay from Highcastle to Tambay’s Seat. You can see the darker, deep water of the channel if you know what you’re looking for.”

Kiam glanced in the direction the captain was indicating. To him the sea was an unremarkable expanse of rolling blue. If the water in the channel or anywhere else was a different color, he couldn’t discern it. “I’ll take your word for it,” he said.

“If you’d been born a sailor, you’d see it.”

“No doubt.” He frowned, looking back toward the coast. “I guess that explains why it’s so dangerous around here. Unless the water’s calm, I imagine you can’t even see the channel. Even if you were born to it.”

The captain nodded. “Aye. And the storms around here are something to behold. My pa used to call the Bay of Mourning ‘Brehn’s Whipping Post’.”

Kiam shuddered at that. He wasn’t afraid of much, but he wasn’t a sailor at heart, either. “Let’s not do anything to upset the God of Storms, then, shall we? Although if the weather is such a problem, a sane man might wonder why ships would sail across the bay instead of going out farther and sailing around the danger, not through it.”

“Because it’s not much better out there,” the captain said with a shrug. “And if you’re out longer, you need to carry more supplies, more fresh water. That means less room for cargo. It’s a calculated risk, at the end of the day.”

“And out on the open sea there’s less chance of encountering other ships?” Kiam asked. These were pirates, after all, in practice if not in name. One needed a ready supply of other ships to plunder in order to make a living that way.

The captain smiled. He knew what Kiam was getting at. “Aye, there is that. Which brings up an interesting point, lad. What exactly are you planning to do when we catch the Sarchlo?”

“I need to board her. I need to find the passenger I’m looking for. I need to remove him from the Sarchlo, kill the person responsible for putting this particular passenger on the Sarchlo in the first place, and then return to Greenharbour with the passenger.”

“Two passengers will cost more.”

“You’ll be paid, Captain, and handsomely. Have no fear of that. There’s a significant reward on offer for the retrieval of this particular passenger.”

“Berin is not going to just let you board his ship to take off a passenger,” the captain warned. “And if he knows about the reward, he’ll be even less likely to accommodate you. If we try to pull alongside her, he’s probably going to take that as an act of aggression. Trinity Isles captains react badly to acts of aggression.”

“You can signal him, can’t you?” Kiam asked. “Don’t Tri-landers have a whole code system worked out that means you can communicate ship-to-ship using signal lanterns?”

The captain didn’t look particularly happy that Kiam knew that. “Not many people are aware of our signals.”

“It’s my job to know things like that.” Not my job to let you know I understand the code you use, though. Better if the Tri-landers didn’t learn that their secret communications were no secret at all to a guild assassin.

“Fair enough,” the captain conceded. “But what do you think I could tell Berin that would make him heave to and allow you on board, much less take off one of his passengers?”

“That depends. How much can you tell him? Is this code just a few signals or can you actually make words?” It would have been suspicious if he hadn’t asked that.

“My lads can send a veritable epic their way, if I tell them to.”

“Excellent,” Kiam said, the plan forming almost as he spoke. He’d spent a lot of time wondering exactly how he was going to retrieve Jaz ever since he’d left Scarrow in the certain knowledge he was close on his nephew’s trail. His flippant remark to Mashon Irken that he needed to board the Sarchlo, find the passenger, remove him and kill the person responsible, and then return to Greenharbour, was his frustration talking, not an actual plan. Given the dangers of attempting a boarding on the open sea, which the captain had just pointed out—an assessment Kiam wholeheartedly agreed with—he’d always assumed they would have no choice but to follow the ship and try to retrieve Jaz once they made landfall in Fardohnya.

But the Sarchlo was slowing down and Irken’s willingness to signal the ship and approach her on the water changed things. If he could get a message to Tritinka, if he was able to let her know the man who saved her life in Greenharbour now needed her to return the favor, he might have a chance of convincing her to intercede with her brother and let him on board.

Perhaps, if Rishard Berin was a reasonable man—and the minstrel hadn’t ensorcelled him—he would realize what was at stake and might do more than just accommodate Kiam. He might actively help.

“If I write something out, can you send it? Exactly as I write it?”

The captain nodded. “Aye, if you write it in Tri-lander. But we’ll have to wait a few hours. Sun’s too high. Light’s too bright. They won’t see the signal, or they’ll miss bits of it. Once we get a little closer and the sun is behind them . . . then it’ll be worth signaling them.”

“That gives me time to think about what I need to say.” He glanced up at the sun. “Couple of hours?”

“Three to be on the safe side.”

“How much closer will the Sarchlo be by then?”

“They’re already slowing for the channel,” the captain said. “In three hours we won’t be within shouting distance, but we’ll be near enough. Mind you, we’ll need to reef sail, too, by then. I’m not chasing anyone across the Bay of Mourning under full sail. Not for any amount of gold.”

Kiam couldn’t argue with his logic. “No point in any of this if we all die trying,” he agreed.

The captain didn’t answer. He’d spied one of his men in the rigging doing something that displeased him and he strode off across the deck, yelling at the sailor, leaving Kiam to head below to compose a message to Tritinka Berin.

That her brother might be an active participant in the crime of kidnapping the Hythrun crown prince, and would solve the problem of being caught redhanded by slitting the boy’s throat and tossing him overboard for the fish to eat, was a risk Kiam needed to consider. Rishard Berin might know nothing about who Jazrian was. Or he might be the minstrel’s partner in crime.

And what of the young Fardohnyan noblewoman who was with him? The letter she left on Scarrow with Kenna Po seemed to indicate she wanted to help. But, confronted with a choice, did she have the courage to defy the minstrel and see Jaz’s rescue through? Would she help or hinder any attempt to rescue Jaz?

And who was she, anyway, that she would even care?

Kiam had three hours to make up his mind. Three hours to decide if the letter had been a plant. Three hours to decide if it was worth risking Jaz’s life to take him off the Sarchlo as soon as possible, or remain in pursuit and try to rescue him when they made landfall.

Three small hours to make a decision and then compose a message that might save Jazrian Wolfblade’s life. Or end it.
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DESPITE THE DRIZZLING rain and the dark clouds threatening an even heavier downpour before the day was done, the new king of Fardohnya’s departure from the Citadel was something to behold. It seemed as if every resident of the city had come out to watch the strange, somber caravan pass by.

Alaric rode at the head of the parade, a small golden coronet on his forehead, his whole demeanor serious and reserved. The child was taking his responsibilities as king far too earnestly, in Sophany’s mind, but Alaric’s proclivity for eliminating anyone he thought was mocking or disrespecting him meant Sophany was walking on as many eggshells now as she had been when his father was alive.

They’re just different eggshells, she thought. And somewhat easier to live with.

Sophany could afford to risk her own life. It was hers to risk. It was worth the risk. Worth the terrible thing she had done to make it happen. Whatever her fate, Rakaia was safe now, forever beyond Hablet’s reach. For that, Sophany was prepared to put up with quite a bit from this willful but disturbingly dedicated child who seemed to think—not unreasonably, given he had been born thanks to the intervention of the gods—that he was divinely ordained to rule.

A problem, Sophany suspected, that was only going to get worse with the passing of time.

“It’s touching,” he remarked to her over his shoulder as they rode past the Temple of the Gods, the marble steps crowded with silent onlookers, “that so many Medalonians have come to show my father their respects.” He had his hood pulled up against the rain so she could only judge his mood by the tone of his voice. He seemed settled enough.

“It’s very nice of them,” she agreed. In truth, Sophany doubted there was a single man, woman or child in the Citadel who cared about Hablet one way or the other, but the funeral procession of a dead king was a rare enough sight that the people had turned out to see it, even in the rain.

Hablet’s embalmed body was laid out on a bed of flowers in a wagon, flanked by a guard of honor, which followed them at a slow pace. The bier on the wagon, and the dead king’s ceremonial funeral robes, were looking rather the worse for wear because of the weather. All had looked very impressive when they first set out this morning, flanked by dozens of silent, smiling, white-robed Harshini. They were smiling, she supposed, because the Harshini didn’t grieve. They considered death just a step into a different life so there was really nothing to get upset about.

Their smiles irritated Sophany, but not because she considered them disrespectful. It was just too tempting to respond in kind. The last thing she needed right now was anyone looking at her—the grieving widow—and wondering why she was smiling about her husband’s funeral procession, rather than wailing over it.

Dignified forbearance was the look she was aiming for. Let them say that Princess Sophany was a picture of restrained grace and dignity in her grief.

Let nobody wonder if she’d had a hand in her husband’s death. Ever.

The Lord Defender had arranged their departure from the Citadel. They would travel like this—a slow, melancholy column—all the way to Reddingdale, where they would board the Wave Dancer and sail down the mighty Glass River toward Bordertown and home.

“We shall hold a great funeral for my father when we get home,” Alaric informed her over his shoulder. The rain had eased and the hood was irritating him. He pushed it back to better view the world around him. She was not permitted to ride beside him. Sophany was only the new king’s stepmother, after all. But Alaric obviously wanted to talk, which necessitated her riding rather more closely than protocol dictated.

“That’s very considerate of you, your grace,” she agreed carefully. “Will you include your mother, and the other lost souls from the harem tragedy, in the funeral ceremony?”

He shook his head, but she was too far back to see the expression on his face. “They’ll be long taken care of by the time we get home, I imagine. Assuming there was anything left of them. That’s what Naveen Raveve is for. Remember? You told me that.”

Oh, please, don’t remember anything I told you like that. At least not until we are safely out of the Citadel.

They rode on in silence past the elegant halls, their walls glowing where the Harshini had taken up residence once more, and the main market, where all commerce had come to a standstill to watch the dead Fardohnyan king and the new child king ride by. Sophany kept her eyes on Alaric’s back, wondering if she might possibly wake up at any moment to discover this had been a terrible nightmare, and she was still in the Harem in Talabar with Rakaia, Meyrick Kabar was still alive and well and in favor with the king, and nobody was ever going to learn the truth about her daughter’s paternity.

“Do you think the gods will be offended that they burned?”

“Excuse me, your grace?” she asked.

“Do you think the gods will be offended that everyone in the harem burned to death? That’s what the Sisterhood used to do to their dead, wasn’t it? Burn the bodies so they didn’t smell?”

Patience, Sophany. He’s only a child.

“I believe the Sisterhood thought that by burning bodies after they died, they were robbing Death of the opportunity to steal their souls.”

Alaric looked back at her, clearly puzzled. “But that makes no sense. The Sisters of the Blade were atheists. They didn’t believe in any gods. Why would they do something to foil a deity they didn’t believe existed in the first place?”

“Because it was a symbol, I suppose,” Sophany explained. “A grand gesture, if you will.”

Alaric fell silent as he chewed on that thought for a while, and then turned to look at the street ahead. They were almost at the main gate of the Citadel when he asked her, “So it wasn’t for their people at all, was it? They didn’t care about robbing Death. They just wanted to show the people who still believed in the gods that they didn’t care what they believed.”

He’d be less frightening if he wasn’t so sharp. “Exactly.”

“I’m going to need to make a grand gesture, too, aren’t I?” he asked, frowning.

“To demonstrate what?”

“That Fardohnya has a new king. And a new god.”

Sophany smiled to herself, glad he couldn’t see her face, as she tried to imagine what grand gesture an eleven-year-old boy, even one as precocious as Alaric, would consider appropriate. “I’m sure, whatever you decide will be . . . Did you say new god? What new god?”

“My father was a favorite of Jelanna,” he said. “His dedication to the Goddess of Fertility didn’t do much for Fardohnya at all.”

Sophany didn’t answer straight away, partly because she was too surprised and partly because they had reached the main gate. Their way was blocked by two mounted figures shadowed by the looming, glowing white wall, and the short tunnel that led to the open countryside beyond. One of them was Shananara, the queen of the Harshini; the other was Tarja Tenragan, Lord Defender of Medalon.

Their presence was entirely ceremonial. They had come to farewell the kings of Fardohnya, alive and dead.

“Do you remember what to say?” Sophany asked, leaning forward to utter the question in a low voice.

“Of course I do,” he snapped, and then he urged his horse forward in a very obvious sign of what he thought of her counsel.

“It is with great sorrow that we see you leave us, your grace,” Shananara said, bowing in the saddle to show her respect to a fellow monarch.

“It is with great sorrow that I leave you, your grace,” Alaric replied as he’d been instructed, bowing also, but not quite as low as he should.

“We look forward to your return, your grace,” Shananara said.

Alaric hesitated. Sophany could feel her stomach knotting. He should have responded, I look forward to my return, too, your grace, but he didn’t. Feeling for him, Sophany was wondering if she should intervene and prompt him with the right words, when he announced in a clear, confident voice: “I wish I could say I look forward to my return, your grace, but the future I see for Fardohnya does not include the Harshini or your treaties. And I would appreciate it if you would recall all Harshini currently in Fardohnya, so that we both are saved the embarrassment of me running them out of my country.”

For a moment, Sophany thought she’d misheard the boy. Then she saw the look on Tarja Tenragan’s face, saw his hand move ever so subtly to the hilt of his sword, and knew she hadn’t imagined it.

Why would he say something like that? Who has been putting insane ideas like that into the child’s head?

She urged her horse forward, aware her next words might get her killed by Alaric. Worth it, perhaps. By the look on the Lord Defender’s face, he was debating whether or not to kill Alaric, right here, right now.

“My stepson means no offence, your grace,” she said, reining in beside Alaric. “He is torn with grief and still coming to grips with his new responsibilities.”

Alaric threw her a filthy look, but before he could say anything, Tarja Tenragan nodded in understanding and moved his hand from his sword. “Perhaps you could instruct your stepson that now he is a king, his words carry power, your highness, and he needs to choose them carefully.”

“I was choo—”

“King Alaric will be a great king, my lord,” she answered, cutting the boy off mid-objection. I may be dead by lunchtime for this. “As soon as he has had enough time to deal with the double tragedies that have struck him so recently.” Her words seemed to placate Alaric a little. Probably because she said he was going to be a great king.

At the very least, he didn’t order her cut down on the spot.

With a suspicious look, Tarja gave the signal to move back to let the procession pass. Alaric kicked his horse forward without another word, more petulant child than noble ruler. The white-robed Shananara said nothing. Her flat Harshini expression gave away no hint about what she might be feeling, but Sophany feared the queen’s silence spoke more than any words could.

Sophany made to follow Alaric, but Tarja leaned across and grabbed her horse’s halter before she could move. “A word of caution, your highness,” he said in a low voice. “Rein him in.”

“My influence is limited, Lord Tenragan, but I will do what I can.”

Tarja’s expression was grim. “He’s been king for less than a week. He’s already killed the treaty and now he’s threatening a purge of the Harshini. I’ve a bad feeling he’s just getting started.”

“He’s still feeling his way . . .”

“Rein him in,” Tarja warned again, “or you’ll have every other nation on the continent doing it for you.”

IT WASN’T UNTIL they stopped for lunch that Alaric took Sophany to task for interrupting his speech to the Harshini queen. Somewhat fatalistically, Sophany was convinced this was her end, so she decided she might as well say her piece. She entered the small tent the soldiers had erected to shelter the young king while he ate his lunch, and curtseyed as low as she could manage.

“Your grace.”

“You embarrassed me today,” he informed her through a mouthful of pie.

“That was not my intention, your grace. Quite the opposite, I was saving you from embarrassment.”

Alaric stopped chewing momentarily and stared at her. He’d not been expecting that. “You cut me off in front of everybody, you messed up my speech. How is that saving me?”

“You almost gave the game away, your grace.”

“What do you mean?”

“You told me earlier today you worship a different god to your father. You also announced to the queen of the Harshini that you are banishing her people from Fardohnya.”

“And I meant it.”

“And it is entirely your right, your grace,” she agreed in a conciliatory tone, “but the management of something as important as the banishment of an entire race of people is not something to be taken lightly.”

“They’re not people, though, are they? They look like people, but they’re not human. Anyway, all they do is smile and smile and refuse to use their powers for anything useful.” That was Hablet talking, Sophany realized. The child parroting the prejudices of the father. “What can they do to stop me?”

“At the very least, they have magical powers. Unless you have rules in place, soldiers dedicated to the task, and clear guidelines about how and when you expect them to be gone and what you expect them to take or leave behind, you give the Harshini queen time to develop a plan to counter yours. By all means, if you wish them gone, banish the Harshini, but we need to do it in such a way that the people of Fardohnya support your decision and the Harshini can’t come up with something tricky to enable them to stay.”

Alaric thought that over for a moment. That was a good sign. If he’d been planning to execute her, she had a feeling she’d be on her way to the headsman about now. Or maybe he would wait until they were on Fardohnyan soil again, where he held absolute power. Here in Medalon, such an arbitrary act might be considered murder.

“I hadn’t thought of that.”

Because you’re eleven! she wanted to yell at him. You’re not capable of thinking these things through.

“You still embarrassed me, though,” he said after a time.

“You may find you can use that to your advantage, your grace.”

“How? You made me look like a child.”

“And that is how the Lord Defender and Queen Shananara will see you. A child. They will not see the real you. They will not see you coming, at all.” She smiled at him, hoping he thought her a conspirator now, rather than an adversary. “There is no greater weapon in the game of diplomacy, your grace, than being underestimated by your enemies.”

Alaric smiled. Apparently he liked that idea. Then his smile faded and he was—oh so frighteningly fast—back to being a petulant child. “Well . . . the next time you do something like that, you’d better warn me first. I can pretend to be upset, you know.”

She curtseyed low once more as she realized—somewhat to her amazement—that she had survived another day. “I understand now I should have, your grace, but there was no time in this instance. I promise I will ensure that, in future, I do not take it upon myself to protect your image without consulting you first.”

Alaric nodded. He seemed satisfied with her answer. And her apology.

“Very well,” he said, returning his attention to the pie. “You may go.”

Sophany backed toward the tent entrance in relief. She turned to leave and then, on impulse, turned back to the young king. “If I may impose on your good nature for a moment longer, your grace, can I ask a question?”

“I suppose.”

“You mentioned worshipping a new god. To whom does your grace recommend I pray, should I wish to petition the gods for your continued good health?”

“He won’t talk to you,” Alaric warned. “He only talks to me.”

“A god talks to you?” she asked, wondering if he was hearing voices.

“My new god,” he told her. “The God of War. Zegarnald.”

Sophany felt the blood drain from her face. “Zegarnald?”

“I’m his new favorite,” Alaric told her, “but I’m not supposed to tell anyone.”

“I am sure the God of War only meant you not to share the information with those who might try to use it against you, your grace. I am your mother now. I’m sure he didn’t mean me.”

Alaric must have been bursting to tell someone his news. His eyes bright, he beckoned her closer and lowered his voice. “He told me I’ve been chosen because the Hythrun have let him down and he needs a new king, willing to honor him with blood.”

“When . . . when did he tell you this?”

“The night my father died. When you helped me to . . . anyway, you know what happened.”

Sophany was feeling faint at the very thought. “That’s why you were . . . doing . . . what you were doing? Zegarnald put you up to it?”

“Not exactly,” Alaric told her. “But he told me how he really wants to make Fardohnya great again, and he couldn’t do it while my father continued to prefer Jelanna.”

“So you . . . took care of the problem.”

“With your help,” he reminded her cheerfully.

“Did Zegarnald say how he intends to make Fardohnya great again?” she asked. “Is there anything I can be doing in the meantime to facilitate this?”

“I don’t know,” Alaric said. “He hasn’t spoken to me since Papa died. Do you think he’s upset because there was no blood? I mean, if you go to his temple, you have to prick your finger to leave a blood sacrifice. Maybe we should have stab—”

“Stabilized, ah, the wagon bed?” she cut in loudly, as she raised her finger to her lips to silence the child. They were in a tent, for pity’s sake, surrounded by guards. Chances were good that every word they were saying would be heard outside.

Alaric glared at her, until it dawned on him why she was warning him to be silent. He winked at her and nodded in understanding. “Oh . . . yes. Stabilize. That’s a very good idea . . . Mother.”

“Why don’t I go and check on the funeral wagon now,” she suggested, nodding her approval for his loud and somewhat theatrical declaration. “We can continue this conversation, perhaps, when we reach Reddingdale and are back on Fardohnyan soil?”

“But Reddingdale is still in Med—oh, you mean because the Wave Dancer is the king’s flagship it’s considered Fardohnyan soil, don’t you?”

“That’s exactly what I mean, your grace.”

The young king seemed to accept that. Thank the gods. “Perhaps we should.”

“Then, if you will excuse me, your grace,” she said, treating him to another low curtsey for good measure, “I will see to it.”

“You have been very helpful these past few days, Mama Sophany.”

“I do whatever a mere woman can to look after your best interests, your grace.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “I think I’m going to make you one of my advisors when we get back home. That way, you can keep looking after my best interests.”

“I cannot think of a greater honor, King Alaric, than being allowed to continue serving you. And your god.” Do you hear that, Zegarnald? If he wants to follow you, it won’t be me who tries to stop him.

Alaric smiled and went back to eating his pie, leaving Sophany to back out of the tent, wondering if being given such a rare honor was the best or the worst thing to happen in her entire life.
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“THEY’RE SIGNALING US!”

Rakaia hurried to the railing to see what the bosun was talking about. So did Rishard and a number of the crew. The ship that had been catching up to them these past few hours was close enough to make out now. No longer a dark speck on the horizon, she was another Tri-lander three-masted barque, powering toward them under full sail. “What do they want?” Rakaia asked. The winking light was exactly that to Rakaia—winking light. She wasn’t sure how anyone could think it was a coherent form of communication.

The bosun laughed and turned to Rishard. “Ha! Seems word has got around about who really runs this ship! They’re signaling Tritinka!”

Rishard seemed highly amused and unconcerned by the request, and sent one of the sailors below to fetch his sister. Maybe this was a regular thing, ships signaling to each other socially. As he turned, he noticed Rakaia’s concerned expression. “You should be able to reassure your hus— friend that the ship following us has no evil intent toward him. Not if they’re asking for Trinnie.”

“Why would they ask for her at all?” She had learned much these past weeks, not the least of which was that the Trinity Isles pirates were a close-knit community. However, it still seemed rather odd the ship was signaling the captain’s thirteen-year-old sister, particularly as the pursuing ship had appeared to be actively chasing them down.

Rishard shrugged. “For all I know, they want her recipe for lemon crab stew.”

“Really?”

“Stranger things have happened.” He spied Tritinka emerging from below, wiping her hands on her apron, grinning from ear to ear at being summoned. “Here she is. The most popular girl on the high seas, apparently. Is there something you need to be telling me, Trin?”

“Not that I can think of,” she laughed. “Do we know who’s signaling us?”

“They’re signaling you,” Rishard corrected, but he was definitely amused rather than worried. “So why don’t you talk to them and find out what they want?”

Tritinka hurried aft, followed by her brother, to where the bosun had lit the oil inside the shuttered brass signal lamp. Rakaia trailed a few steps behind, curious to see how this was going to happen. She had thought the lamp was there to warn others in a fog that they were near. She had no idea they could use the lamp to converse with another ship.

If Mica found out about this, he’d want to know exactly what they were saying to each other, she figured. Best pay attention now so she could tell him later. He would be angry if she didn’t, and Rakaia was finding herself going to ever more extraordinary lengths to avoid making Mica angry.

“Ask them who they are,” Tritinka ordered the bosun. She took the looking glass her brother offered her and aimed it at the ship. “I can’t tell who it is from this distance.”

The bosun began clicking the shutters up and down on the signal lantern. Rakaia assumed there was some method to the clicks, but she couldn’t for the life of her imagine what it was.

Sure enough, a few moments after the bosun stopped clicking, the other ship signaled a response.

Although she’d asked the bosun to send it, apparently Tritinka could read the signal, because she laughed aloud when it finished. “It’s the Indria!”

“What does that fool Mashon Irken want with you?” Rishard asked, his smile fading. He noticed Rakaia’s curious expression and frowned. “Irken’s a thug. And a thief.”

“Aren’t all Tri-landers thugs and thieves?” she asked with a smile.

“All of them except us,” he agreed with a wink. “Where are Mica and the Pup?”

“In the cabin. Mica’s teaching Pup to sing.” Actually, he was teaching the child a song he’d composed the day before that portrayed the High Princess of Hythria as a lying whore. Rakaia had left them to it, because she couldn’t bear to listen any longer to Mica polluting poor Jaz’s mind toward his mother.

Rishard didn’t seem that interested, because he turned back to the bosun. “Ask him what he wants with my sister.”

There followed another flurry of clicks from the bosun. No sooner had he finished than the other boat began sending what seemed an awfully long message. The Tri-landers watched in silence, all of them, Rakaia realized, able to understand what was being flashed between the ships. Slowly, as the message continued, the crew fell silent. Some of them were glancing at Rakaia with furrowed brows and nobody was smiling any longer.

“Rishard,” Tritinka said, frowning. “Should we . . .?”

The captain looked at Rakaia and seemed to warn his sister to say nothing more with a slight shake of his head. “Tell Irken to come alongside,” he ordered the bosun. “I’d like to talk to this passenger of his.”

“But Rishard—”

“Go back down to the galley,” Rishard told his sister. “I’ll talk to the . . . your friend.”

“But can I—”

“Let’s get this other business cleared up first.”

Tritinka studied her brother’s face and then nodded. “I need to check on lunch, anyway.” She turned, avoiding Rakaia’s eye, and hurried below, leaving Rakaia with the uneasy feeling that something very bad was about to happen.

“Drop anchor and furl sail,” Rishard ordered and then he turned to Rakaia.

“We’re stopping?”

“The Indria has a passenger I’m interested in talking to.” He searched her face as he spoke, as if he were looking for some sign that she knew what was going on.

“Is Tritinka in trouble?”

That amused him. “No, but this person is known to her. And we owe him a favor. A big favor. Enough that I’m willing to hear him out, at the very least.”

“He’s a friend of yours, then?”

“Actually, we’ve never met.”

He was avoiding her eye. His normally friendly, almost flirtatious, manner was decidedly absent. “Is there something wrong, Rishard?” she asked with a growing uneasiness.

“Why don’t you tell me?”

“Tell you what?”

Before he could answer, Mica stormed onto the deck and pushed himself between Rakaia and the captain. “Why are we stopping? I’m paying you to keep moving. I never said you could stop.”

“I’m stopping so the Indria can come alongside.”

“Why?”

“Because I said she could.”

“I’m ordering you to get those sails up and get us out of here,” Mica demanded, sounding like a petulant child.

His attitude didn’t have much of an impact on the captain. “This is my ship, lad, and you’ve chartered it, but I am in charge. And I say the Indria can come alongside.”

Mica was obviously angry he was being defied, but not quite ready to take on Rishard Berin. The captain was taller, heavier, and a whole lot meaner that Mica was. Rakaia could tell Mica wanted to force the issue, but he wasn’t quite sure enough of himself to do it.

“Why? Why do they need to come anywhere near us? You can flash a message to them, can’t you? Tell them to go away.”

“This is my ship, Mica.”

“And as you pointed out just now, I’ve chartered it. I’m paying you to do my bidding.”

“You haven’t paid me a damn thing yet.”

Mica glared at the captain for a long, tense moment and then he suddenly smiled. “You’re right. It’s none of my business.”

With that sudden and suspicious capitulation, Mica turned on his heel and headed below, leaving Rishard looking surprised and Rakaia feeling a dreadful sense of impending doom.

Rishard grinned at her, quite pleased with his victory over Mica. “That was easy.”

Too easy, Rakaia wanted to warn him. Far, far too easy.

But she just smiled and said nothing, because there was nothing she could say, no way she could explain what she was afraid of when she wasn’t even sure herself.

And then, as Rishard walked away from her, she heard music, muffled by the decks between them.

Mica’s song. Gimlorie’s Song, aimed not at her or the crew, she realized, but at Kaelarn, the God of the Oceans. Perhaps even Brehn, the God of Storms.

He was singing in a voice that cut through the waves, in a language no mortal would understand. This was something he had learned in the Tower of Song, a forbidden tune meant only for the ears of the gods.

“Look at that!” the lookout called from the crow’s nest.

Rakaia turned in the direction the lookout was pointing. Behind the pursuing ship a dark stain had begun to inexplicably gather on the horizon. She squinted into the sun, not sure what she was looking at. The darkness seemed to be boiling with a sudden, rapidly growing storm front—a sinister, green torrid mass of clouds racing toward the Indria and the Sarchlo, too.

“What the hell?” Rishard muttered as he walked to the railing to watch the storm gather on the horizon with a look of complete bewilderment. “How . . .?”

“It’s Mica.”

He turned to stare at her. “What?”

“Mica is singing up the storm to stop them coming alongside.”

Rishard grabbed her by the arm and dragged her aside, alarmed by her talk of magic. He probably didn’t want her spooking the crew, but even he could hear Mica’s strident, alien song and the discordant lyre chords that accompanied his singing. “That’s not possible,” he hissed in a low voice.

She pointed at the horizon. The angry cloudbank had already doubled in size. The day was growing darker as the furious clouds blotted out the sun. “Isn’t it?”

Rishard was a pragmatic man, if nothing else. Even if he was having trouble believing Mica was the source of this sudden, mysterious storm, the result would be the same if it reached them.

“Cap’n, you want we should run her down?” the first mate called.

Rishard shook his head as he glanced at the horizon, obviously still trying to come to grips with the idea it wasn’t a natural weather event but something dragged out of the sea by a song. “If that’s as bad as it looks, we don’t want to risk a sudden swerving turn. If we do that, the hull’ll be over on its side before we can stop her.”

“It’ll be a wild ride, but we could point her into it.”

“Sail toward the storm?” Rakaia asked the first mate in alarm.

“Safer cutting through the waves at an angle than tryin’ to outrun it,” he called back.

Rishard didn’t seem to be listening to either of them. He was staring at the black sky racing toward them. It was coming in so fast, it had already swallowed the Indria.

“Signal Irken. Tell him to strike those damned sails and batten down the hatches.” For all they could see of the Indria now, she may well have done exactly that, but she was rapidly enveloped by the frightening cloudbank that now raced toward the Sarchlo.

The mate gave the order as Rishard turned to glance up at his own masts, where only the gallant and the mainsail were still unfurled.

“Reef the mainsail!” he called and, as the crew hurried to do his bidding, he turned to Rakaia. “Can you stop this?”

“I don’t have any magical powers!”

“I meant can you stop Mica?” he asked. “And stop yelling about magic.”

She shook her head and tried to sound less panicked. “I don’t think I can.”

The captain didn’t seem interested in her protestations of helplessness. He leaned in closer. So close she could smell the musky sweat of him. He lowered his voice, so as not to alarm the crew, and said into her ear, “If you’re right and that fool really is calling up that storm, do you know what’s going to happen to the Indria and then us in very short order afterward?”

“They’ll break off following us?”

“Chance would be a fine thing,” he warned. “I’ll tell you what is going to happen. Right now, Mashon Irken is shitting himself. He’s ordering his crew to strike the sails, all the way down to the mainsail to stop his ship capsizing in that wind. Without any sail, he’s going to lose any forward power he has and also any control of the Indria. He’ll have no rudder, so all they can do is hang on while they’re being blown straight downwind like a piece of floating trash, right onto those cliffs, which means everyone on that ship is going to die in the next hour or so. About ten minutes after they die, we’ll be facing the same fate unless you get below right now and stop that maniac doing whatever it is he’s doing to cause this.”

“I . . . I can’t.”

“Fine, then,” the captain said, pulling the dagger from his belt. “I’ll do it.”

“No!” she cried, grabbing his arm. She didn’t want him killing Mica. Or even attempting to. Jaz was down there and he was so ensorcelled by Mica he would probably throw himself on the captain’s blade to protect his friend if Rishard interrupted him. “I’ll do it. I’ll make him stop!”

“You’d better,” the captain warned, shaking her off, and then he turned back to yell more orders to his crew, preparing his own ship to ride out the terrifying magical storm approaching them at frightening speed.

The wind pushing ahead of the storm whipped Rakaia’s hair around her face as she hurried down to the cabin. Below decks was filled with the song. It set her teeth on edge. She hurried to the door of the cabin and tried to open it, but it was locked. Rakaia banged on it furiously. “Mica! Let me in!”

“He doesn’t want you here, Aja,” Jaz informed her from the other side of the door. “He says he has to keep singing and you’re going to try to stop him.”

Damn right I am. She thumped the door with her fist again. “He’s killing people, Jaz. He’s already destroyed one ship. He’ll kill us, too, if he doesn’t stop!”

Abruptly, the singing stopped.

Rakaia stepped back from the door as she heard someone unlocking it from the other side. Then the door opened and Mica was staring at her, the lyre in one hand, his eyes bright. “They’re all dead?”

She nodded. “Rishard said they’re all going to die, if they haven’t already.” It wasn’t strictly true, but that was the gist of what he’d told her. And clearly that was what Mica was aiming for.

“Oh, well,” Mica said with a shrug. “Don’t call him Jaz.”

“What?”

“You called Pup ‘Jaz’. His name is Pup. If you remind him of who he is, the enchantment might wear off.”

“Oh, I’m sorry . . . I won’t do it again.” At least not in your hearing.

“I know you don’t mean to cause trouble,” he assured her with a smile. “Will you tell our insubordinate captain to get a move on? If he’s stopped dilly-dallying about, we could be in Tarkent in a few days.”

“Are we leaving the ship?”

“No. I just can’t wait to hear how certain people who richly deserve every drop of pain I can squeeze out of them have reacted to the loss of . . .” He glanced over his shoulder at Jazrian, who was standing behind him with no clue they were talking about him. “. . . their prize treasure.”

She nodded, glad for the chance to get away, ruthlessly pushing down any hope of saving Jaz when they reached Fardohnya lest he read some hint of her intentions in her eyes. “I’ll tell him. Did you want to come, Pup? Tritinka could probably do with a hand preparing lunch.”

For once, Mica didn’t object to letting Jaz out of his sight. “Why don’t you go help in the galley,” he said. “A bit of hard work will do you good.”

Jaz nodded and squeezed past them both. Once he was gone, Rakaia turned to leave, but Mica took her by the hand. “Don’t go. Not yet.”

He smiled at her in a way that left her in no doubt about what he wanted. Working magic did that to him, she had noticed, and the more intensely he sang, the more he wanted her. Summoning a couple of gods had probably made him insatiable.

“It’s the middle of the day, Mica.”

“Since when was that a problem?”

“Someone might hear us.”

He laughed. “When did you turn into such a prude? Is it . . .” His smile faded. “It’s that captain, isn’t it? You don’t want him thinking you’re my woman.”

“That’s ridiculous. I just don’t want the sailors making fun of me.”

He took her hands in his and kissed them. “Point to the man who dares ridicule you, my love, and I will sing him into throwing himself overboard.”

There was no getting out of this, she realized, and any further attempt to avoid his touch would make him suspicious. So she smiled and drew on every lesson she’d ever learned from her court’esa, leaning forward and kissing him on the mouth.

“Now that is an offer no girl could refuse,” she whispered against his lips.

She could feel him trembling with anticipation as he drew her into the cabin and began fumbling at her clothes. As he turned her around and kicked the door shut, Rakaia caught a glimpse of someone standing at the foot of the companionway at the other end of the passage. The figure was too tall to be Jaz. Perhaps it was one of the crew.

More likely it was Rishard Berin come to make certain Mica had been stopped.

She tried not to imagine what he must think of her as she closed her eyes and let Mica undress her so he could assuage his need for sexual release, having magicked up a song that angered the gods sufficiently to kill more than a dozen innocent men.
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“I’VE HAD A thought,” Damin announced after an interval as they made their way, hand in hand, through the underworld.

“Oh dear,” R’shiel said.

“Very droll.” Damin was still blindfolded, so he couldn’t really treat her to a withering glare.

R’shiel smiled. Damin’s mood had improved considerably these past few days, although she wasn’t certain about the passage of time here. It felt like days, but it might have been hours, minutes, perhaps decades. She supposed they wouldn’t know for sure until they emerged into the real world again. They had passed through two more gates and each time Damin’s mood had lifted a little, although he wasn’t yet ready to remove the blindfold and test what hell might be awaiting him here.

As for R’shiel, she continued to roam the Citadel’s wide, glowing white halls, looking for something she had still not been able to find.

“I’m sorry, what’s your thought?”

“Actually, it’s more of a theory. About the Seven Hells. And it may help us find Brak.”

“This should be good.” She had long come to the conclusion Damin could not do anything to help her, other than keep her company, but anything was worth a try.

“Don’t be so disrespectful. I’m a High Prince, you know.”

“And a warlord. Warlords aren’t known for their philosophical bent. But I’m up for a theological discussion. Or a laugh. Let’s see what you have.”

“Honestly, I don’t know why I bother having anything to do with you, R’shiel.”

“Well, at the moment, it’s because you don’t have anyone else. What’s this brilliant theory?”

“I think hell is in your own mind.”

She was disappointed that was all he could come up with. “I’d say we’ve established that fairly conclusively.”

“You told me that if I don’t want to spend an eternity lost in bad memories when I finally die, I’d better start working on ways to cancel out the bad memories and fill up on good ones.”

“I remember,” she said, stopping to look at him. There was no sign of another gate yet and, although fatigue, hunger and even thirst were unknown here, Damin seemed to want to rest.

“Well, I think you might be right.”

“You sound surprised about that.”

“I mean, I’m not sure you realize how right you are. What if that is the way the hells work? What if, when you die, your spirit is nothing more than a whole mass of memories of things you’ve done in your life, good and bad, and whatever you remember most is where you wind up when you die? Suppose you just stop in the hell with the memories that left the most powerful impression on you, and that’s your eternity?”

R’shiel had never really given the idea much thought. Certainly not as much as Damin obviously had. Her hell was kind of boring, really.

“But everyone does things that are bad or that they regret,” she pointed out. “That’s probably why you keep seeing Leila’s suicide. You blame yourself for her death even though it’s not a memory of something you did. Actually, it’s a memory of something you didn’t do.”

“That’s my point,” he said. “I think the Seven Hells aren’t levels of pain, they’re levels of oblivion.”

“What?”

“You forget. The higher up you go, the more you forget.”

“I don’t know, Damin . . .”

“Think about it,” he urged. He’d evidently given this a lot of thought. Maybe it was his way of distracting himself from his painful recollections. “If you die, and what you take with you into the afterlife are memories of not only the bad things you did, but your regrets, your failures, even the loss of your loved ones, you’ll never find peace.”

“But if you can work your way up, then you’re rewarded by forgetfulness?” R’shiel shrugged. It was a reasonable hypothesis, she supposed. “How does that help us find Brak?”

“Death took him body and soul, right?”

“You know he did.”

“And he only does that for a few truly special souls.”

“Very few.”

“Then it’s likely, isn’t it, that he was also rewarded with oblivion?”

She nodded, somewhat reluctantly, even though Damin couldn’t see her nodding through his blindfold. “You’re suggesting that even if we find him, he won’t remember us?”

“I’m suggesting I know how to find him.”

“How?”

“My memories are filled with things I’ve regretted, bad things I’ve done. But not everything I’ve done is awful. At some point, if we keep going, we’ll reach the hell where the reward is oblivion, at least of the bad things. You’re immune to those memories here. I’m not.” Damin reached up and took hold of the blindfold. “I can tell you when we’ve arrived.”

She placed her hand over his to stop him removing the cloth from his eyes. “No, Damin. I can’t ask you to suffer like that for me.”

He smiled at that. “R’shiel, my mortal body is lying in a coma somewhere, while we stroll through hell together. Don’t you think it’s a bit late to start telling me you’re worried about me?”

“It could drive you mad.”

“As if already being dead isn’t enough.”

“Damin . . .” she began, but she couldn’t stop him. He ripped off the blindfold. Instead of grimacing in pain, he was smiling.

“Damin?”

He didn’t react. Once again, the moment he opened his eyes, the memories took hold of him. By the look on his face, he didn’t seem to mind this memory so much. Perhaps he had a point.

She wouldn’t know unless she saw what he was seeing. Taking his hand, she closed her eyes and sidled into his mind.

The blue-tiled bathroom was nowhere to be seen. This memory was in a stable. With Adrina. She was younger. This was the Adrina whom R’shiel had first met at Treason Keep and, in fact, this looked like the stables there. The princess was looking over her shoulder at Damin.

“When I was a child,” she was telling him, “the only thing we were ever allowed to do for ourselves was groom our horses. Hablet thought it would teach us responsibility.”

“And did it?”

She smiled. “Actually, I think it taught us more about the value of bribes. It was more fun trying to avoid the task than doing it.”

Damin moved forward, until he was right behind Adrina, and placed his hand over hers as she brushed the animal with long, slow strokes. R’shiel could feel his desire for her so intensely, she wanted Adrina too. Damin stood so close behind her their bodies touched. Adrina, didn’t scream. She didn’t flinch. Damin bent his head and touched his lips to her neck, just below her right ear.

Perhaps Damin has a point about happier memories the further into hell we get.

Adrina arched her back and leaned into Damin. R’shiel could smell her, feel her hair tickling Damin’s nose.

“Stop that,” Adrina breathed softly.

“Why?”

“There’s no future in this, Damin. You know that as well as I.”

He slipped his arms around her waist and pulled her even closer. “Ah, that’s right, we hate each other, don’t we?”

Adrina turned in his arms and touched her forehead to his. R’shiel was almost overcome by the heat that existed between these two. It was something so personal, so precious, she had no business being here.

“You’re confusing lust with genuine feeling, my lord.”

As if to give lie to her words, she kissed him. R’shiel thought she might die. Or Damin did. It was almost impossible to separate her thoughts from Damin’s vivid memory of this moment in his past.

“If that’s your idea of trying to make me stop, then the court’esa who trained you needs to be horsewhipped,” Damin said, laughing softly when they finally came up for air.

Adrina smiled. “That’s all this is, you know. A simple case of two well-trained and rather bored people amusing themselves far from home.”

“I grant you that we’re both well trained,” Damin agreed, unwrapping her arms from around his neck. He held her hands for a moment and then turned them over, kissing the palms. “And I’ve no doubt you’re bored. But this is far from simple, Adrina.”

She sighed. “I know. So what are we going to do?”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m heading home while I still can.”

“How noble of you. What happens to me?”

“That’s up to you. You have two choices. Stay and face Cratyn, or come with me.”

Adrina’s eyes widened. “Follow you to Hythria? You’re pretty damn certain of yourself, aren’t you?”

“I wish I could say my offer was entirely motivated by the knowledge that you’d rather die than live without me, but the fact is neither you nor I want a Karien heir to your father’s throne. The whole world will be safer with you in my bed, rather than Cratyn’s.”

“You are the most arrogant pig I have ever met.”

“Probably. Will you come with me or not?”

“Is sharing your bed a condition of the deal?”

“No. If you want, I’ll never touch you again. I’ll escort you to Hythria and kill any man who tries to lay a hand on you against your will. Myself included.”

“You’d throw yourself on your sword for me? Somehow, I doubt that, Damin.”

“It sounded rather noble, though, don’t you think?”

Adrina kissed him again. “I have conditions,” she said, when they finally broke apart.

“Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me.” Damin gathered up the mare’s lead rope and led her to an empty stall.

“I’m a princess of royal blood, Damin, not some whore you picked up in the followers’ camp. I expect to be treated as such.”

“My men shall treat you with the utmost respect, your highness, or I’ll whip them myself.” He closed the gate on the stall and walked back to her. Outside, the sun had almost set and it was getting hard to see in the gloom.

“I wasn’t referring to your men, I was talking about you.”

“I’ll ignore that. What else?”

“The remainder of my guard, those men the Defenders are holding prisoner, are to be released.”

“I think I can arrange that.”

“And I’m not your damned prisoner, either. If I go with you, I go of my own free will. I’ll be free to leave anytime I want.”

“Is that all?”

“No. I want it clearly understood where we stand with each other.”

“And where is that, exactly?”

“I don’t love you, Damin, and I’m damned sure you don’t love me. I’ll admit that there is a certain . . . physical attraction between us, but that’s all it is. I get a thrill out of flirting with danger and you are about the most dangerous thing around. I don’t want you mistaking this affair for something it’s not.”

Damin didn’t answer her for a long moment. Then he smiled. “You’re a consummate liar, Adrina.”

“I assure you, sir, I meant every word.”

“That’s what makes you so believable. Very well, I agree to your conditions. I’m planning to break camp the day after tomorrow. Be prepared for some hard riding. If your husband should happen to discover where you are, we’ll have every Karien on the border chasing us all the way to Hythria.”

“Then you’d better hope your Medalonian friends don’t tell him. I wasn’t planning to leave him a note, you know.”

“Now, there’s a thought,” he laughed. He picked up her cloak from where she had thrown it over the railing and held it up for her. Adrina turned and allowed him to drape it over her shoulders. “Let me see, how would it go? Dear Cratyn—”

“Cretin,” she corrected. “I always called him Cretin. The Kariens thought it was my accent.”

“Very subtle. Dear Cretin, sorry I can’t be here to meet you, but I’ve run off to Hythria with a dashing warlord—”

“Dashing?”

“Handsome sounded a bit arrogant, I thought . . . Anyway, where was I? I’ve run off to Hythria with a dashing warlord with whom I’ve been making wild, passionate love every night for . . . How long has it been?”

“One week and two days . . .”

“Are you counting?”

“Only out of curiosity.” She turned to face him, her expression suddenly serious. “We shouldn’t joke about this, Damin. He’ll kill us both.”

Damin kissed her forehead. He was joking about not loving her. He was besotted. Did he realize then how much he loved Adrina, or did he have to wait for R’shiel to force them into a marriage before he could admit it to himself?

“It will take more than—what did you call him? Prince Cretin the Cringing—to kill me. And I swear I’ll kill you myself before I hand you back to him.”

“Well, that makes me feel so much better.”

R’shiel took her hand from Damin’s, feeling a little unclean for having intruded on such an intimate moment. She took the blindfold from Damin’s limp hand and placed it over his eyes. Almost immediately, he shook his head and was back in the present.

“What happened?” she asked, deciding not to let him know she knew exactly what he’d seen. “Was it a happy memory? I’m assuming so, given the idiot look you were wearing.”

Damin smiled. “Yes, it was a good memory.”

“So the bad ones are fading?”

“I guess so.”

“Then we’re headed in the right direction.”

Damin nodded. “I’ll keep the blindfold off,” he suggested. “That way I can let you know if we start to backtrack.”

“You’re completely oblivious to me when you get lost in those memories, Damin. You’re not going to be able to tell me a damned thing.”

“Just keep watching for the idiot smile,” he suggested with a grin. “While I am wearing that, we’re on the right path.” He reached up to lift off the blindfold. “Wake me when you find Brak,” he said, then the blindfold was gone and Damin was lost again in the memories of his beloved Adrina.

R’shiel shook her head, took his hand and headed off again down the endless white corridors of her hell. She made no attempt to probe his mind again.

She didn’t have to. He was wearing that idiot grin.
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CHARISEE TOOK HER responsibility to Olivah’s bastard daughter, Arna, very seriously. In part, she feared for the child. When she’d raised the subject of her welfare at the dinner table, she’d expected the family, at best, to offer to support the child. She never, for a moment, imagined the poor girl and her unsuspecting mother would be brought to the keep where Olivah could torment them on a daily basis, rather than just ignore them from afar.

Had she known that was even a possibility, Charisee would have said nothing about Arna at all.

It was a lesson for Charisee in unintended consequences. As if she needed another. Her life was one huge unintended consequence at the moment, and she didn’t see how that was going to change anytime soon.

She had taken on Bezzy as an additional handmaiden, although the young woman was ill suited to the task and resentful of her change in circumstances. She’d been quite happy living in town at her uncle’s tavern and only the chance of a better life for her daughter, as the acknowledged bastard of the future lord of Highcastle, had convinced her she should take up the Branadors’ offer.

Tazi didn’t trust her and warned Charisee about her every other day. But Arna was a sweet child and while Charisee knew she couldn’t do much about Bezzy, she could at least teach Arna to read and write, and tutor her in a little history and geography.

It was the geography lessons that brought them to Highcastle’s lone tower this afternoon. The tall tower, accessed by a set of perilously steep steps, looked out over the Bay of Mourning. Besides educating Arna, it gave Charisee something else to think about. It meant she didn’t have to dwell on the latest news from Adrina. She didn’t have to wonder what might have become of her sisters who had died so horribly in the harem fire. She didn’t have to feel guilty when she was busy educating Arna for secretly hoping Sophany had died with them, taking the last chance Charisee’s secret could be exposed to her fiery grave.

She took a deep breath of the crisp air and turned to look out to sea. From here one could see the whole bay. Braun, Esabel and Olivah had left the keep yesterday to visit their liege lord, the legendary warlord Tejay Lionsclaw in Cabradel. Esabel was hoping to arrange a marriage for Olivah while she was in the provincial capital; preferably, Charisee suspected, before word got around that her son had a bastard child living in the keep with him.

Their absence meant she was free for the next few weeks. Free from their scorn, their derision and their constant surveillance. Free from Olivah’s attempts to torment and humiliate her. With Frederak sleeping most of time, Charisee only had to check in with the seneschal each morning, make a few minor decisions on matters he had well in hand, and she was done for the day. She planned to make the most of her freedom, although ever since her encounter in the forest with the assassin, roaming the hills alone with only Broos for company had lost its appeal.

“Why do we have to cross the mountains to get to Fardohnya, my lady?” Arna asked, standing on tiptoe to look out across the bay. “It’s just over there.”

“The Bay of Mourning is very rocky and quite shallow,” Charisee explained. “And there’s no place to safely dock a boat on either side. The currents are very tricky, too, I’ve heard.”

“That’s why there’re so many shipwrecks, isn’t it?”

“They don’t have a lighthouse here,” Charisee said. “If they did, they could warn the ships away from the rocks.”

“But then what would the salvagers do?”

Charisee smiled. “Perhaps our next lesson needs to be about economics.”

“What’s eco . . . monics?”

“It’s the study of merchants and trade, I guess. And people. And how they all connect.”

“Is that what you learned in the harem?”

She nodded. “I used to help my sister with her lessons all the time. She wasn’t fond of economics. In fact, I often did the lessons for her.”

“Didn’t she get in trouble?”

“No. We were friends so I never told. And neither did she, or she would have got into trouble, too.”

“Do you miss your sister?”

“Sometimes. But I have lots of other sisters,” she reminded Arna, deciding to steer the conversation onto safer ground. “At least I did until . . . recently. The High Princess Adrina is my sister, too, you know.”

Arna nodded, still scanning the horizon. “I know. Mama says she wouldn’t piss on you if you was on fire, ’cept you’re the High Princess’s sister.”

“She wouldn’t piss on me if I were on fire,” Charisee corrected, while thinking, There’s gratitude for you. Bezzy asked for my help. It’s hardly my fault she doesn’t like the form it came in.

“Did you live over there before you come here?” Arna asked, not interested in improving her grammar. She was pointing to the white-spired Fardohnyan castle on the other side of the bay.

“Came,” Charisee corrected patiently. “And no, I lived in Talabar, which is far, far from here. That’s Tambay’s Seat.”

“It looks like a castle, not a seat.”

“I think the seat refers to it being Tambay’s seat of power. Pranx Tambay was a general in—”

“Look!” Arna cried, pointing out across the water. “There’s a ship!”

Charisee looked over the parapet. Sure enough, a three-masted ship with most of its sails furled was sailing across the bay under a fair wind and a faultless blue sky. Although it was technically autumn, and winter would be on them soon, Highcastle’s weather seemed to be enjoying the absence of Braun and his family almost as much as Charisee was.

“There’s another one,” she said, pointing to a speck on the eastern horizon. Even Broos raised his head from where he was snoozing at the top of the stairs to find out what the excitement was about.

“Have you ever been on a ship like that?”

“My father took all his daughters out one year to celebrate the Festival of Jelanna on his flagship, the Wave Dancer.”

No need to mention I was not among them. The best lies, after all . . . “But I’ve never been on an ocean voyage. Where do you suppose they’ve come from?” This was a geography lesson, after all.

“They’re Tri-landers,” Arna told her with the confidence of a child raised in a town that made a goodly portion of its livelihood salvaging shipwrecks. “At least, the closest one is. You can tell by the number of masts.”

“What about the other ship?”

“It must be a Tri-lander, too. See. They’re signaling each other.”

Charisee squinted against the glare of the sun reflecting off the ocean and, sure enough, there was a small light winking near the stern of the lead ship. The blinking stopped and then a few moments later the farther ship began winking out what seemed to be a long and complex message in reply.

“Do you know what they’re saying to each other?”

“It’s a secret language,” Arna told her, shaking her head. “Nobody knows it but the Tri-landers.”

They watched the ships for a while in silence, so small they looked like toys in a bathtub from the vantage point high about the cliffs in the tower. The tower that should be a lighthouse, Charisee thought. She wondered if that had been its purpose originally, and the current occupants of Highcastle either didn’t know or were too miserly to do anything about it.

“Lady Rakaia, what’s that?”

Charisee turned to look in the direction Arna was pointing. On the eastern horizon, a dark band had formed. It looked like a storm cell, but the weather was perfect here and surely no storm came up that quickly. She stared at it for a time, not certain she believed what she was seeing. “I’m not sure. It looks like—”

“A storm, a really bad storm.”

Even as they spoke, the clouds boiled and roiled on the horizon, growing with alarming speed. The sailors on the leading ship seemed to have noticed and were reefing their sails and bringing their ship about. The other ship, the one that had been signaling such a long message, was doing the same, but the storm would be on them before they could do anything to save themselves. Charisee stared at the astonishing sight, transfixed by the speed and violence of the approaching storm.

“They’ll be good salvage tomorrow, I reckon,” Arna said with the gleeful ignorance of a child who had no concept of the lives at risk out on the open water.

Her comment broke the spell, when Charisee took in what she was saying. That storm was lethal and there were two ships crossing the bay. One or both of them were likely to be smashed upon the rocks by morning. Probably sooner.

“We have to help them,” Charisee said.

“We don’t help,” Arna reminded her. “We wait until tomorrow morning and then we salvage.”

“Come on, Arna,” she ordered. “Lessons are over for the day.”

Charisee took the steep steps down to the courtyard as fast as she dared, Broos and Arna on her heels. As soon as they were back in the main hall, Charisee sent Arna to find Bezzy and stay with her, while she summoned the seneschal.

“My lady?” the man asked, wiping his hands on a grubby piece of cloth as he entered the main hall. Charisee didn’t know what he’d been doing, but given how filthy the rag was, she hoped it had something to do with polishing the silverware and nothing to do with their food.

“I need you to send a message to town. There is a storm coming in and there are two ships out in the bay.”

“And this concerns us in what way, my lady?”

“We may need to mount a rescue mission.”

The old man smiled at her. “That’s not what we do, your highness. We salvage. Not rescue.”

“Why not?”

“No point risking more lives going after those who are already lost.”

“You can’t just let them die!”

“I can’t do nothing to help them, neither, my lady. Now if you’ll excuse me, the wine isn’t going to decant itself, you know.”

Without waiting to be dismissed, he turned on his heel, leaving her standing in the middle of the empty hall, feeling quite lost and powerless. She glanced up at the narrow slice of sky visible through the high windows of the hall and frowned. The sky was darkening already.

“Who in town is responsible for the salvage operation?” she called after the seneschal.

He stopped and turned to look at her. “The mayor, my lady. Bezzy’s uncle.”

“The tavern keeper?”

“No accounting for what ordinary folk do when you let them vote.”

“Then I will speak with him,” she announced. “Have Strayan meet me in the stables. Come, Broos.”

She hurried outside, crossed the courtyard to the stables, ordered the stable boy to saddle a horse for her and her slave, and was about to mount when Strayan arrived. By the disapproving look on his face, the seneschal must have told him what she was planning.

“My lady?”

“Mount up, Strayan,” she ordered. “We’re riding into town to get help for those ships out in the bay.”

“They have lookouts in the town, my lady. They will know there are ships in danger.”

“And they’ll not do a damned thing about it,” she said. “They trade on death here, Strayan, and you know I’m not unsympathetic to their plight. It’s a dangerous thing to climb down those cliffs in the dark and the rain on the off-chance there might be someone alive down there. But it’s broad daylight and we know there are ships out in the bay, so there is no reason to let innocent men die just because it’s easier to claim salvage if any potential owners are dead.”

“They won’t listen to you, my lady,” he warned.

“I’ll make them listen,” she told him with quiet determination. “Are you coming with me or not?”

Strayan stared at her for a moment and then nodded. “I am your loyal and devoted servant, your highness. I would be nowhere else.”

Charisee smiled briefly at the big Fardohnyan and swung up into the saddle. Strayan was right behind her. They rode out of the keep at a trot, Broos loping along beside her, as the dark clouds reached Highcastle and the first raindrops began to plop on the road behind them.

With her court’esa at her side, and no real notion of how she could help—or indeed if anyone needed help—Charisee headed into Dakin’s Rest to the rumble of thunder at her back and the promise of a storm the likes of which she had never experienced before.
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FROM THE MOMENT Kiam spied the clouds gathering on the horizon behind him, he knew there was magic involved. The talisman Kalan had given him to fend off any magical attempts by Mica the Magnificent to coerce him grew warm against his skin. There was only one thing that would make it do that.

Kiam’s first guilty thought, when he realized Mica was singing up a storm, was that he was responsible. He’d given too much information away in the message, he feared, when he had asked the Indria to signal to the Sarchlo.

But he knew it probably didn’t make a difference. Mica the Magnificent—or Mikel of Kirkland, if he believed the mysterious author of the unsigned letter left with Kenna Po on Scarrow—would have reacted the same to anyone nearing the Sarchlo.

Mashon Irken had spied the storm at the same time Kiam did. He’d stared at it for a long moment, as if he didn’t believe what he was seeing, and then turned and began shouting urgent orders to his crew.

Kiam stepped back and tried to keep out of the crew’s way. His experience as a sailor was limited to a few trips he’d taken over the years in order to carry out assigned kills. Most of his work was in Hythria, although his very first kill had been in Calavandra. Other than that memorable trip, and a few family events hosted by his stepsister, Luciena, he’d spent very little time at sea. He knew, in principle, what the Indria had to do to ride out a storm, but as he watched the black and green broiling cloudbank race toward them, he understood how little his theoretical knowledge meant. Years ago he’d learned that the most effective way of stopping a ship in open water meant positioning it so the forces pushing and pulling the ship when the wind hit cancelled each other out, but that was a world away from watching the Tri-landers heave to with a calm, practiced efficiency which belied the speed of their work.

As soon as the Indria had turned into the wind, the crew began pulling the windward sheetlines taut and letting go the leeward, heaving the jib sails to windward.

“Douse canvas!” the mate shouted. “Then take it all in!”

Kiam couldn’t take his eyes off the storm racing toward them. He clung to the railing as the sea beneath them began to churn, and the deck heaved even though the wind had not yet hit them. He wondered for a fleeting moment if he should warn the captain this storm was magical in nature, but decided against it. The captain didn’t have time to discuss the matter and even if he did, it made no difference. Kiam glanced over his shoulder. The crew had loosened the sheetlines, freeing the lower edge of the remaining sail, and were frantically working on slackening the clewlines and buntlines, stretching from the yards down the height of the sails to the lower edges.

He glanced up, doubtful they would get the ship rigged in time. Surely there was something useful he could be doing, rather than just standing there getting in the way.

“Can I help?” he asked the mate as he hurried past shouting to one of the men trying to loosen more lines in the rigging.

The man stopped and glanced up. “Can you climb?”

“Better than most of your sailors, probably.”

The mate seemed skeptical, but he needed every hand he could get. He pointed up at the rigging. “You see up there where Virdon’s standing? We have to pull the top sails in, but only that course sail, there, can be put in gear from the deck. Those sail sheetlines up there are attached to the yards of the sails beneath ’em.”

“I see them.”

“Get up there, then, if you’re game, and help Virdon furl those sails before the storm hits.”

Kiam nodded in understanding. The sheets had to be disconnected by climbing out on the yardarm of the sail below, in order to lower the Indria’s center of gravity.

He wasn’t a sailor, but he’d spent his life learning to scale things. How difficult could a mast or a yardarm be? In a storm. A magical, vengeful storm, probably sent specifically to doom him and everyone else on this ship to Kaelarn’s embrace at the bottom of the Dregian Ocean.

It didn’t bear thinking about too closely, so he decided not to in case his nerve failed him. He stumbled over to the mast, with the deck bucking like an angry horse beneath him. As he grabbed hold of the mast, the mate tapped his shoulder and thrust a large knife in his hand.

“If you can’t slacken the lines, you’ll have to cut them!” he shouted over the rising wind. The light was dropping and the air was filling with water, too, but it was hard to tell if it was rain, or spray from the waves.

“Aye!”

“But only as a last resort, hear! Only if the brace or the tack or the sheetlines fail. Better to lose some canvas than a yard, and maybe a mast with it, but if it doesn’t cut cleanly, it’ll tangle in the rigging and it’ll be worse than if you left it flapping in the breeze, understand?”

“I understand!”

“I mean everything,” the mate insisted. “The robands off the jackstays, all the clewlines, the buntlines, tacks—”

“I get it,” Kiam shouted over the rising wind. “If I have to cut the sail free, don’t leave it flapping!”

“Good lad!”

Kiam nodded, clamped the knife between his teeth to leave his hands free, and began climbing up the swaying, heaving mast toward the yardarm. From here the view was even worse. Not only was the mast swaying in a wild arc with the movement of the ship, but the stinging rain was blinding him and the wind had picked up so much that it felt as if it were clawing at him with pincer-like fingers, trying to tear him from the mast.

But the storm itself still wasn’t on them fully. The dark cloudbank was racing toward them, and from up on the mast seemed close enough to touch, but this was just a precursor. The worst was yet to come.

Kiam heard a voice on the wind and looked around. Virdon was asking him something. Or trying to tell him something, but his words were whipped away by the wind. Whatever it was, Kiam realized he had to keep moving. Every moment these sails stayed open to the wind, it was pushing the Indria, and probably the Sarchlo as well, toward the perilous Highcastle cliffs.

Did you think of that, Mica the Magnificent? he shouted silently in his head as he inched his way across the yardarm. When you sang up a storm fierce enough to kill everything in its path, did you wonder if you would get caught in it, too?

He would have yelled the words aloud to the wind, but that would mean losing the knife he had clamped between his teeth. The mast was arcing so violently now that the ship almost lay on its side, leaving him and the other riggers dangling from the yards, until it corrected itself and swung back the other way. The light was fading fast, making it difficult to see. A cry whipped past him and he turned in time to see Virdon fall into the darkness, the sodden sail he’d been trying to furl flapping like a whip crack in the wind.

There wasn’t any hope for it now, Kiam realized. Clinging with one arm to the yard above, he took the knife from between his teeth and began to cut through the lines. The ship keeled over again and Kiam almost lost his grip. The half-loose sail dipped into the water and then came up again in a spray of white water, as the valiant Indria fought the pull of the sea and managed to right herself once again.

He clung with one hand and sawed through the lines as fast as he could, not looking down, shaking his head to clear the water from his eyes every few seconds because he could not let go to wipe them.

Then he heard it. A roar like nothing he’d ever heard before. He glanced up in time to see a wall of water about to crash down on the ship. The magical talisman around his neck suddenly began to burn and the wave slammed into the boat.

The water hit Kiam like a runaway horse, tearing him from the mast and tossing him into the water far below. It was too dark to see, too hard to make out which way was up. Kiam hit the water hard, as if a giant had tossed him at a wall. The impact was such that he feared he’d been thrown against the perilous Highcastle rocks, but he had no way of knowing how close they were.

Death, he assumed, was not far away.

How ironic, he thought before the water swallowed him, dragging him down into the depths, that I am going to die in sight of Highcastle. And Rakaia.
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THE STORM UNLEASHED itself on the town of Dakin’s Rest not long after Charisee and Strayan arrived at Fank Vondo’s tavern. As the rain pelted against the windows, and the wind threatened to tear the roof off, the mayor listened patiently to Charisee’s proposition that they try to help any shipwreck victims the storm might wash up on the rocks, and then smiled and shook his head.

“My lady, I admire your kind heart, I truly do, but what you’re asking is impossible.”

“Why is it impossible?” She looked around at the men gathered in the tavern. “This town makes its living salvaging wrecks.”

“And we’ll salvage what we can tomorrow, my lady. When the storm blows over.”

“Tomorrow will be too late. There were two ships out there when the storm hit. You know what’s going to happen to the people on board if you wait until tomorrow. This is a chance to save lives.”

“Lord Branador ordered us to always wait until the day after the storm before touching any wreck,” a man sitting near the fireplace told her. “It’s for our safety, you see. So we can’t help you, my lady, even if we wanted to.”

“My husband ordered that?”

The man shook his head. “Lord Braun.”

“Lord Braun is not the lord of Highcastle. Lord Frederak is. And he is my husband, so I speak for him.”

“Speak for him about our cut of the take,” another man called from behind her. “Then we might be interested in risking our necks to do what you’re asking.”

A murmur of agreement rippled through the taproom. “What’s he talking about?” she asked Fank Vondo.

“He’s talking about the eighty-twenty split of the salvage takings,” the mayor explained.

“What’s wrong with that? It seems a fair arrangement.”

“The castle takes the eighty per cent, my lady.”

“That’s absurd,” she said, without stopping to think of the consequences of what she was saying. “The townspeople take all the risk. Why shouldn’t you get the lion’s share of the profits?”

A cheer went up, so loud and sudden it made Charisee jump. She tightened her grip on Broos’s collar as Strayan, standing behind her, leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “Be careful, mistress. You’re starting something you may not be able to stop.”

Another man rose from his seat and came to stand beside the mayor. “Are we to understand, my lady, that Lord Frederak wants us to try to rescue any survivors that might survive this storm? And that you’re prepared to let us have eighty per cent of the take if we do?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” I think. Why is this so hard? What is wrong with these men?

“We don’t even know if there’s a wreck down there,” someone sitting behind Charisee pointed out. “I ain’t riskin’ my neck on that cliff path in this blow on a stinkin’ off-chance. Even for eighty per cent.”

“There were at least two ships out there when the storm closed in,” she told them again, hoping to appeal to some small shred of humanity in them. Then she added, a little uncertainly, “They looked like Tri-lander trading ships.”

That caused a murmur of interest. Charisee was lying, though. She had no idea if they were Trinity Isles ships or her father’s own flagship. She really couldn’t tell one end of a ship from another, let alone what kind of vessels she’d spied in the distance from the Highcastle tower. But she knew what most people thought of the Tri-lander pirates in Fardohnya and was relying on these Hythrun men thinking the same. If the men of Dakin’s Rest thought the wrecked ships were carrying contraband that was unlikely ever to be claimed by its rightful owners, they’d be much more inclined to aid any survivors.

Fank Vondo wasn’t convinced, however. “The problem is, my lady, even if we found survivors down there, we don’t have anywhere to care for them. They’ll be wounded, like as not, and will need care for days, maybe for weeks. There’s no Harshini healer around here. Gods, we don’t even have a physic in town. To be honest, they’ll be better off with a peaceful drowning than being carted up that wretched cliff path, at risk of being dropped and falling to their death on the rocks below, only to find we can’t do anything to help them if they make it to the top.”

“Then bring any survivors you can rescue to the keep by wagon,” she said, wondering, as she made the suggestion, how long she had before Braun and his family returned from Cabradel. She assumed it was several weeks so, hopefully, if the townsfolk did find some survivors today, they’d be long gone before the family got back.

If not, there’d be hell to pay.

Pushing aside the terrifying specter of Esabel’s reaction on returning to find her home full of Tri-lander pirates, Charisee turned to Strayan. “As soon as the weather lets up, I want you to ride to the keep. Ask the seneschal to prepare to accept . . . how many survivors do you suppose there could be?”

“None, if we’re lucky,” someone chuckled from the corner to her left.

Fank Vondo shrugged. “There’s no way of telling, my lady. But it’ll be low tide in an hour or so. Perhaps, if the storm’s let up by then . . .”

Almost as if his words had power of their own, the wind suddenly dropped and the rain stopped. For a moment, everyone just sat in the unexpected silence, not at all certain they believed what they were—or weren’t—hearing.

Then someone went to the tavern door and jerked it open. He looked outside and then turned to the men in the tavern. “Gods! It’s over. The clouds are breaking up already.”

A few men muttered about the unnaturalness of the storm. Charisee realized she had to get them moving before they got too carried away with their superstitions. If those ships had been unable to outrun that storm, there was only one fate awaiting the poor souls on board.

She was determined it would not be her fault if innocent men died this day due to Braun’s stupid and cruel—and greedy—policy.

“Excellent! Then let’s get the salvage party moving, shall we? Who’s usually in charge?”

The men still hesitated and, for a horrifying moment, Charisee feared they meant to refuse her, but then Fank Vondo shrugged. “Eighty per cent, you say?”

“On my husband’s life, I swear it.”

That seemed to do the trick. One by one the men rose to their feet. Charisee turned to Strayan, who seemed more uncertain, even, than the men of Dakin’s Rest. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing here, my lady?”

“No,” she said softly, “but don’t let on.”

He smiled briefly. “I’ll see the seneschal is ready for your survivors. Assuming there are any.”

“With my luck,” she said, speaking Fardohnyan in case someone overheard her, “not only will there not be any survivors, there probably won’t be any wreck.”

“I think you’re luckier than that, my lady. Is there anything else you need me to do?”

She shook her head. Around them the men were falling into a long-practiced routine as Fank Vondo issued orders about fetching ropes and blankets, and even fishing nets in case the wrecks were fishing boats and a useful catch washed up. “Once I’m satisfied they’re actually going to go down the cliffs to check for survivors and not just turn around the moment my back is turned, I’ll ride back to the keep, too.”

“I don’t like leaving you here alone, my lady.”

“Broos will watch over me,” she said with a smile, patting his head. “We have a long history of looking after each other, don’t we, boy?” Broos’s tail thumped the floor in agreement.

“As you wish, your highness,” Strayan said. The court’esa bowed and departed the tavern, leaving Charisee standing in the middle of the taproom, trying to look commanding. It must have worked, because nobody questioned her or laughed at her, which they might have done had they realized she was not even thinking of the upcoming rescue effort.

All Charisee could think about was trying to gauge how much trouble she was going to be in when Braun discovered she’d changed the percentage deal he had going with the townsfolk, revoked his orders about not helping survivors and, before the day was out, would possibly fill his keep with shipwrecked pirates.
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KIAM WOKE TO indescribable pain. Every bone in his body felt deeply bruised, if not broken, and he kept inhaling mouthfuls of saltwater every time the waves slapped at his face.

It took a moment to register that he was still alive. For a time, his brain was so numbed by pain and disorientation, he couldn’t think where he was or how he came to be there.

Perhaps this is death, he wondered vaguely, as another wave slapped him in the face. Perhaps this is one of the Seven Hells and I’m in pain because of all the lives I’ve taken. Maybe the God of War has no sway in hell and instead of being honored as his servant, I’m being punished as a killer.

“Help . . . can someone help me?”

Then he recalled the Indria, and the storm and being ripped from the yardarm, and he forced open his eyes to look around. The small voice was coming from somewhere to his left. It was almost sunset, he noted as he lifted his head—relieved that he could lift it. The storm was gone, as if it never happened. The talisman around his neck no longer burned.

And he was lying on a large rock outcropping surrounded by broken pieces of ship, and more bodies than he could count.

Not all of them were dead. Someone was calling for help and several of the bodies were moving. Some were just groaning.

Gingerly, Kiam tried to move himself away from the water’s edge. It hurt like hell, but he was able to move his arms without too much trouble, although there was a nasty gash on his forearm. Fortunately, it had stopped bleeding, washed clean by the saltwater. He pushed himself up and back a short way and cried out in pain as someone apparently tried to sever his left leg with a rusty sword. Kiam rolled over and glanced down at his legs. His right leg was fine. However, there was bone poking through the shin and shredded trousers of his left leg, although no blood. The bone hadn’t severed any arteries when it broke, it seemed. He’d be long dead if it had.

The sight of the white bone poking out of his trouser leg made his stomach churn, but Kiam was trained to deal with pain, so he took a deep breath and pushed the nausea and hurt aside. For now, at least. He wasn’t sure how long he’d be able to ignore the injury, and looking up at the tall, forbidding cliffs looming over him, he was quite sure he had no chance of finding help on his own.

Perhaps the owner of the voice was in a better state than him.

“Over here!” he called.

A few moments later a battered and bloodied woman’s face appeared above his. There was a jagged gash on her forehead, another on her chin and she was sporting two rather impressive black eyes, but other than that she seemed to be whole.

“Rakaia?” he asked in shock, but then he realized it couldn’t be her. His Rakaia was safe in Highcastle, married to Frederak Branador. Perhaps it was because she was obviously Fardohnyan and, like Rakaia, had those beautiful blue eyes.

His injuries were making his brain slow. There were no women on the Indria. If she was here now, in this state, this might well be the woman who’d left the letter with Kenna Po. Mica the Magnificent’s magical storm must have caught the Sarchlo as well.

“How . . . how do you know . . . my . . .?”

“Sorry, you remind me of someone. Can you walk?”

She nodded. “My ankle hurts, but I don’t think anything is broken.”

“Wish I could say the same,” he said, glancing down at his leg.

The woman followed his gaze and cried out in horror. “Gods! I can see the bone!”

“I did notice that.”

“But how can you stand the pain?”

“By not thinking about it,” he said. “Was Jaz with you? On the other ship?”

She tore her horrified eyes from his injury and nodded. “And Mica, too.” For a moment, she didn’t say anything else, apparently lost in some personal torment of her own, and then, as if a light went on in her eyes, she suddenly stood up. “Gods . . . where is he?”

Kiam added his voice to hers, calling to his nephew, praying he would answer. “Jaz! Jaz!”

The woman looked down at Kiam. “He won’t answer to Jaz. He thinks his name is Pup.”

There was no time to ask for the reason. “Pup! Pup! Can you see him anywhere? Pup!”

The young woman scanned the rocks littered with bodies and debris. “Dear gods, there are so many dead!”

He grabbed her ankle, to get her attention. “Find . . . Jazrian,” he urged. “And the thief. Make sure . . . he’s dead.”

She nodded and limped off to search among the bodies. Kiam collapsed onto the rocks and closed his eyes, trying to draw on whatever reserves he had left. He didn’t have time to be writhing in agony. He had to find Jaz.

And he had to make sure the dangerous, magic-wielding maniac thief was dead.

That he had a bone poking through his shin and was fighting off the white walls of pain sheeting through him wasn’t going to stop him doing his job.

“I found him!” he heard the young woman shout in Fardohnyan, but didn’t know if she meant Jaz or Mica. He couldn’t answer anyway, because the pain was so blindingly intense that his mind was determined to retreat from it.

As he passed out again, somewhere in the distance, he thought he heard another, deeper male voice call out in Hythrun, “There’s someone alive down there!” and then blessed blackness swallowed him and brought him peace.

THE NEXT TIME Kiam woke, he knew for certain he was dead. He wasn’t lying on a freezing, storm-splashed bed of rock in intense pain. He was tucked up in a warm bed with the sun streaming in through the diamond-paned window, comfortably numb and not feeling much of anything at all.

And Broos, his loyal, beloved Broos, was enthusiastically licking his face.

He smiled and reached up to pat the dog’s soft, velvety ears, amazed at how real they felt and how pleasant a place hell had turned out to be, after all.

He tried to sit up and realized he couldn’t. His limbs felt like lead and his left leg was weighed down with bandages and a heavy splint. Then he noticed the cottony taste in his mouth and knew it meant his pleasant lethargy wasn’t death, but more likely an opiate he’d been given to dull his pain.

This isn’t the afterlife, he thought. It’s probably Highcastle and if Broos is here, so—somewhere—is Rakaia.

“Hey, big fella,” he said, as the dog slobbered over him happily, apparently trying to achieve what the Bay of Mourning had failed to do and drown him. “Where’s your mistress?”

“Bossing everyone about like she owns the place,” someone out of sight answered.

He turned his head. Sitting on a chair by the door was the young Fardohnyan woman he’d encountered when he first washed up on the rocks. She was dry now, her hair an odd mixture of dark roots and blonde ends. She wore what he guessed was a borrowed dress and her face, although battered and cut, looked a little better than when he had seen her last. Her black eyes were truly impressive and would get rather worse, he guessed, before they got better.

“Did you . . . find Jazrian?” Even more important than being reunited with Broos, or with Rakaia, was that important detail.

The young woman nodded. “He’s got a broken arm and a very sore head, but I think he’ll be fine.”

“And the thief? Did he make it?”

Her expression darkened, almost as if she were afraid. “They hadn’t found him by the time you and I were rescued, but I think they’re still bringing up bodies.”

“Is Rakaia here?”

She seemed puzzled by the question. “Rakaia? Oh . . . you mean Lady Rakaia? She’s downstairs somewhere, tending to the survivors,” the girl told him. “You, it seems, were deserving of special treatment. This room belongs to someone called Olivah, apparently. I gather he’s someone important, so you should feel very honored you’ve been given his bed. Are you really a guild assassin?”

He wasn’t going to comment on that. “Do you have a name?”

“You called me Rakaia down on the rocks.”

“I wasn’t thinking straight. It’s just . . . you reminded me of . . . the lady of Highcastle.”

For some reason, the young woman smiled at that. “My name is Aja. Is the lady of Highcastle a particular friend of yours? She seemed very anxious to make sure you were tended to before anyone else when she realized you were among the casualties. That monster of a dog went rather insane over you, too.”

Kiam rubbed Broos’s huge head fondly for a moment and then asked, “Are you the one who left that letter with Kenna Po?”

Aja nodded and walked across the room to sit on the bed beside him. “You found it?”

“It’s why we were chasing the Sarchlo down.”

She was silent for a long moment and then she shook her head. “I swear, Mica never told me what he was planning. If I’d known . . .”

“You took a big risk, doing that. It was a very brave thing to do.”

Aja shook her head. “It wasn’t brave. Actually, it seemed rather cowardly at the time.”

Before he could respond, the door opened and Rakaia walked in. She’d changed since he saw her last. She seemed more sure of herself. But weary. Her hair was pulled back into an untidy bun and she wore an apron over her dress spattered with blood. Her eyes were tired and she looked like she’d been up all night.

Kiam didn’t think he had ever seen anything more beautiful.

She smiled when she saw he was awake, but it was an unguarded moment that quickly changed to a much more detached, clinical interest when Aja turned to look at her.

“I see you’re awake, Master Miar.”

“Barely,” he said. “My head feels stuffed with wool.”

“It was necessary to splint your leg,” she told him. “Fortunately for you, my court’esa has some medical knowledge. He says if you have any wits about you, you’ll stay drugged until the Harshini get here.”

“You’ve sent for the Harshini?” Aja asked. She sounded worried.

Kiam remembered Kenna Po telling him she suspected this young woman was noble-born. Listening to her address Rakaia as if she were the lady of Highcastle’s equal, perhaps even her superior, bore out the old woman’s theory. He was too tired, however, and too woolly-headed to figure out what it meant.

“As soon as we learned Jazrian was among the survivors, I sent word to Adrina in Greenharbour by raven,” Rakaia told them, her weariness evident in her tone of voice. “I can’t imagine she’ll arrive without a Harshini healer, once she learns her son was injured in the wreck.”

Aja rose to her feet and faced Rakaia. “I’ll need to be gone by then.”

Rakaia nodded. “Yes, you will. You really will. But right now I need you to identify some bodies, if you wouldn’t mind. They’re bringing up the last of them from town, and I need to know which of them were the crew of your ship, and which were not.”

“Are there many survivors from the Indria?” Kiam asked. Having been thrown from the yardarm into the water, he had no idea of the fate of the rest of the Indria’s crew.

“That’s what I’m hoping Aja can tell us,” Rakaia said, a look passing between the two young women that Kiam suspected he would have been worried about had his head not been filled with a thick, drug-fuelled fog. “You need to rest, Master Miar, and let us worry about the crew of your ship.”

Kiam was tired, and sleeping seemed a much better idea than trying to think coherently. But he had unfinished business. He still hadn’t fulfilled his contract. “Did you find the thief?”

“I’m hoping Aja will be able to tell us that, too.”

“Don’t let him sing to you,” Kiam warned as he drifted off. “The old lady said . . .”

Actually, he couldn’t recall right now, exactly what the old lady said. He wasn’t even sure he remembered who the old lady was. He was trying to figure it out when he felt a heavy weight land on the bed beside him, and saw Broos settling in for a snooze as well.
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RAKAIA FOLLOWED CHARISEE along the corridor in silence. Rather than head downstairs as Charisee told the assassin she was going to, she led her sister to another room further down the hall.

This should have been my life, Rakaia thought with a shudder, taking in the dark, cold stone walls, the threadbare hall runners and the overall damp, depressing feel of the keep. Charisee seemed to be thriving here, but for all the trouble currently piling up at Rakaia’s door, she did not envy her sister’s position as the lady of this place.

Once inside, Charisee dismissed the young woman cleaning the fireplace, a slim, sour-faced girl who seemed to resent her mistress mightily. Knowing Charisee, she doubted there was anything she had done to engender such resentment. It was probably just a general dislike of having a Fardohnyan princess in their midst. Another reason to be glad she never had to marry a poxy old Hythrun and live here, in this gloomy mausoleum.

“Bezzy likes to poke her nose into things that don’t concern her,” Charisee warned as she locked the door and put her finger to her lips to warn Rakaia to silence. She crossed the room to a door adjoining another bedroom, checked it was also locked, then crossed the room again and jerked the original door open to check the maid wasn’t listening at the door. Once she was satisfied they were alone, she closed the door and turned to lean on it. “Gods, Rakaia! How did you get involved in this mess?”

“Nice to see you too, Chari.”

Charisee was not amused by her attempt at joviality. “What were you doing on that ship?”

She shrugged, not at all sure she could answer such a question without a very long explanation. “Running away, remember? Having an adventure.”

“You kidnapped the heir to Hythria, for pity’s sake. Your own sister’s son! Why?”

“I didn’t kidnap him . . . well, not really. And Adrina’s not . . .” She hesitated, not sure she wanted to confess too much more to Charisee in her present mood, which was decidedly unpleasant.

Charisee rolled her eyes impatiently. “Not actually your sister, you were going to say, weren’t you?”

“Who told you?” She hadn’t expected Charisee to know about that.

“The assassin Hablet sent after you informed me,” Charisee said, without a trace of humor. “Just before he tried to kill me, thinking I was you.”

“Oh.” She forced a smile. “Well, you obviously survived the attempt. Yay, you.”

“This is not funny, Rakaia. I live in constant danger and fear of someone discovering the truth about me. Don’t you understand it would cost both of us our lives if Adrina ever learned I’m not you and that you are the one responsible for her son’s kidnapping?”

“I didn’t kidnap him,” she insisted. “And when I found out what Mica had done, I did everything I could to protect Jaz from him.”

“Not enough, apparently. Jazrian doesn’t remember me; he doesn’t seem to remember his mother. Or his father. He won’t even acknowledge who he is.”

“It’s not his fault, Chari. Mica ensorcelled him.”

Charisee pushed off the door and began pacing the rug. “Hopefully the Harshini will be able to restore him once they get here, but I need you gone, Rakaia. As fast and as far as you can get from Highcastle before Adrina arrives. And please, don’t call me Chari. Not here.”

“I’m sorry, but I think you’re worrying unnecessarily. It will be weeks before Adrina can get here.”

“Don’t count on it. The Hythrun royal family keeps a stable of sorcerer-bred horses. She could be here in a few days.”

“I’ll leave then,” Rakaia agreed, with no idea where she might go. It was as if she were back in Winternest, fleeing a terrible fate with no idea what her future held, except this time Charisee wasn’t trying to convince her to stay. She was actively kicking her out.

“I can leave with the others,” she said. She had no wish to cause Charisee trouble and her former slave was right about what fate waited should either of them be exposed.

“Leave with what others?” Charisee asked.

“The remaining crew of the Sarchlo, the survivors.”

Charisee looked at her in surprise. “They won’t be let go, Rakaia. The crew of the Sarchlo are pirates who aided and abetted the kidnap of the crown prince of Hythria. They’ll be hanged, probably, as soon as Adrina gets here. That’s why you need to leave. I won’t be able to save you if you’re still here when Adrina arrives, even if she has no idea who you really are.”

“But . . . they had nothing to do with Jazrian’s kidnap. Mica did that all on his own.”

“Did he ensorcell them, too? Force the Tri-landers to sail the Dregian Ocean against their will?”

“Well, not exactly.”

“Then you see the problem.”

“But . . . but . . . Tritinka is only a child!”

“Who is Tritinka?”

“The captain’s sister. These are not evil people, Charisee. They’re loyal and kind and . . . well, they had no idea who the child was. I promise. Their only crime is being duped by Mica, just like I was.”

“You could have said something to them.”

“What do you mean?”

“If these pirates are the sterling characters you claim, you could have told them who Jaz was and asked for their help. Instead, you did nothing.”

Rakaia opened her mouth to object to the accusation, but she realized there was nothing she could say. What Charisee was saying was exactly how it must look. She had spent all this time trying to keep Mica on an even keel; trying to make sure Jaz was safe. Every waking moment trying not to give Mica any reason to sing her into becoming nothing more than a mindless automaton.

All this time Rakaia had thought she was helping Jaz. Until she saw herself through Charisee’s eyes, she didn’t realize her actions—or lack of them—might appear indefensible at best, sheer cowardice at worst.

But Rakaia wasn’t completely without bargaining power. If Charisee only had a few days before Adrina arrived, the pressure she was under must be intense.

“I’ll help you check all the bodies,” she offered. “I’ll make sure you have Mica, dead or alive, assuming they’ve found him, to hand over to Adrina when she arrives. But you have to give me the crew of the Sarchlo in return.”

“Or what?”

“Or I won’t leave. I will stay here and when Adrina arrives, I will throw myself on her mercy and tell her who I am. I will claim you engineered the whole scheme. I’ll tell her you were desperate to take my place so you drugged me and sold me as a slave at Winternest and then assumed my identity.”

“I’ll tell her you’re not really Hablet’s daughter,” Charisee threatened.

“You have no proof, Chari.”

“Hablet sent an assassin to kill you.”

She raised a brow at that. “Did he? Really? Where is he, then? Where is this assassin you claim tried to kill you? Are you going to try to convince Adrina you managed to fight off a guild assassin, too?”

Charisee paled a little but didn’t answer. Rakaia knew she was winning. Now it was time to cajole, rather than threaten. “I don’t want your life, Chari, I really don’t. But you can’t rob me of mine. Not now. Besides you, the Sarchlo’s crew are the only friends I have in the whole world. Don’t take them from me when I need my friends the most.”

“They’re pirates, Rakaia. How would I explain letting them go?”

“Give them the reward.”

“Excuse me?”

“There must be a huge reward for finding Jazrian. And your friend down the hall even told me I was brave for tipping him off that Jaz was on the Sarchlo. It’s not such a stretch, is it, to believe the rest of the Sarchlo crew were helping me?”

“I suppose . . .”

“Just tell everyone you’ve learned the crew of the Sarchlo were trying to return Jazrian to his family when they were wrecked. The assassin will back you up and we can be gone from here in a matter of days.”

Charisee was weakening but still wasn’t convinced. “I’m not sure about this, Rakaia. Who would believe such an outlandish tale?”

“Everyone,” she said, trying to sound more confident than she felt. “If I tell Rishard that going with my version of events will get him the money to purchase a new ship, I’m pretty sure he’ll swear Kaelarn himself rose up out of the oceans to help us. The only one who could deny it is Mica. If you have any brains at all and if he’s still alive when you find him, you’ll gag him and not let him utter a sound until the Harshini are here to control him.”

Charisee continued to pace the rug, but she didn’t reject Rakaia’s suggestion out of hand, which surprised Rakaia a little. The Charisee she remembered was painfully honest, to the point of being irritating, and would never have agreed to such monumental deceit.

“How quickly could you speak to the crew of the Sarchlo?”

Rakaia was stunned. “As soon as you let me go from this room.”

With a thoughtful expression, Charisee nodded slowly. “You’ll have to do this quickly. I can pay the reward from the treasury here and Adrina can reimburse the Branadors later, but if Frederak has a lucid day and asks why . . . or, worse, if Braun, Esabel and Olivah arrive home unexpectedly, I’ll have no power to do anything—for you, your pirates, or anyone else.”

On impulse, Rakaia hugged her. “You really were born for this life, you know. I can’t believe how much you’ve changed, how much your new life suits you.”

Charisee smiled wanly at that. “I could say the same about you.”

“Funny how life turns out.”

“It won’t be funny if you’re still here when Adrina arrives,” Charisee warned, “so go. Find your pirates and get them out of Highcastle while you can. I’ll arrange the money to leave with you.”

“Do you suppose we’ll meet again after this?”

“I hope not,” Charisee told her with feeling. “Because every time we meet lately, Rakaia, something terrible happens, and I’ve had all the terrible I can deal with for a long, long time.”
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RAKAIA LEFT THE lady of Highcastle standing in the place she should have been, while she hurried off to add another crime to her ever-growing list.

Oddly, though, she wasn’t worried about another lie. In fact, she was feeling decidedly lighthearted, which was an awful thing to be feeling considering the number of bodies piled up outside in the stables, and how many more lay wounded and dying in the main hall where Charisee had set up a makeshift hospital.

When she reached the hall, the first person she spied was Rishard Berin. He was sitting beside a pallet where Tritinka was lying, either asleep or unconscious. Like everyone who had been rescued from the storm, she was battered and bruised, although in Tritinka’s case, her left arm was also bandaged tight across her chest. Rakaia wanted to run to Rishard and tell him what she’d done. She wanted to reassure him that his crew wouldn’t be arrested, and that she had the funds to purchase a new ship for him.

But as she approached, she realized how strange such an offer would seem. She had no idea if the Tri-landers even wanted her help. To them she was probably the one who could have stopped this tragedy and didn’t.

She’d arrived on their ship with Mica. She had brought this trouble to their door.

Her gushing need to tell him about her deal with Charisee died on her lips as Rishard looked up and smiled faintly. “I was wondering if you made it out alive.”

“Is Trinnie going to be all right?”

He nodded. “She has a broken collarbone, but other than that she’s just a bit worse for wear. Bit of a miracle really, considering how many we lost.”

“How many?” she asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.

“Bit less than half,” he told her. “Better than the Indria’s luck.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Indria bore the brunt of the storm and went down out in the bay. The only survivors were those who were thrown clear before it sank. I suppose we were lucky we just got pushed up against the rocks and broke up at the base of the cliffs.”

“I’m sorry,” she told him, feeling responsible and wishing there was something more she could do to help his sister, even if she couldn’t do anything for anyone else. Trinnie was the closest thing Rakaia had to a friend since she’d swapped identities with Charisee at Winternest—if she didn’t include Mica.

“It’s not your fault, Aja.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t able to stop him . . . well, you know . . . sooner.”

Rishard shrugged. “Not starting the storm in the first place would have been more useful.”

“Have they found him yet?”

“Who? Mica?” The captain frowned. “I assumed he was among the bodies they brought up from the rocks.”

She shook her head. “We need to find him. I promised Cha— Lady Highcastle that I would identify him for her.”

“What about Pup?”

“What about him?”

“The guards here are saying he’s not a rich merchant’s son, like Mica claimed, but Jazrian Wolfblade.”

Rakaia’s hesitation was answer enough for him.

Rishard cursed under his breath and shook his head. “Gods! It’s not just a rumor, is it?”

She shook her head mutely, not wanting to anger him further.

Rishard was silent for a moment, studying her closely, and then he rose to his feet and loomed over her. When he spoke, it was in a low, angry voice that made her want to curl up and die. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

“I didn’t know Mica was going to take him.”

“You’ve condemned us all to death.”

Now that was a bit unfair. “No! Actually, I’ve saved you!”

“Saved us? We’re on Hythrun soil!” he reminded her in the same threatening voice, glancing around to see if any of the Highcastle people could overhear him. “Don’t you get what that means, Aja? We had the kidnapped crown prince and his kidnappers on board the Sarchlo. We’re Tri-landers. The miracle is we haven’t all been tossed in a dungeon already.”

She grabbed his arm. “It’s going to be all right, Rishard. I’ve made an agreement with the lady of Highcastle. If we find Mica and hand him over, she’ll let us go. Better than that. She’s going to give us the reward for returning Jazrian. It’s enough to buy you another ship. Probably a fleet of them.”

He shook her hand off and looked at her suspiciously. “How?”

“We talked, and I—”

“How did you even get to speak to the lady of Highcastle? Why would someone so important deal with the likes of you? Who are you, Aja? Gods, is that even your name?”

Rakaia didn’t have time—and this was certainly not the place—to explain. “I’ll tell you everything, Rishard, I promise,” she hissed. “But not here and not now. Please. Help me find Mica, and then I’ll get your reward and we can be gone before the people looking for the missing heir of Hythria descend on this place. Those are the people I certainly can’t convince to release a crew of Trinity Isles pirates and give them a reward.”

Rishard glanced down at Tritinka. Rakaia could see him weighing up her decidedly suspicious offer against the chance that if they stayed much longer, they may never escape this place. “You keep saying we.”

“If you don’t want me to come with you, I’ll understand,” she said, trying to banish the panic from her voice. “I’ll still make sure you and Tritinka and whatever crew are still alive leave with you. But . . .”

“You have nowhere else to go,” he said. And then he nodded. “All right then, we’ll find Mica. And if he’s not dead already, and I can refrain from killing him myself, we’ll hand him over and get out of this place. But once we do, once we’re away from here, you’re going to start telling me the truth, understand? Or I’ll dump you overboard myself.”

“That’s fair,” she said, more relieved than she could say. “Will Tritinka be all right here?”

Rishard looked around and then waved over a middle-aged slave who was tying off the bandage on the first mate’s forearm. “What’s your name?”

“Tazi.”

“Watch over my sister, Tazi,” he ordered, assuming she would do his bidding. She was a slave, after all. “I’ll be back in a while. If she wakes up, see she’s given something to drink and something for the pain if she needs it.”

The woman treated him to a look that spoke volumes about the lack of need for him to give an order for something so obvious, but then she curtseyed and said, “Of course, my lord,” in a voice dripping with scorn. She took a seat by Tritinka’s pallet, and placed her hand on the sleeping girl’s forehead to check for a temperature.

“She’ll be fine,” Rakaia said. “Come on.”

The captain spared his sister one more worried glance and then glanced about the main hall. “Have you looked in here among the wounded?”

“Not really. I was only down here for a short time when they brought us up from the rocks. After that I was upstairs.”

“Doing what?”

“One of the survivors is . . .” she began, and then she shrugged. To explain how Charisee had spied her among the wounded almost as soon as Rakaia arrived in Highcastle, along with the assassin, who was apparently the High Prince’s stepbrother, and had hidden her in Olivah Branador’s room, both to watch over Kiam Miar and keep her out of sight, was something she didn’t have time for. “Please, Rishard. Just trust me. I’ll explain later.”

The Sarchlo’s captain didn’t seem entirely happy, but he didn’t push the matter. “You check that side of the hall, and I’ll take this side. If we haven’t found him by the time we get to the door, we’ll check the bodies outside.”

There were only about six men on Rakaia’s side of the hall. All of them she knew. All of them were crew from the Sarchlo. Only two of them were conscious. The man at the end, whose name Rakaia thought was Tobib, or Hobib (she’d never really known which), looked like he might never wake. He was a battered mess, and the big Fardohnyan court’esa who was tending him straightened up as she approached and shook his head as if to tell her not to waste her time.

“Are these all the survivors?” she asked in Fardohnyan. Was he Charisee’s court’esa? He might have been mine if I’d stayed.

“I believe there is one more wagonload on the way up from town,” he replied, looking at her curiously.

“What about the dead? Where are they?”

“In the stables,” he told her. “Are you looking for someone in particular?”

“A young Karien man,” she said. “About twenty or so. He wears a tiny golden lyre around his neck.”

The court’esa shook his head. “I’ve not seen anyone of that description, my lady,” he said, “but Kaelarn may not want to give up all his prizes.”

Rakaia frowned, alarmed that this man knew Mica had summoned a god to cause death and destruction. But then she realized he was only suggesting that not all the bodies from the wreck might be recovered. “I’ll check the wagon when it gets here then.”

“Any luck?”

She turned to Rishard who had come up behind her. “None. The court’esa says there is another wagon due. How is everyone?”

“Most of them are walking wounded,” he told her, and then he glanced down at the pallet by her feet. “Not sure about Grobin, though.”

“There’s nothing to be done for this one, except to warn Death there is another soul on the way,” the court’esa told Rishard, speaking Tri-lander like a native. “But the rest should recover.”

“We’d best check outside then,” he said.

Rakaia nodded and followed Rishard. The hinges on the doors squealed as they pushed them open. Another sign of how poorly this place is maintained. She blinked in the bright sunlight after the gloom of the main hall, and realized with vague surprise that it was morning, bright and clear as if the previous day’s storm had never happened. Trundling through the gate was a wagon driven by a bearded man with a younger man sitting on the seat beside him.

It pulled up and Rishard hurried over to check if Mica’s body had been brought in. Rakaia went to follow, but then she looked twice at the young man sitting beside the wagon driver and saw that, against all odds, it was Mica. Alive and well and unharmed.

There wasn’t a mark on him.

Rishard looked in the wagon bed and turned to Rakaia, shaking his head. “There’re no more bodies . . .”

She wasn’t looking at him. Her eyes were fixed on Mica. The wagon driver had stopped the wagon but didn’t do anything else, a blank, horribly familiar expression on his face. Mica had sung to him, she knew. He had no will of his own and no interest in anything other than the wishes of the man who held him in thrall.

“Mica.”

He jumped down from the wagon, but she couldn’t tell the mood he was in. Her heart began thumping in her chest. Behind the wagon, Rishard saw who was riding up front, but he made no sudden move to tackle Mica, leaving it to her to keep his attention focused.

“You’re alive. Thanks be to the gods!”

“Well, it’s certainly no thanks to you,” he said in a deceptively pleasant tone. “You left me down on the rocks to die.”

“I didn’t leave you, Mica. I was unconscious. The rescuers from Dakin’s Rest brought me here. All I’ve done since I woke up is look for you.”

He walked toward her, his expression grim. Is he going to sing? Can he even cast a spell without his lyre? He must be able to. That wagon driver is completely under his power. She glanced around. There were two men just inside the door to the stables where the dead bodies had been piled, but except for Rishard and the spellbound wagon driver, nobody else was in the yard.

“There’s not a mark on you,” she added as Mica walked toward her. Behind him, Rishard had moved around the wagon and had somehow armed himself with a shovel. “It’s a miracle.”

“I’m divinely protected,” he told her. “I can’t be found and I can’t be harmed.”

“Found by who?” she asked, so he wouldn’t notice Rishard coming up behind him. Before he could answer, the door to the main hall creaked open with another squeal of hinges. The noise drew Mica’s attention momentarily. Rakaia’s heart skipped a beat as she saw Charisee emerging from the hall.

Mica was not stupid. From the expensive fabric of her dress, he must have realized this was the lady of Highcastle, and therefore the slave Rakaia had swapped places with at Winternest. He smiled a cold, chilling smile when he saw her and then looked at Rakaia. “Is that why you left me to die? So you could come here and claim your old life back?”

Charisee blanched at the comment and looked at Rakaia in a panic as she hurried down the steps. “What’s —”

Her question was cut short by a solid thunk as, behind Mica, Rishard raised the shovel and belted him across the back of his head, throwing the minstrel to the ground.

Rishard put all his force behind the blow. It should have killed him.

But Mica wasn’t kidding about being protected. The blow knocked him off his feet, but merely left him a little dazed and bewildered about where the attack had come from. He pushed himself up onto his hands and knees, shaking his head. Rishard appeared shocked he hadn’t killed Mica, but he wasn’t going to give his quarry a chance to recover. He tossed the shovel aside and tackled Mica to the ground, sat astride him and began raining blows on his face and chest, which Mica fought off with both fists. Rakaia didn’t think the captain was hurting Mica, but it was keeping him distracted.

“Call out your guards!” she called to Charisee. “That’s him! The kidnapper!”

Charisee didn’t have to be told twice. She hurried back to the hall and a moment later several men ran outside, the big Fardohnyan court’esa among them, and plowed into the fight. One of them grabbed Rishard and began to lay into him.

“No!” she cried, before they beat the Tri-lander to a pulp and let Mica get away. “The one on the ground! He’s the one!”

“The Karien!” Charisee ordered as she hurried down the steps after her guards. “Not the Tri-lander!”

The men shoved Rishard away and turned their attention to Mica, who was still on the ground, struggling to find his feet.

Charisee hurried to Rakaia’s side to watch the men overwhelm him. “Gag him,” Rakaia cried as they pulled him to his feet. “He can sing the Song of Gimlorie.”

The guards looked at Charisee for orders. She nodded. “Do as she says. Gag him. And lock him up.”

Mica glared at Rakaia as they shoved a gag in the minstrel’s mouth and dragged him back toward the keep. Rishard came over to them, dabbing at his bloodied lip.

“Aja tells me you were duped by the minstrel into aiding his kidnap of the crown prince,” said Charisee.

He glanced at Rakaia before answering. She tried to will him into saying yes. There were people watching. Many of the keep’s population and even a few of the walking wounded had come out of the keep and the stables to find out what all the ruckus was about. “Of course . . . we had no idea, my lady . . . none at all.”

“Well, thanks to you and Aja, Jazrian is safe and his kidnapper is in custody. You have earned the reward.”

Rakaia was very glad she’d warned the captain, because he kept an admirably straight face and bowed to Charisee. “It was the least we could do, my lady.”

“I’ll see you’re paid today,” Charisee said, addressing Rakaia this time, “so you can be gone from here as quickly as possible.” She turned to Rishard and added, “My sister the High Princess Adrina will be here soon. We’re not equipped for so many guests.”

“If you can provide a wagon for our wounded, we’ll be gone by the morning,” Rishard promised.

“Whatever you need, Captain.”

“Thank you.”

Charisee left them then, heading back into the keep. Rishard turned to Rakaia and looked at her strangely. “Oh, I really can’t wait to hear your explanation about all this.”

She smiled. “It’s a good one,” she promised, “but not until we’re safely away from this place. And Mica.”

“He won’t be your problem for much longer,” Rishard predicted. “His head’ll be hanging over that gate by the end of the week, I warrant. Certainly before we reach Calavandra.”

“You’re not going to Tarkent?”

“We will first,” he told her. “From there we can find a berth on a ship to take us home, or buy one if there’s anything useful about, although the pickings will be better in the islands.”

Hope surged in her as she listened to his plans. “You said we.”

“Well, someone has to look after the wounded. And with Trinnie out of action, I’m going to need a cook until she’s better.”

“I don’t know how to cook.”

“You’d better learn quick then,” he suggested. “We leave tomorrow at dawn.”

He winked at her and continued up the steps into the main hall, leaving Rakaia standing outside what should have been her home.

She looked around at the damp stone walls, breathed in the generally unkempt air of the place, and shuddered at her narrow escape. Then she glanced at Rishard and was filled with an odd, almost light-headed feeling, as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.

Rakaia couldn’t figure out what it was at first, and then it dawned on her.

She had somewhere to go and people to go with; people who needed her. And, for the first time since meeting him in that tavern in Testra with the demon child, she was free of Mica.




Chapter


47

THE NEXT TIME Kiam woke, the room was in darkness. He must have slept the day away. Broos was still on the bed beside him, although when he sensed Kiam was awake, the dog stood up on the bed, stretched luxuriously and then jumped to the floor and walked over to the door where he began scratching at it to be let out.

Somewhat to Kiam’s surprise, the door opened. There was a guard outside for some reason. Kiam couldn’t think why. He wasn’t under arrest. This was the home of a Hythrun noble related to the Wolfblade family. Rakaia was the lady here.

Why post a guard outside his door?

He got his answer a short time later when a slave came into the room carrying a tray. She placed the tray on the side table and came over to help him sit up, and then brought him the tray, which turned out to carry a bowl of stew and a trencher of freshly baked bread with a cup of ale.

“Is there anything else I can get you?” the woman asked as she took the candlestick from the tray and used it to light the rest of the lamps in the room. The fire was blazing away quite happily, too, so someone must have come in and tended it while he slept.

“I’d like to get out of this bed,” Kiam said.

“Are you sure? I saw that leg when they brought you up here, Master Miar. I’m not sure you should be moving it too much.”

“I’m going to have to take a leak at some point.”

She smiled at that. “I’ll have Strayan bring you a chamberpot. Lady Rakaia would like to see you, too, if you’re feeling up to it.”

For Rakaia, I’d get up and dance. It might be that the drugs hadn’t completely worn off, but Kiam’s leg wasn’t too painful if he didn’t move it. “Tell your mistress I’m happy to see her anytime.”

It wouldn’t have mattered if he’d had to saw his broken leg off with a rusty blade. He would still want to see Rakaia.

That seemed to amuse the slave. “I’ll let her know you’re awake.”

She turned to leave, but then Kiam remembered the guard outside. “Why is there a guard on my door?”

“Lady Rakaia wanted to know when you woke,” the woman said, “and she knew the dog would need to be let out. But the guard isn’t out there just for you.” The slave let herself out without offering any further comment.

Wondering who the guard was there for, Kiam ate his meal and was debating whether to try to get out of bed and find the chamberpot himself when the door opened again and Rakaia came in, followed by Broos, who bounded over to the bed and jumped on him, sending a savage spear of pain through his broken leg.

He cried out, which made the dog stop and stare at him in confusion, before flopping down beside him with an innocent and somewhat wounded expression.

Rakaia smiled apologetically. “I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have let him run at you like that. How are you feeling?”

“Better . . . than before,” he said, waiting for the pain to abate. She seemed so . . . self-contained. So in command of the household. The young woman he remembered had not been nearly so sure of herself. What had happened, he wondered, to rub off that intriguing edge of innocence that had seemed so at odds with her reputation? “How are you doing?”

She shrugged and avoided his gaze. “Things have settled down .. now the Tri-landers have left.”

“The Indria’s crew?”

She shook her head. “Hardly any of the crew from your ship survived, I’m sorry. Most of the people rescued were from the Sarchlo. They left this morning.”

“What about the thief?”

“In the dungeon, bound and gagged and unable to affect anybody, although I fear we’re just locking the stall after the horse has bolted.” She took a step closer, almost nervously. “Are you finished with that tray?”

He nodded and let her take the tray and place it on the side table, his eyes never leaving her lovely face. “What do you mean by locking the stall after the horse has bolted?”

“I mean Jazrian is still completely under the minstrel’s spell,” she told him, taking a seat on the edge of the bed, almost but not quite in reach. “He’s in the next room, and I had to put a guard on him, to stop him trying to get to Mica.”

That explained the guard outside, then. It wasn’t for him but for the room next door. “Has he been harmed?”

“Not as far as I can tell. But he talks about Mica the Magnificent incessantly, like the man is his father, his favorite brother, and his best friend all rolled into one.” She was fiddling with the trim on her skirt, the movement betraying her nervousness. He wondered if it was talking about Jaz or being here, alone with him, that was making her fidget. “Jazrian won’t answer to his name. He’s insisting we call him Pup, of all things.” She looked at him hopefully. “Once you’re feeling up to it, do you suppose you could speak to him? He hardly knows me, but you’re his uncle. Maybe you can get through to him.”

“Do you think Mica used magic on him?” It was what they had always feared, knowing Jaz would never have run off of his own accord.

Rakaia nodded. “Almost certainly.”

“Then I can do better than just talk to him. Can you bring him here to me?”

She frowned. “What are you going to do?”

“Bring him back,” Kiam promised, reaching up to be certain he still had the magical amulet around his neck that Kalan had given him in Greenharbour. It no longer burned as it had when the storm overwhelmed the Indria, but perhaps it just burned in the presence of active magic. It had given him no warning about the spell holding Kenna Po in thrall, but had broken Mica’s hold on her very effectively. Hopefully, it could do the same for Jaz.

Rakaia smiled at him, looking relieved. He loved her smile, but he wished it was there because she was pleased to be here with him, not because she was pleased with something he could do for Jazrian. These pain-deadening drugs are making you sentimental and foolish, he told himself.

“I’m sorry to bring this to your door, rather than leaving you to rest. You must be in so much pain.”

He reached out and took her hand, which was a poor substitute for putting his arms around her. She’d offered herself to him once and he’d turned her down. Idiot. What were you thinking? “I’ll get by. Just bring me Jaz and we’ll get rid of this spell so that when his mother gets here, he’s whole again.”

Rakaia held onto his hand for a moment, as if she were reluctant to let him go, then she let it drop and stood up from the bed. She picked up the tray and smiled down at him. “I’ll be back soon, then,” she said, “with Jaz. Did you want Broos to stay?”

Kiam patted the dog’s head. He would rather Rakaia stayed, but he couldn’t tell her that. “If he wants to.”

“He’s missed you,” she said, and then she turned for the door, so Kiam was able to convince himself that he only imagined her adding, We both did, as she let herself into the hall and closed the door behind her.

KIAM DOZED OFF again for a time. The next person to open his door was the big court’esa who had come to help Kiam relieve himself. When he walked in, he was carrying two crutches fashioned from saplings.

“I thought you might find it irksome being confined to bed,” the court’esa explained, leaning the crutches up against the bedpost.

“Did you make them?” Kiam asked as the court’esa helped him into a sitting position and fetched the chamberpot from under the bed. Interestingly, Broos barely reacted to the big Fardohnyan’s presence. He just lifted his head, saw who it was, and flopped back down on the bed. This must be Rakaia’s court’esa, he concluded. Broos knows him and doesn’t consider him a threat.

“You’re Strayan, aren’t you?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“I’m not a lord. You can call me Master Miar. Or Ky. My friends call me Ky.”

“I am a slave, Master Miar. I’m not sure we can be so familiar.”

“You’re helping me take care of my most intimate bodily functions,” Kiam pointed out. “I’m not sure how much more familiar we can get. Besides, Broos obviously considers you a friend.”

“The dog is Lady Rakaia’s constant companion,” Strayan agreed. “I think he would have taken a piece out of me if I hadn’t gone out of my way to make friends with him.”

“Well, whatever you did, he likes you, so you must have some good qualities about you.”

“A slave could not be more grateful, Master Miar, than to be held in high esteem by a master’s dog.”

Someone’s not too thrilled about being a slave, Kiam noted. He knew a few former slaves, all of them assassins, who had the same ability to deliver double-edged remarks that seemed quite innocent and humble on the surface, but were quite scathing if one took the time to look closer—something few slave owners ever bothered to do.

Kiam didn’t own slaves, and until his father had married into the Wolfblade clan neither had his family. Perhaps that was why he heard things others didn’t. He even wondered if he should mention something to Rakaia, but then he moved too quickly and a wave of white-hot agony blasted the thought from his head.

Once the pain in his leg abated and they’d taken care of the chamberpot, Strayan helped Kiam swing his splinted leg around and brought the crutches over so he could try them out. It took a few false starts to get the right rhythm going. He found them strange but usable, although any attempt to put weight on his broken leg sent such a dire wave of crippling pain through him, he feared he might pass out. He was just starting to get the hang of it when the door opened again and Rakaia came in with Jazrian Wolfblade beside her.

Ky stopped and turned to face Jaz. Except for being rather more tanned, perhaps a tiny bit taller, and a great deal scruffier than when he’d seen him last, Jazrian Wolfblade looked much the same. The biggest difference in the child was the sullen, rebellious expression he wore, which was nothing like the thoughtful, considered boy Kiam knew.

“Jazrian, this is your uncle, Kiam Miar.”

Jaz glared at him. “So you say.”

“You don’t remember me?”

“I’ve never met you before. I’ve never met any of you before.” He turned to Rakaia. “Where is Mica? What have you done to him? I need to see him. And Aja, what have you done with her? Is she with him? She’ll take me to him. Where is Aja?”

“Aja left the keep this morning with the rest of the Sarchlo’s crew,” Rakaia told him. “She couldn’t get away from your precious Mica fast enough.”

Don’t tell him that, Kiam wanted to warn her. She was standing behind the boy and couldn’t see the child’s face when she spoke. He obviously didn’t think Aja’s leaving meant he was safe now. He considered it a betrayal.

“I spoke to Mica earlier,” Kiam said, figuring a bit of subterfuge was called for. Whatever spell the lyre thief had worked on this child, it was a powerful one. “He’s worried about you, too, so he asked me to give you this.”

Carefully balancing on his good leg and the crutches, Kiam took the Harshini amulet from around his neck and offered it to Jazrian.

The boy studied the amulet with a great deal of suspicion. “What is it?”

“It’s an amulet honoring the God of Music.” Sort of.

“I’ve never seen it before. Mica has a tiny lyre he wears around his neck. Not that.”

At the mention of the lyre, Kiam had to fight to maintain his calm, disinterested expression. Gods, is he down there now, sitting in the Highcastle dungeons, with that damned token around his neck?

“Aja had it,” Kiam told him, wishing his mind wasn’t dulled by the pain and the poppy milk they’d given him to manage it. It was a struggle to think of something plausible to tell the child to convince him to put the amulet on. “She left it behind when she left Highcastle with the Tri-landers. When I tried to return it to Mica, he asked that I give it to you instead. For protection against anyone who might try to make you turn against him.”

Jazrian was suspicious, but he must have believed the part about the amulet belonging to Aja. With some trepidation, he reached out and took the amulet from Kiam’s outstretched hand. Kiam held his breath as the boy lifted it over his head and placed it around his neck.

As soon as the amulet touched his skin, the boy collapsed.

“What happened?” Rakaia cried, falling to her knees beside the child.

When Kiam had broken the spell holding Kenna Po, she had not lost consciousness like this, but Kiam reasoned that Jaz had been under Mica’s spell for much longer and Mica had probably needed to wield a very powerful enchantment to make the boy forget who he was completely. “The amulet is Harshini. It protects the wearer from the Song of Gimlorie.”

“Will he be all right?”

“Hopefully,” Kiam said, with nothing more to base his prediction on than how quickly Kenna Po had recovered. “But just to be on the safe side, don’t take it off him. And get down to the dungeon,” he added. “Jaz said Mica wears a small golden lyre. I’ll bet you my good leg that’s the missing lyre from the Citadel.”

Rakaia looked up in shock. “What?”

“You go, my lady,” Strayan said. “I’ll see the child back to his room and stay with him until he wakes. You go and retrieve the lyre.”

Rakaia looked at them both a little uncertainly and then rose to her feet. “Don’t take your eyes off him,” she ordered. “But keep him here with Master Miar. If he wakes and remembers who he is, Kiam is the only familiar face we can offer him.”

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Kiam promised. “Now go.”

She waited long enough to watch Strayan lift the child and place him gently on Kiam’s bed, and then she hurried from the room to retrieve the God of Music’s token from the lyre thief.

Kiam closed his eyes against the pain for a moment and took a deep breath.

“How long, do you think, before he comes to?” Strayan asked.

“I have no idea,” he told the slave. “The last time I used that amulet to break one of Mica’s spells, it happened almost instantaneously.”

“Then,” the slave said, “we will just have to wait.”




Chapter


48

CHARISEE HAD NEVER been down into the Highcastle dungeons. She knew they existed and she knew they were used mostly to store food and any salvage recovered from the shipwrecks below the town. The eighty per cent, she supposed, that Braun took from the townsfolk who’d risked their lives to recover it.

She’d ordered Mica taken down here, for want of somewhere secure to hold him, and then really hadn’t given him much more thought. In the grand scheme of things, Mica the Magnificent was not actually her problem. Whatever his crimes, she would hand him over to Adrina when she got here, and then be rid of him. The High Princess would see him punished for what he’d done. It really wasn’t Charisee’s concern.

Her greater concern had been to see Rakaia on her way. Her former mistress had left this morning with the remaining crew from the Sarchlo and seemed happy enough to be going with them. They left on foot, only two of the wounded riding on the wagon seat, which also held the captain’s young sister and a crewman with a broken ankle. The other man, Grobin, had passed away during the night. His body was now stacked with the others in the stable, waiting for the lord of Highcastle to decide what should be done with them.

She supposed she should ask Frederak for his orders, but there wasn’t much point. He was less and less lucid each day and had taken to sleeping almost constantly, only waking for a few minutes at a time, barely long enough for a slave to spoon some broth into his mouth or to coax him to eat some cheese. Charisee wondered how much longer he could even live like that, a thought she guiltily quashed before it could take hold and give rise to even more dangerous thoughts. Why would I start wishing Frederak dead now? He had never harmed her. Never done anything bad to her at all. He deserved her loyalty, not this callous calculation of his remaining time in this life.

It was Kiam Miar’s fault, she decided. He made her think of what might have been had she not been a liar and a fraud.

Concerns about death still filled her thoughts as she hurried down the dank, uneven stairs to the dungeons. They would have to dig a mass grave outside the walls, she supposed, although given the dead were sailors, it might be quicker and easier to bury them at sea. Perhaps, if they weighted the bodies and said a few prayers to Kaelarn, he would welcome them back into the ocean, and they wouldn’t wash up on the rocks again.

When she reached the bottom of the steps, Charisee discovered the cellars in complete darkness, which she wasn’t expecting. She had ordered the thief brought down here and locked up, but assumed a guard would have been posted over him and some light provided.

Apparently she hadn’t been specific enough. If he was here, they had just thrown him in a cell and walked away.

“Hello! Can you hear me?” she called into the darkness. The guttering lantern she carried did little to illuminate the cellars. She could barely see past the dim circle of light it cast.

The musty smell of the cellars blended with a score of other aromas from the dried vegetables and grain stored down here. She held the lantern higher and called out again. “Mica?”

A muffled sound to her left reminded her she had ordered him gagged, so even if he’d wanted to answer her, he couldn’t. She walked along the damp, uneven corridor, checking the doors to each storeroom as she passed. The third one was locked. She peered into the darkness and could make out nothing for a moment, but then screamed and jumped backward as two eyes suddenly appeared only inches from hers on the other side of the door.

He was amused by her fright. She could tell he was smiling even in the darkness. Then she realized his hands were still tied, which meant he couldn’t hand her the lyre . . .

Oh, you are a monumental idiot, she told herself. What were you thinking, coming down here alone?

This was foolish in the extreme. She needed to leave right now and come back with a whole squad of guards. She turned from his unsettling stare and made to leave.

“Charisee! Wait!”

She froze, then slowly turned and held up the lamp to find he had managed to work the gag loose. That worried her less than the fact that he had just addressed her by name. “What did you call me?”

“Charisee. You’re Rakaia’s sister. No, not her sister, because she’s a bastard, just like you. You’re her slave, pretending to be her.”

Charisee looked around, hoping now that this prisoner had been left alone down in the dark, and there wasn’t a guard standing out of sight, listening to every word this dangerous fool uttered. What happens if he starts to sing? Will I know if I’ve been ensorcelled?

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said. It was worth trying to brazen it out. If it came to a challenge, she knew, it would be his word against hers without Rakaia around to back up his wild accusation.

“Yes, you do,” he said, smiling with an alarming amount of confidence. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Don’t you think the first thing I’m going to do when Adrina gets here is tell her who you really are?”

“Tell her what you like. Nobody will believe you.”

“I’ll make them believe me. I know things about you, Charisee. Things Rakaia told me. Things no thief who’s never met you before could know about you.”

“You kidnapped her son,” Charisee pointed out. “You’ll be dragged out of here in chains and hanged before you manage to utter a word.”

“Are you prepared to risk that?”

Charisee wasn’t, but it occurred to her that this was the magician who had sung Jazrian into becoming his mindless, blind follower. Why was he arguing with her? Surely, now he’d managed to loosen the gag, all he had to do was sing her into letting him out?

There was a reason he was trying to blackmail her, rather than enchant her. If she could figure out why, she might have some way of preventing him from shouting out his wild accusations to anyone who might listen, because even if nobody believed him, it might be enough to start a rumor, and rumors had a habit of taking on a life of their own.

“Why don’t you just sing me into letting you go?” she asked, holding up the lamp a little higher to study him. “You’re Mica the Magnificent, aren’t you? The man who stole Gimlorie’s token and uses it to enchant people? So, enchant me. Sing to me. There’ll never be a better time. I can order you released and nobody will question me. You could be long gone before Adrina gets here.”

“Perhaps I have other plans,” the thief said, breaking off his gaze before she did.

The light was enough, when she peered closer, to see the open neck of his shirt. There was no lyre hanging on a chain around his neck.

He didn’t have Gimlorie’s token.

The lyre thief was powerless.

“You can’t, can you?”

“I can do whatever I choose.”

“Except enchant anyone. You’ve lost the lyre. You’ve lost your power.”

Mica glared at her for a moment and then he spat at her. “Go to hell,” he said. “All seven of them.”

She dodged his gob of spittle, letting it land harmlessly on the stone floor. “You’ll get there first,” she predicted, for a fleeting moment wondering if that was the solution to her problem. Rakaia had obviously confided in Mica at some point, which meant Mica was the only other living soul beside her and Rakaia who knew the truth.

But Charisee was a liar, not a murderer. To kill Mica out of hand, no matter how much Adrina might applaud her for it, wasn’t something she could do. If she ordered Mica killed—assuming anyone here would even carry out such an order—it would be to silence him. His other crimes against the Wolfblades, the Harshini, and the gods, were not her provenance. Killing Mica would be murder disguised as justice, even if she used Jazrian’s kidnap as an excuse. In the harem, slaves were sometimes executed for crimes they didn’t commit because their mistresses wanted a way to silence them for knowing too much.

She wasn’t going to be that mistress. Charisee had survived a Harshini mind probe by Wrayan Lightfinger and fought off a guild assassin. She could find a way to deal with this thief without resorting to murder.

Perhaps the best defense against lies was like telling them. The stone-cold truth.

But even if she wasn’t prepared to kill him, Charisee wasn’t above hurting his feelings. She couldn’t resist one last parting shot. “Before you get too carried away with your tales of princesses and slaves trading places, Mica the Magnificent, perhaps you should ask yourself where your precious princess is, because she’s not waiting around to learn your fate. She’s long gone. Ran off with a handsome pirate captain, actually.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You don’t want to believe me,” Charisee said. “And it’s not my problem if you don’t. Either way, you’re going to spend your last few days in this life wondering where she is, aren’t you?”

Leaving him to dwell on that, Charisee took her lamp and headed back toward the cellar stairs, wondering the same thing.

Where is Rakaia?

The last thing Charisee needed or wanted now was Rakaia returning to the keep to demonstrate to Adrina—arguably the only living soul who might remember her since everyone else in the harem was dead—how comprehensively she’d been duped.

And where is Gimlorie’s token?

If Mica didn’t have it, and if it hadn’t been lost in the ocean during the storm—an unthinkable circumstance she didn’t want to entertain—then perhaps Rakaia had it.
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THE BUCKETING RAIN outside lifted Adrina’s mood considerably. It had been so humid lately, the rain was a welcome relief, even though once it stopped Greenharbour would go back to being just as uncomfortable as ever. She was glad of the rain. It would wash the white walls of the city clean and, for a time, it would sparkle like the jewel in Hythria’s crown, just as the city claimed it was.

Her mood had needed lifting. The tragedy in the Royal Harem had shaken her more than she liked to admit. She wasn’t even sure how she was meant to react to the news, and she was so emotionally overloaded by everything that had happened of late she didn’t have the energy or the time to mourn her sisters. Awful as it was, the Talabar Royal Harem was a distant place full of people she had not seen or spoken to for more than a decade, most of whom resented her and many of whom had despised her when she’d lived among them.

With more than a little guilt, Adrina realized that, other than the normal human horror one felt on hearing the news of such an appalling tragedy, the deaths in the Fardohnyan Royal Harem made little difference to her day-to-day life, and none at all to her future.

Her eleven-year-old half-brother, Alaric, whom she had never met, was welcome to the Fardohnyan crown as far as Adrina was concerned. She had her own heirs and her adopted country of Hythria to worry about.

Things were not all bad, though, even with Damin still lying, unmoving, in the grip of Death, and her son still missing. With a chnce to do something for Marlie, Adrina had turned her hand to changing the laws of inheritance, so they no longer favored sons over daughters.

She found the challenge of drafting laws to make them watertight against the inevitable flood of objections from the warlords—at least, all the male ones—more enjoyable than she expected. She had some ideas on how to make the changes, and she’d sought advice from a number of the Harshini scholars at the Sorcerers’ Collective. Kalan Hawksword’s opinions were always insightful, and the several Hythrun legal experts she spoke to were also helpful. They were all agreed that the changes Adrina planned would stand up to any challenge except one—her husband’s. If Damin chose to tear up her new laws when he returned to her, he could do so without a thought and there would be nothing she could do about it.

Marlie might have a thing or two to say to her father about that, however.

Secretly, Adrina was delighted with the result of her efforts. She had done more than just remove the requirement for a male heir. She had done away with birth-order inheritance completely. Her new laws permitted the head of the household to choose their heir on merit, rather than order of birth or gender. A warlord—or, indeed, any head of a household—could appoint their choice of successor. The presumption that the eldest natural son would inherit was not enshrined or even mentioned in the new law, but the warlords were so narrow in their thinking they appeared to have no appreciation at all of what that meant. They were, as usual, looking at their own interests first. There were at least two of the seven warlords who openly preferred their younger sons to their heirs, and there was one warlord who Adrina thought might be planning to elevate his exceptionally competent son-in-law over his only son. Her new law allowed a man to skip his own progeny in favor of a better suited heir.

And that was the genius of her amendment to the law. Under the guise of making it easier for a man to leave his estate to the most deserving of his offspring, she had neglected to specify the gender of any given heir. Her new law was determinedly gender neutral, something Adrina was quite certain she could get away with, because few, if any, of the warlords ever bothered to read the proclamations they were asked to endorse.

She had done her fair share of honoring the God of Liars along the way. Adrina was selling this idea as Damin’s instruction to draft a law, in his absence, designed to ensure a generation of talented second, third, or even youngest children would have an opportunity to step up and take on their family’s estates if they were deemed the worthier heir. Only her husband’s chamberlain, Darvad Vintner, knew the truth about whose idea this was. Darvad agreed with Adrina that the warlords might not be so quick to endorse the new law if they were told it was being enacted to placate a nine-year-old girl.

Filled with a quiet glow of accomplishment, Adrina was still staring at the document laid out on Damin’s desk, with all the required signatures—except Damin’s, of course—when the door flew open and her mother-in-law stormed in.

Adrina had been expecting her. She’d been told immediately after the entourage was spied on the road leading into the city. Princess Marla had returned from Medalon.

“What have you done, Adrina?”

“Marla! You’re back. This rain must have made your journey through the city quite disagreeable. I trust the rest of your journey was more pleasant.”

“Pleasant is not the word I’d use for my journey—Sorcerer-bred horses may be magically enhanced for speed, but gods, they’re not built for a comfortable ride—and nor is the reason for my hasty return home. But that can wait. What have you done?”

“I’ve done many things in your absence,” Adrina replied with a pleasant, if somewhat forced, smile. So much for us being friends. “You’ve been gone for weeks. Could you be a little more specific?”

Marla clearly didn’t appreciate her feigned ignorance. She slammed the door shut behind her with the end of her silver-topped cane—which she still carried for effect—and stepped closer to the table. “I’m barely out of the city and you’re changing the laws of inheritance to allow younger sons to inherit over their older brothers.”

Interesting that Marla hadn’t mentioned daughters. Adrina was still a little shocked that no warlord had picked up on that deliberate, and very significant, omission, either.

“News travels fast,” Adrina said. “The ink is barely dry.”

“Starros says your instruction to him was that Damin ordered the change.”

“To ensure the security of the provinces and the economic stability of the country by enabling the smart children of Hythria to inherit, rather than leaving the fate of some very important provinces to an accident of birth. I know what the instruction was, Marla. I wrote it.”

“Damin never ordered any such thing.”

Adrina put her hand over her mouth in mock horror. “Oh, no. I lied.”

“Why?”

“Why don’t you read the new law and tell me?” Adrina suggested, pushing the document across the table toward her.

“What are you up to, Adrina?”

“Why do you assume I’m up to anything?”

“Because there was no need to change the law in the first place. Therefore, you changed it for a reason. Given this comes on the heels of your own father’s death—condolences, by the way—and the death of all your own siblings, I find the timing very unsettling.”

“This law will have no impact on the succession in Fardohnya,” Adrina said.

“I know,” Marla agreed, “which makes it all the more suspicious.”

There was no pleasing Marla. Ever. “As I said, Marla, read the law for yourself, and then tell me what difference the changes will make.” That was the test, really. If Marla studied this law and didn’t notice the lack of mention of gender then she had succeeded. Adrina knew that any overt attempt to add the word “daughter” to the existing law would have been furiously resisted. But she had just offered up a law that stated a nominated descendant, rather than a son. And nobody had questioned the language. Not once.

It would not be an obvious change, she knew. It would start with one or two warlords choosing a younger son. Once those sons were then warlords themselves, anxious to hold their own place on the Convocation, they would fight to protect the law that gave them their position. And then someone in the future—she didn’t even know who or when—would decide his best heir was a daughter. He would nominate her and everyone would object . . . until it occurred to them there was nothing in the law they had defended so staunchly to preclude a female heir.

It was progress by stealth and it might take a long time, but it was progress, nonetheless.

Adrina wanted to explain the reasoning behind the new law to Marla, but she wasn’t certain of her mother-in-law’s reaction. She might applaud her initiative or she might call out the warlords and tell them what Adrina had done, assuring them Damin had nothing to do with it. Unless she could be sure of Marla’s support, Adrina was reluctant to take her into her confidence.

But then, once Marla read the new law, she might figure it out for herself. The gods alone knew what would happen then.

“I’ll read it later,” Marla said, which meant she was annoyed rather than on the warpath. “We have bigger problems.”

“What problems?”

“Your brother, for one.”

It took Adrina a moment to realize Marla was referring to her legitimate half-brother, Alaric, not her bastard half-brother Gaffen, who was the Warlord of Greenharbour Province. “What’s the problem with Alaric?”

“He refused to renew the treaty, for a start.”

“Why would he do that?”

“I have no idea . . . actually, that’s not true. I do have an idea. I think Princess Sophany has far too much influence over the child, and she’s the one encouraging his delusions of empire.”

“Rakaia’s mother?” Adrina was surprised to hear that. Sophany was one of those people who kept such a low profile in the harem, Adrina was hard pressed to recall what she looked like. “She was never very political, as I recall.”

“You’ve been gone from the harem for a long time, Adrina. You have no notion of what it was like in there after you left. Did you even know Sophany was one of Hablet’s favored wives?”

“She told you that?”

“Actually, it was Hablet.”

“Then you should know that in my father’s twisted world, favored was often a euphemism for marked.”

“Marked for what?”

“Glory? Death? Who knows with my father? He may just have been toying with her to entertain himself. He’s done stranger things for lesser reasons.” She picked up the new law, walked the length of the long white table, and handed it to Marla. “And while my father and siblings were busy dying, I was busy working to improve Hythria.”

“Unnecessarily,” Marla remarked, rather unfairly given she hadn’t even read the damned thing yet. Nothing I do will ever be good enough for this woman. “If you had just waited—”

Adrina never heard what she was supposed to have waited for, because at that moment the door flew open and Darvad Vintner burst in, red-faced and panting, as if he’d run all the way here from northern Karien.

“We have him!” he cried, leaning on the table to catch his breath.

“Who?” Adrina demanded, her heart swelling with hope. “The lyre thief?”

Darvad shook his head, almost too puffed to speak. “Better . . .”

Adrina felt the blood drain from her face. “Gods . . . don’t say it if it’s not certain.”

Darvad smiled and nodded. “A whole flight of ravens just arrived from Highcastle. Your sister sent the messages herself. Kiam Miar’s ship chased the Sarchlo onto the rocks in the Bay of Mourning a couple of days ago.”

“Who or what is the Sarchlo?” Marla asked, looking confused and more than a little annoyed at the interruption.

“The ship we think Jazrian was on,” Adrina explained to Marla, fighting to keep her excitement, her hopes, and her tears contained, lest her heart be shattered again. She fixed her gaze on Darvad. “Is he . . .?”

Darvad nodded again. “Alive and well, according to Rakaia’s note.”

Adrina sank down to rest on the edge of the table before her knees gave way. “Is she sure it’s him?”

“I’m quite certain she would have made sure of that before sending us word,” Marla said. “Besides, you say Ky is there with her? He would know if it truly is Jaz or not.”

“What about Ky?” Adrina asked, frowning. “Why didn’t he send word?”

“The notes from your sister only indicate that he is injured, your highness. I have no news about the severity of his injuries or the nature of them.”

“I have to get to Highcastle,” Adrina said, filled with no greater need at that moment than to find her son and crush him in her embrace. “We’ll take the sorcerer-bred horses. That should get us to—”

“Yananara will never allow it,” Marla cut in. “We rode like maniacs to get back here after the treaty negotiations went to hell. She’ll not permit you to flog them even harder to get to Highcastle.”

“I have to get to my son, Marla, and I’ll walk if I must.”

Marla glared at her for a moment, and then her expression softened. If was as if she were remembering what it was to be a mother. She smiled at them both and leaned forward a little. “Find Rorin Mariner,” she ordered Darvad. “And send for Kalan. This will require an official request from the High Arrion.”

“A request for what?” Darvad asked.

Marla treated Adrina to an inscrutable smile. “I have an idea,” she said.
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ALL THE WAY back from the cellars, her stomach churning with fear and worry, Charisee tried to figure out how she could counter any attempt by Mica to save himself by exposing her secret. It was a fruitless exercise. She couldn’t think of anything that didn’t reek of desperation and guilt. Except possibly running away.

Now. Tonight. Just taking a small bag and fleeing Highcastle in the dark. Perhaps she could catch up with Rakaia and her pirates on the road. They wouldn’t be traveling fast. Not with so many wounded.

She reached the door to Olivah’s room and took a deep breath before she opened it. She had come too far to quit now. Perhaps her best defense, as Jakerlon, the God of Liars, was fond of telling her, was the truth.

When she opened the door to tell Kiam that Mica didn’t have the God of Music’s lyre, she was surprised to find him still standing by the fireplace. He was balanced on one crutch as he poked at the flames with an iron poker. Jazrian lay on the bed, sleeping peacefully, with Broos watching over him.

Kiam looked up as she entered, smiling at the sight of her. Charisee closed the door gently behind her and walked to the bed. Jazrian seemed so peaceful. So innocent. Nothing like the belligerent child who’d so desperately wanted to be reunited with Mica. “Has he woken yet?”

Kiam shook his head. “He hasn’t moved a muscle.”

“Should we try to wake him?”

“I’m not sure. I suspect not. He was enchanted for weeks, so it might be taking some time to undo the damage.”

“And what about you?” she asked, walking over to the fire to relieve him of the poker so he could balance better on his crutches. “How are you?”

“Wishing I wasn’t on these crutches.”

“You were very lucky, you know,” she said, her hand brushing his as she took the poker from him and placed it back in its stand, now the fire was coming back to life. “It’s a bad break, but a clean one. I’m sure, once the Harshini get here—”

“You say that with such confidence,” he said with a smile.

“You think Adrina will arrive without Harshini?”

“I think you don’t know the Harshini very well if you think they’re going to just heal my leg with magic as soon as they see it’s broken.”

“Why wouldn’t they heal you?” she asked in surprise, forgetting Jazrian and Mica momentarily. For the briefest instant in time she was here with Kiam and he was talking to her as if she were a friend, not a princess he had to guard—or a slave pretending to be a princess.

“For the same reason they don’t change the weather for market stall owners, or stop every stillbirth for hopeful mothers, or make every crop grow for anxious farmers. They’re the guardians of the gods’ power, not purveyors of it.”

Charisee hadn’t thought about it like that. She knew her father had been annoyed because the Harshini wouldn’t cure his gout, but she’d assumed that was just because Hablet was being obnoxious, and the Harshini were punishing him for it.

“But . . . what will happen if they don’t heal you?”

“Then I’ll have to get better the old-fashioned way.”

“But won’t that—?”

“Interfere with my career?” He seemed amused by the question. “How many people do you think I kill, Rakaia?”

The question took her by surprise. As did his addressing her by name. She wanted to tell him her name was Charisee, not Rakaia, but that thought must not be allowed to take purchase anywhere in her consciousness. “I guess I had some vague image in my head of legions of assassins showing up to work each morning, being given the names of people they have to kill and then coming back the next day to do it all again.”

He laughed. “If that were true, it wouldn’t take us long to work our way through the entire population of Hythria, and I can tell you now, there aren’t that many people who can afford what my guild is selling.”

Of all the things Charisee had wondered about in her life, the inner workings of the Assassins’ Guild was not among them. Now she thought about it, she realized she didn’t have the faintest idea how they operated. Only that their services were confined to the very wealthy.

And . . . that Hablet had sent a guild assassin after Rakaia, and Charisee had killed him. Kiam must never know about that either, she decided. Not ever.

Better he think her completely ignorant. Better he continue to believe he was the only assassin she had ever encountered.

“I suppose I never gave much thought as to how your guild goes about its business,” she said as the door opened and Bezzy, scowling as usual, let herself in to collect Kiam’s dinner tray from the side table. “What does it cost to hire an assassin, anyway?”

“Did you want me to turn your bed down, my lady?” Bezzy asked as she picked up the tray.

“Just see the fire is stoked,” Charisee told her. “And the one in Lord Frederak’s room. Then you can retire for the evening. Maybe spend some time with Arna?”

“Assumin’ she ain’t too good for her own mother these days,” Bezzy complained loudly to herself, balancing the tray on her hip while she opened the door. She let herself out and let the door slam behind her.

Kiam raised a brow at her insolence. “The staff here have . . . an interesting attitude.”

“Bezzy’s a special case,” Charisee explained.

He smiled at her. “Did you manage to get Gimlorie’s lyre from Mica?”

Charisee shook her head. With all this banter about assassins, she’d almost forgotten why she came here to see him. “He doesn’t have it.”

“Did he tell you that?”

“He didn’t have to,” she said. “He didn’t try to sing to me. He couldn’t. He tried . . .”

She hesitated, afraid to go on. In this brief moment in time life was perfect, but it was an illusion that would shatter in a heartbeat if anybody spoke to Mica and listened to his wild tale about the true identity of the lady of Highcastle.

“Tried what?” Kiam asked, his expression darkening.

Be strong, Charisee, she told herself. Remember, the best lies of all are the stone-cold truth.

“I think his plan is to deflect the suspicion from him by creating another problem.”

“How? Because there is nothing he can do, or say, to deflect Adrina from seeking vengeance.”

Charisee took a deep breath. “He says he is going to tell Adrina I am not Rakaia, but Rakaia’s slave, and that the real Rakaia ran away at Winternest before you arrived.”

Much to Charisee’s relief, Kiam burst out laughing. “How in the name of the gods does he think he can make anyone believe that?”

“I think his plan was to use Aja to back up his claim, because she is Fardohnyan as well, but unfortunately for him she took the reward on offer for Jazrian’s return and left with the Tri-landers this morning. Something I don’t think he was counting on, going by the expression on his face when I told him.”

“Aja? The girl who was here when I woke up yesterday?”

“That’s the one.”

Kiam shook his head in utter disbelief.

Thank you, Jakerlon, for teaching me to lie so well by telling the truth.

“So . . . what? He was going to claim Aja is Rakaia and you are a slave?”

“Believe it or not.”

“That’s the most bizarre thing I’ve ever heard!”

Charisee shrugged. “I suppose it is, but in fairness, he might have succeeded had Aja not wanted to get as far away from him as possible, the first chance she got. I’m not sure if she told you anything about herself, but I only had to speak to Aja myself to realize, whoever she is, she was definitely high-born Fardohnyan, even if she tried to hide it. I don’t know if she was in on his plan, but I suspect not, given how anxious she was to be gone from him.”

Kiam’s amusement faded as he thought about it. “She told Kenna Po in jest that she was one of Hablet’s daughters.”

Charisee was glad she was standing so close to the fire. The ruddy light hid her guilty, flushed face. “Were they trying out their story, even then?” Charisee suggested, amazed her voice sounded so steady. “Testing to see if their story was viable?”

He was frowning, obviously not convinced that was the reason, but he seemed not to believe Mica’s outrageous suggestion, either. It was a calculated risk, bringing this to him, but she remembered when she’d tried to tell Kiam the truth about herself at Warrinhaven. The fact was, her truth was so unbelievable, a lie was far more palatable.

“Maybe they were trying it out on Kenna Po. But that implies a fairly epic amount of pre-planning, and some sort of expectation that they would wind up here.”

“You are talking about the man who went to extraordinary lengths to get blame laid on the Medalonians for Jazrian’s kidnapping,” Charisee pointed out, grasping for anything that sounded plausible. “Who nearly started a war, except cooler heads prevailed. Suppose Mica’s failed attempt to start a war with Medalon motivated him to try a war with Fardohnya, instead? The idea that a slave, instead of a princess, was used to seal a deal would do it, surely? It wouldn’t require them to land at Highcastle to start the rumor. Any seaport in Fardohnya or Hythria would do the trick. In fact, this is the one place they probably shouldn’t try it, given I am here to defend myself. Perhaps that accounts for Aja’s hasty departure?”

“Perhaps . . .”

She could tell he was uncertain. There was really only one way of reassuring him. One way to be certain she appeared innocent of everything Mica might accuse her of. “Should I send some men to find them and bring them back? They can’t have traveled too far with so many wounded.”

Kiam shook his head. “Don’t be ridiculous. Chasing after that Fardohnyan girl would imply there is some merit to Mica’s ludicrous story.” He reached out as if to reassure her, but then apparently lost his balance. She grabbed him before he could fall and found herself with Kiam in her arms, his mouth so close to hers she could feel his breath on her face.

Charisee might have hesitated, but Kiam didn’t. Whether it was the suddenness of their embrace, or the fact that his common sense was dulled due to pain, before she could think about the consequences she was kissing him, or he was kissing her . . . she really wasn’t sure. For a fatal, glorious moment, she lost herself to the touch of his lips on hers.

The sapling crutches clattered to the floor, something neither of them noticed until an irritated voice cut through their magical, insanity-filled moment.

“Uncle Ky? Why are you kissing Mama’s sister?”

They broke apart so quickly, Kiam had to grab the mantel or fall over completely. Charisee’s face was burning, her heart was pounding and for a moment she didn’t know what to do. Or say.

Kiam recovered his wits first. “Jaz! You’re awake!”

Charisee turned to find Jazrian rubbing his eyes, looking around in confusion. He obviously recognized Kiam, and even Charisee, but he seemed a bit confused about where he was.

“Whose room is this?” he asked, looking around at the unfamiliar bedchamber.

“Olivah Branador’s,” Charisee explained. “You’re in Highcastle, safe and sound.”

Jazrian thought on that for a moment, and then nodded. “I remember now. I was at your wedding.”

“That’s right,” she said with a smile, relieved he remembered. Perhaps the Harshini amulet had done the trick and broken Mica’s spell completely.

With more composure than she thought she’d be able to manage, Charisee walked to the bed and sat down beside him. Broos simply turned over and went back to sleep.

“What else do you remember?”

“I remember that you’re married to cousin Frederak, so you shouldn’t be kissing my uncle.”

Kiam had retrieved his crutches and hobbled over to the bed. “It wasn’t what you think, Jaz,” he began in a conciliatory tone, deliberately avoiding Charisee’s eyes.

“It’s all right, Uncle Ky. I understand,” Jazrian said in a resigned voice. “You don’t need to explain. Rakaia is obviously a slut. Just like my mother.”
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“IT’S HEALING WELL, Master Miar,” Strayan informed Kiam. He had changed the dressings and splinted Kiam’s broken leg again while Kiam lay on Olivah Branador’s bed, gritting his teeth against the pain.

“How long, do you think?”

The big Fardohnyan tied off the bandage with a shrug. “A few more weeks at the earliest, I’d say.”

Kiam knew that. He was just hoping something about the nature of healing had changed in the last day, or since he’d asked Strayan the last time. Even more than the pain, the forced inactivity was driving him mad. Kiam could feel his muscles wasting as he lay about doing nothing. Even if the Harshini arrived today and his leg was miraculously healed this afternoon, he despaired that it would take him months of training and exercise before he was fit enough to work again.

Strayan stood up and examined his handiwork. “You should keep your weight off it, though.”

“Have no fear of that,” Kiam assured him. “I dropped my crutch yesterday and discovered a whole new dimension of pain I didn’t know was possible when I tried to balance on the leg for a moment.”

“Pain is the God of Healing’s way of telling you to leave an injury alone, while he does his job.”

“Really? I just thought Cheltaran was a bastard and liked to remind people of how much they should be praying to him.”

“Cheltaran is a Primal God,” Strayan said, as he began to clean up the old dressings from Kiam’s wounded leg. “I suspect he doesn’t really care about people, one way or the other.”

Kiam wasn’t given to discussing theology, as a rule, but he was bored and Strayan was an interesting man, with the typically broad education of a very expensive court’esa. He would have to ask him, someday, how he ended up in a place like Highcastle, the slave of a young and quite unimportant princess. He didn’t want to mention it now, however, in case he betrayed the fact he hadn’t thought of much else in the past few months than that same young and quite unimportant princess. And it had only got worse since he gave way to the urge to kiss her.

He was going to have to talk to Jazrian about that.

But Kiam never got a chance to ask Strayan anything about his background, because the door opened and Jaz let himself into the room.

Kiam smiled at his nephew and held out his hand to encourage the lad to come closer. Jazrian had been strangely subdued since the Harshini amulet had broken the spell on him. Kiam hoped it was just the shock of waking from Mica’s power to find himself in Highcastle, and not anything too serious or long lasting.

“Come to laugh at me crying like a baby while I get my busted leg checked?”

Jaz shook his head and walked over to the bed, studying the newly bandaged leg with interest. “Are they going to have to amputate it?” he asked.

“I hope not.”

“Master Miar was lucky, your highness,” Strayan said. “His wound was cleansed by the saltwater of the sea before it could fester. It appears to be healing cleanly.”

“That’s good, I suppose,” the boy said. “You couldn’t kill people for a living if you lost your leg.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Kiam laughed, to cover up a growing uneasiness at Jaz’s demeanor since his rescue. “I could always sneak up behind my target and beat him to death with my wooden leg, I suppose. How are you doing?”

“Rakaia won’t let me visit Mica.”

“Do you need to visit Mica?”

“He’s my friend.”

Kiam glanced at Strayan for a moment, noting the court’esa appeared just as unsettled by that comment as he was. “Jaz, you do realize Mica committed a terrible crime by taking you from Greenharbour, don’t you? From your family.”

“He didn’t hurt me. And my family doesn’t care about me.”

How can you say that? Kiam wanted to yell at the child, but he suspected that would just drive Jaz away. Besides, he had a feeling he knew what was going on. The Assassin’s Guild had seen the same thing many times, more usually in young women kidnapped by men seeking their lands or fortune and hoping to force a marriage on them. If they didn’t get to the kidnapper quickly enough, the once-reluctant bride sometimes no longer wished to be rescued. It wasn’t love that changed their minds, it was some sort of desperate need to survive. But he’d never seen it happen so quickly to one so young. And fighting about it with Jaz would just make it worse.

“I think you’ll find your family cares a great deal about you,” he said. “And Mica . . . well, he’s going to have to face the consequences of stealing the heir to the Hythrun throne right out from under the noses of the palace guard.”

“Mica’s not the one who should be punished. Why don’t they do something about the guards who let it happen?”

“I think you’ll find your mother has already taken care of that, too, Jaz.”

Jazrian was looking very worried. “What’s going to happen to him, Uncle Ky?”

“Who? Mica? I don’t know. I suppose he’ll be taken back to Greenharbour to stand trial.”

“She’ll probably just order him killed again,” Jazrian said.

“Nobody has ordered Mica be killed,” he assured the child. “I’m sure your parents will see he gets a fair trial, and if you’re right about how well you were treated, he might only get a prison sentence.” Kiam was certain there was not the remotest chance that would happen, but there was no point in distressing the child.

“They already tried to kill him once.”

“What are you talking about?”

“My mother and father. Mica told me. They ordered him killed when he was my age, just because they didn’t like the god he followed.”

Kiam wasn’t sure how to react to that news, but it made him angry to hear Jazrian speak so ill of his parents. He realized then that Mica the Magnificent might not have physically harmed the boy, but the mental scars he’d left on Jaz seemed to run very, very deep.

“No matter how flat the cowpat, Jaz, there’s always another side,” Kiam told him. Gods, I sound like Elin Bane. Behind the boy, he saw Strayan smile at his sage advice. That damned slave is laughing at me.

“Please, Uncle Ky, will you order Rakaia to let me see him?”

“I’m not sure I can, Jaz. I’m only a guest here, and an uninvited one at that.”

“If you don’t help me, I’ll tell everyone I saw you kissing her.”

Strayan’s eyes widened, but the slave said nothing. Kiam took a deep breath until the urge to reach out and throttle Jazrian had passed.

“Firstly, I wasn’t kissing Rakaia. I stumbled and she was helping me up, despite what it looked like from where you were lying on the bed. Don’t forget you were coming out of the effects of a magical enchantment. And secondly, even if I was kissing her—which I wasn’t—I would go to the gallows for murder before I let you blackmail me into giving you access to the most dangerous man on the continent.”

Jazrian wasn’t pleased with his answer but obviously recognized that Kiam was serious. Without a word, he turned on his heel and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

Kiam flopped back against the pillows, exhausted. “Gods, remind me never to have children.”

“Actually, Master Miar, I thought you handled him quite well.”

Kiam opened his eyes and stared at the court’esa. “Seriously?”

“You taught a prince there are lines some people won’t cross. Did you really kiss the princess?”

“Don’t you start.”

“I am a slave, Master Miar, and therefore have no opinion on the matter at all.”

He smiled at that. “I seriously doubt that, Strayan. I’m pretty sure you have opinions on everything.”

“Then let me rephrase my words. I am a slave, and therefore my opinion on the matter is of no consequence.”

Kiam couldn’t help the feeling this slave was judging him rather harshly. “She kissed me back, you know.”

“The princess is young, alone, surrounded by people who despise her, and far from her home. It would be cruel to toy with her affections.”

“Trust me, Strayan, I would never do anything to hurt Princess Rakaia.”

“I believe you mean that, sir,” the slave said, “but I also think you don’t appreciate how much you could, just by being here.”

Kiam thought that an odd statement, but he never got the chance to ask for an explanation, because the door opened and Bezzy came in to announce that Lord Braun and his family had returned from Cabradel, and Olivah Branador wanted his room back.
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“I HOPE YOU’LL be comfortable in here.”

Kiam glanced around. Charisee thought he seemed a little ill at ease with the idea that he was taking her room, although Broos, who’d slept in here with her every night since they’d arrived, simply flopped in the bed as though he owned the place and promptly fell asleep.

“Is there not somewhere else I can go? I feel bad forcing you to give up your room.”

“I’ll be quite comfortable next door,” she assured him, “with my husband.”

The door to the adjoining room where Frederak slept opened as if on cue. Bezzy came in for the last pile of Charisee’s clothes, stacked on the bed. With a sullen expression, the young woman gathered them up and carried them through to the other room, kicking the door shut behind her quite rudely, without acknowledging either the lady of Highcastle or her guest.

Charisee ignored her. She had more important things to worry about than Bezzy’s foul mood. Ever since Braun, Esabel and Olivah returned to discover Jazrian Wolfblade had been found and was currently their guest, along with the High Prince’s stepbrother, Highcastle had been in an uproar. She didn’t want Kiam to see the Branadors in all their crass, social-climbing glory, so she’d offered to move out of her room with some haste, and told Bezzy to grab everything and sort it out later. There was plenty of closet space in Frederak’s larger room next door, and she didn’t want Olivah making a scene about Kiam being in his room. It was easier this way, although, as usual, Bezzy thundered about as if Charisee had asked her to polish the castle walls to a shine with a dishrag.

When the door slammed shut, they were alone for the first time since Kiam had kissed her. The awkwardness between them was palpable, but they’d been able to avoid doing anything about it while there were other people around.

After a long, painful moment of silence, they both tried to speak at once.

“Let me go first,” he said, glancing at the shut door, as if making certain Bezzy wasn’t going to return.

“You don’t have to say anything . . .”

“Yes . . . I do, Rakaia, because I shouldn’t have kissed you and I certainly shouldn’t have done it where Jaz might see. I told him he was imagining things, by the way, and I suggest you stick to the same story.”

Charisee wanted to cry, not because he was denying her, but because he was trying to protect her. She didn’t want to be protected. She wanted to kiss him again. She wanted to make love to him all night long. She wanted to throw herself into his arms and have him take her away from all this. She wanted to tell him the truth about the lie she was living every day of her life. She wanted to tell him everything and she wanted to believe he would understand and forgive her.

“You’re kind to try to protect me,” she said, somehow managing to keep her inner turmoil from reflecting on her face.

“I wish I was being kind, Rakaia, but I’m afraid I’m being selfish. I don’t want to cause you grief, but I made an oath to your sister, too, and I’m awfully close to breaking it completely, if I haven’t already.”

“Adrina made you promise to see me to Greenharbour,” she reminded him, aware he was probably remembering the time he kissed her in Warrinhaven, and how badly that had ended. “We’re long past that promise.”

“Don’t give me an excuse, Rakaia,” he warned.

She took a step closer, aware that it was a foolish and stupid thing to do. Kiam was warning her away, for her own safety as much as his. Her husband was in the next room. Her husband’s family, who would revel in any excuse to humiliate her, was downstairs. The door might open at any moment and Bezzy could walk in.

And yet, as if all of those dangers didn’t even exist, she leaned a little closer because she wanted him to take her in his arms and make love to her like there was no tomorrow.

Likely there would be no tomorrow, if either of them acted on the impulse that hung so large and unspoken between them.

Time seemed to stop for a moment and then, with more strength than Charisee thought she owned, she thought better of what she was doing and stepped back from Kiam, clasping her hands in front of her to stop herself from trembling.

“Shall I have your dinner sent to your room, Master Miar?” she asked, forcing herself to be businesslike. Kiam was right to warn her off, and she hadn’t come this far to falter now over a man she could never have. “Or would you prefer to join us downstairs? I can have Strayan assist you in getting down the stairs, if you require it.”

Please say no. Please say you’ll stay in your room. Please don’t come down and listen to Olivah’s crowing about saving the crown prince when he had nothing to do with it, or Esabel berating me over how I’ve let the place go, or Braun’s reaction when he learns about the deal I made with the townsfolk.

“Actually, I’m getting quite sick of lying about with nothing but my own company. I’d be pleased to join the family for dinner, if you can arrange it.”

“I’ll send Strayan to assist you then,” Charisee said, as she turned for the door to Frederak’s room, wondering if she could take her meal in her husband’s room instead. She didn’t want to be around the Branadors tonight. Or ever, really.

It was only now they had returned that she was beginning to appreciate just how much she had enjoyed their absence.

Kiam took his cue from her and bowed politely, as he had when they’d first met and were nothing more than wary strangers. “Thank you, your highness.”

Charisee walked toward the door with her head held high. It wasn’t until she had shut the door behind her that she closed her eyes and leaned on it for a moment. Her heart was racing and it took a conscious effort of will not to turn around, run right back into her old room, and throw herself into Kiam’s arms.

Then she smiled at the mental picture of herself doing just that and both of them crashing inelegantly to the floor as Kiam lost his balance and his crutches, and cried out in agony when she landed on his broken leg.

The image brought some sanity back to her raging heartbeat. She opened her eyes to find Frederak snoring peacefully on his bed. Her clothes were strewn on the floor, only half of them put away. There was no sign of Bezzy.

She really was the worst servant Charisee had ever had. She would have to get Tazi to clean this mess up, and find a way of telling Bezzy she wasn’t doing a very good job.

Gods, Charisee . . . listen to you. The worst servant you’ve ever had? That’s rich, coming from a slave pretending to be a princess.

Charisee took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. Enough of this foolishness. She pushed off the door connecting Frederak’s room to the one where Kiam now slept. Time to be the lady of Highcastle. She stepped over the mess Bezzy had left behind and headed out into the hall. She had only gone a few steps when she bumped into Tazi heading toward her room.

“There you are, your highness, I was just coming to find you.”

“Have you seen Bezzy?”

“That’s what I came to tell you. She’s in the main hall with Lord Braun and his son. They asked me to fetch you.”

Charisee rolled her eyes. “Gods. What has she done now?”

“Lord Braun didn’t say, my lady. He just told me to ask you to join them.”

“I’ll go down and see what’s happened. I hope Olivah hasn’t found some new and inventive way to torment her.” If Olivah had called Bezzy away, that would explain why she’d abandoned the mess in the bedroom. “In the meantime, can you find Strayan and ask him to help Master Miar downstairs? He’d like to join the family for dinner.”

“Of course, my lady.” The slave bowed and hurried off down the gloomy hall.

Charisee headed downstairs to the main hall, trying to think of the positive things she could say about Bezzy. If she was going to have to defend her, she’d need to think of something.

They were waiting for her at the foot of the wide stone stairs—Braun, Esabel and Olivah. Bezzy was standing beside Olivah, but far from looking upset, her expression was decidedly smug. Around them, the staff were setting the tables for dinner. Arna was sitting over by the fire on the other side of the hall, talking to Jazrian.

“My lord? Tazi said you wanted to see me.”

Braun said nothing. Instead, Esabel stepped forward and studied her silently for a moment before coughing up a gob of spittle at her that landed on her cheek. “Whore!”

Shocked beyond words, Charisee wiped her cheek, trying to imagine what had brought on such an unprovoked attack. Did they find out about the deal I did and the eighty per cent? Or did Jazrian say something about me kissing Kiam? The child was over by the fire with Arna and seemed oblivious to what was happening at the foot of the stairs. Bezzy, standing just behind Olivah, was positively crowing.

I told him he was imagining things, by the way, and I suggest you stick to the same story, Kiam had advised. If Jazrian had betrayed them, she had no choice but to brazen this out.

“How dare you, madam,” she said, pulling herself up to her full height with regal disdain.

Olivah clapped his hands delightedly. “Gods! She sounds just like she means it, doesn’t she?”

“She is a stain on this family’s honor,” Esabel said, clearly angry about something. “That Fardohnyan bitch in Greenharbour is going to pay for foisting a common whore on us.”

Charisee opened her mouth to repeat Kiam’s assertion that anything Jazrian might have seen on waking in Kiam’s room was a figment of his fevered imagination, but then she realized Esabel hadn’t just called her a whore . . . she’d called her a “common whore”.

They know I’m a fraud! How could they know?

“What are you talking about?” she demanded, with no choice now but to forge ahead feigning innocence. Unless Rakaia had returned and betrayed her—which she considered highly unlikely—they had no proof Charisee was not who she claimed.

Jakerlon, God of Liars, where are you?

Olivah laughed. He could barely contain himself. He pulled a piece of parchment from his pocket and waved it at her with glee. “‘Dearest Chari,’” he read from the paper. “‘Please don’t be mad at me.’”

Charisee’s knees almost gave way. She recognized the page he was holding now. And the words contained within. This was the note Rakaia had left her when she ran away from Winternest. The one proving Charisee was not Rakaia, but a slave pretending to be a princess.

“Where . . . where did you get that?” No wonder Bezzy looked so smug. She must have found the letter when she moved Charisee’s things into Frederak’s room.

“Oh, I love the next bit,” Olivah said, ignoring her question. He put on a high-pitched voice and translated the letter—written in Fardohnyan—as he read, in an imaginary female voice. “‘I cannot, will not, follow the path Papa has laid out for me, while I wait for Alaric to ascend to the throne. You deserve more than life as a slave. We have this one chance to change our fortunes. I’m going to grab it with both hands.’”

Shaking with anger and fear at what the Branadors had in mind for her, Charisee was too stunned to defend herself. Too horrified by this unexpected unraveling of her life to point out Olivah was editing as he read. He had left out the bit where Rakaia acknowledged this was not her idea. I know you think this is a crazy idea and I know you swore you wouldn’t have a bar of it, so I’ve decided to make the decision for both of us. That was the next bit. He’d conveniently not read that part out at all.

“‘Nobody has seen my face in Winternest and, with my entourage sent home, nobody in Hythria will deny you when you claim to be me. We both have blue eyes . . .’” He read on, again skipping whole paragraphs that exonerated her—although only from thinking up the plan, not from taking part in it.

“‘Put on my dress, hold your head up high and announce you are Her Serene Highness, Rakaia, Princess of Fardohnya, marry Lord Branador, wait until he dies a few years from now (sooner if you feed him up until he’s too fat to walk)’—Gods, can you believe the callous gall of these bitches?—‘and have the life you would have had if your mother had been a noblewoman instead of a whore.’”

“A whore’s slave bastard,” Esabel reminded her husband. “That’s what they married your father to. A whore’s slave bastard.”

Braun remained silent. He’d yet to make a comment and his expression was impossible to read. Charisee didn’t know if that meant he was on her side, or contemplating her immediate execution.

“Oh, and here’s the clincher,” Olivah said, dropping the mocking, high-pitched voice. He began reading again. “‘Once you’ve read this letter, burn it. Few people outside the harem know what Rakaia of Fardohnya looks like. Even Papa used to forget which of us was his legitimate child. Once this letter is destroyed, nobody can deny your claim.’”

He looked up and smiled at Charisee. It made her blood run cold.

“Whore’s bastard, eh?” He took a step toward her and grabbed her chin in his hand, jerking her face toward him. “Let’s see if your mother taught you any fun tricks.”

“Get your hands off her.”

Olivah shoved Charisee to the floor and turned to confront Kiam, who had just made it to the bottom of the stairs with Strayan’s assistance. She hadn’t known he was behind her, but he must have heard Olivah reading the letter.

Kiam must know the truth now.

Her eyes filled with tears, but not for her own predicament. When Kiam turned to look at her, he would see the slave, not the princess, and she couldn’t bear to see the contempt she was certain he must be feeling for her right now, where so recently she had seen nothing but longing.

“This doesn’t concern you, Kiam,” Olivah said, obviously feeling invulnerable. “You can just mind your own damned business.”

“That is the sister of the High Princess,” Kiam reminded them.

Charisee stayed on the floor, too humiliated to look up and see his expression. At least he spoke as if he believed what he was saying.

“She’s a whore’s bastard,” Esabel said. “And we have proof.”

“That may well be the case, my lady, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t also the sister of the High Princess. Confine her if you must until Adrina gets here, but harm a hair on that young woman’s head before then and you will answer to me.”

“What are you going to do?” Olivah scoffed. “Hit me with your trusty crutch? You crippled fool. This is my home and you can’t tell me what to do in it, particularly when I am right.” Olivah turned and motioned to two of the servants setting the table for dinner. “You there! Take her to my room. Rip that pretty gown fit for a princess off her and tie her to the bed.” He turned to Kiam and added, “Being the loyal subject of the High Prince that I am, I’ll take it upon myself to find out what sort of a whore she is, so that when the High Princess gets here, I can give her a full report.”

The men dropped what they were doing and hurried to Charisee. They roughly pulled her to her feet, holding her between them. Tears streamed down her face, and she was shaking uncontrollably, but Kiam wasn’t looking at her. He was standing a few feet away, in front of Olivah. Braun and Esabel stood behind their son. Bezzy stood off to the side, and she’d been joined by Arna, Jazrian and all the other people in the hall who had gathered around to watch the unusual spectacle of the unmasking of a fraud.

Charisee knew she was done for. Besides Kiam, the only other person in the hall likely to be on her side was Strayan, who stood behind him on the stairs. He was a slave, however, and powerless to help her. There was no sign of Broos to come to her rescue, either. Kiam had probably left him upstairs in his room for fear the dog might inadvertently trip him up coming down the stairs.

“I’m only going to tell you once,” Kiam warned Olivah in a flat, dangerous tone. “Let her go, or I will kill you.”

“And break your precious oath to the Assassins’ Guild not to kill innocent bystanders? I don’t think so.” As if to prove his point, Olivah went to shove at Kiam with both hands in an attempt to knock him off his feet.

It happened so quickly that later Charisee had trouble recalling the details. Before Olivah could connect with Kiam, the assassin shifted his weight slightly, balanced on his good leg, dropped the crutch in his left hand and swung the one in his right up like a quarterstaff. The crack as it connected with the side of Olivah’s skull was sickening. He dropped like a sack at Charisee’s feet, blood coming out of his left ear, his eyes wide and open, staring into nothing. Esabel let out a yell and dropped to her knees beside her son, who lay unmoving on the cold stone floor.

Everyone else stayed frozen in place, not sure what had happened, or who was to blame.

Shocked into action, Braun finally spoke, his voice trembling with anger. “Take the girl to the cellars,” he told the men holding her. “I’ll deal with her later. As for you,” he began, shaking his head at Kiam, “if you have killed my son, you’ll be dead before sunset and I don’t care what the Assassins’ Guild, the High Princess, or the Primal Gods themselves have to say about it.”

If Kiam answered Braun, Charisee didn’t hear his reply. Before she really had time to contemplate her change of fortune, she was bundled out of the main hall and down the stairs to the dark, cold, gloomy cellars and was thrown into a sack-filled, pitch-black cell alongside the lyre thief.
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RAKAIA GLANCED AROUND the taproom and spied Rishard Berin sitting at a table by the dusty window of the inn where they had stopped to recover and regroup. The Tri-landers needed to make plans to find their way home and, although they accepted her presence among them, they were wary, not sure why she had left Highcastle with them. Why she had not stayed with Mica.

She was aware that she was treading on very thin ice, so it was with some trepidation that she approached Rishard. She didn’t want to do anything to make him think life would just be easier if they moved on without her.

“Good morning, Captain.”

Rishard Berin glanced up from the letter he was reading to look at Rakaia. “I’m back to being Captain?”

She smiled. “Good morning, Rishard.”

“Good morning, Aja. Did you sleep well?”

“Quite well. Trinnie had a better night, too,” she added, knowing that would be his next question. She was acutely aware that it was probably her willingness to aid Tritinka that enabled her to stay with him and his crew.

“Good to hear.”

“How much longer do you think we’ll be staying here in Dakin’s Rest?”

“You don’t like it here?”

She took the seat opposite him. They had been at this inn since they arrived from Highcastle a couple of days ago. She had hoped they would have passed through the town and be over the Fardohnyan border by now, but Rishard was concerned about the effect of the wagon ride on Tritinka’s broken collarbone. The poor girl hadn’t complained once between Dakin’s Rest and the keep, but she’d had tears streaming down her face for most of the short journey, crying out in pain whenever the wagon hit a bump in the road. He was reluctant to move his sister again, it seemed, until she had healed some more.

Rakaia was not unsympathetic to his plight, but the weather would turn again soon and the pass into Fardohnya might be blocked with snow. She needed to be gone from here. She needed to be out of Mica’s reach before he sang his way out of Highcastle and came after her.

“I worry someone might decide to take the reward from us.”

Rishard put down the letter, leaned back in his seat, and folded his arms, studying her curiously. “You said you knew the lady of Highcastle. You assured me she would see us taken care of.”

“I did, and she did,” Rakaia said. And so she had. They had ridden out of Highcastle with every rivet the High Princess Adrina had offered up as a reward for Jazrian’s return, courtesy of the Branador treasury. “But the longer we tarry here in Dakin’s Rest, the more likely it is that someone other than my . . . the Lady Rakaia decides that perhaps we were Mica’s accomplices rather than his dupes.”

“You keep saying ‘we’,” Rishard pointed out, “when in fact you were Mica’s accomplice, Aja, not us. My crew had no clue who Pup really was.”

“I was never Mica’s accomplice, Rishard. I had no idea he was planning to kidnap Jazrian Wolfblade. We were sailing out of Greenharbour before I even knew the child was on board. But you were there and even you don’t believe me. Not really. How do you think the High Prince is going to see the whole situation when he arrives?”

Rishard nodded. “You’re making sense, Aja, you really are. But I need to source another ship, or at the very least, find a berth home for those of us who survived the wreck.” He pointed to the letter on the table. “There’s a shipping agent in Tarkent who thinks he can find us passage back to Calavandra, but he doesn’t have anything for sale here on the continent.”

“Can’t you pull rank as the Pirate King, or whatever it is they call you, and demand a boat be found for you?”

He raised a brow at that. “Who told you I was the Pirate King?”

“Kenna Po, remember?”

“Kenna Po talks too much.”

“Why do you keep it secret?”

“Because it is nobody else’s business but my own,” he said. “And you’re a great one to talk about keeping secrets, Aja. Don’t you owe me the truth? You’ve been promising it for a while now, and I’ve yet to hear how you know the lady of Highcastle, or how you managed to get her to pay up such a large reward and let us go, when she should probably have rounded us up and hanged us all on the spot.”

Rakaia was hoping Rishard had forgotten about the promise she made to tell him the truth. They were still too close to Highcastle, still too near Charisee to risk telling her tale. The Trinity Isles captain liked her, she knew, perhaps even fancied her, but she didn’t know what would happen when she told him who she really was, and how she had come to be in Mica’s company.

If he thought any part of her tale had led, or might lead to, harm to his sister, she was quite certain he would be rid of her as fast as he could. And he wouldn’t move from Dakin’s Rest while Tritinka was liable to be pained by the journey, even if it meant spending the entire damn winter here.

“Will you promise to listen to all of my tale,” she asked, stalling a little, “before you jump to any conclusions about me? Or what I’ve done?”

He smiled. “Gods, Aja, what are you? An axe murderer?”

“My name is not Aja.”

The captain did not appear in the least bit surprised by that revelation. In fact, he laughed. “I knew that the first time I called you by name and you had no idea I was talking to you.”

“Mica’s not my husband, either.”

“I know. You told me once before. Who are you, then?”

“My tale of woe is more about who I’m not.”

“Now I’m intrigued,” he said, draining the last of his ale. He signaled to the barkeep to bring him two more, one for him and one, she assumed, for her.

Despite having mastered the art of drinking it without grimacing since leaving her old life behind at Winternest, ale still tasted bitter and vaguely unhealthy to her, but perhaps it would give her the courage to tell Rishard the rest of her tale.

Rishard pushed aside the shipping agent’s letter and gave her his full attention. “So who, then, are you not?”

“I grew up in Talabar,” she said. “In the Royal Harem.”

“Ah, that would explain why you told Kenna Po you were one of Hablet’s daughters. Are you one of Hablet’s daughters?”

She shook her head. “No, but he didn’t know that.”

“So you’re what? A princess?”

“Only on my mother’s side. Seems I’m actually the Captain of the Guard’s bastard.”

“Awkward.”

“And dangerous. When my mother feared the king might find out, she arranged for me to leave the harem by marrying a Hythrun nobleman.”

“And so you ran away.”

“To cut a long story short, yes.”

“So what’s the problem? Why the false name? Why hitch your wagon to someone like Mica?”

Rakaia took a deep breath. This is where the story started to get complicated. “Because my mother’s plan to save me from Hablet’s wrath involved nobody realizing I had run away. I didn’t just disappear. I tricked my slave into covering for me, so nobody would know I was gone.”

Rishard nodded his approval. “Nice plan. Worthy of a Tri-lander, almost. What happened to this poor slave you left behind?”

“Well . . . nothing, actually. I thought she’d keep my secret for a day, maybe two, before caving in and giving up the game. By then, I hoped to be back over the border in Fardohnya, safe with my uncle in Lanipoor. But she didn’t cave. She held fast. How I wound up in Mica’s company is another story altogether, even more unbelievable than this one, truth be told, but I got away from Winternest cleanly and, to this day, nobody knows that she is not me.”

He studied her oddly for a moment, and then a sly smile crept over his face. “Gods . . . the Lady Rakaia. It makes sense now. The nervous Fardohnyan princess married to an ancient old man at Highcastle, curiously anxious to give a complete stranger a huge reward for finding the Wolfblade boy and send her on her way, when she probably should have hanged all of us just for having him on our ship. She’s your slave pretending to be you, isn’t she?”

Rakaia glanced around to be certain nobody was listening to them before she nodded. Fortunately, it was early in the day and the lunch crowd had yet to arrive. The barkeep was still dipping the barrel for their ale. Other than two of Rishard’s bandaged sailors playing dice at a table near the entrance, the tavern was empty of patrons.

“It must have given her quite a shock, when you washed up on her doorstep.”

“You can’t imagine,” Rakaia told him, dropping her voice a little, even though they were alone. “But you know . . .” She stopped when their ale arrived, and waited until the man was back at the bar before she continued. “It turned out all right. She’s doing a good job as me. She’s a better me than I ever was. All I’ve done is fall in with the wrong crowd and find trouble.”

“The wrong crowd, eh?” he asked, looking at her askance.

Rakaia smiled when she realized what that must sound like. “Present company excluded, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Look, Rishard . . . the point is, I promised Chari I’d leave and be gone from here as soon as I could.”

“And I’m stopping you doing that by—”

“Fank! Uncle Fank!”

At the panicked interruption, they both turned to the door. A young woman had burst in, calling for the innkeeper. She was clutching a small, bewildered-looking girl of about five by the hand. Both of them were flushed and panting, as if they’d been running from something.

The innkeeper appeared from the back room at her call, and seemed stunned to see the pair. “Bezzy? What are you doing back here, lass? I thought the lady of—”

“She ain’t the lady of freakin’ nothin’,” Bezzy announced, pulling the child along beside her as she walked toward her uncle. “Stuck up little bitch was a fraud all along.”

Suddenly chilled, Rakaia went to jump up, but Rishard grabbed her hand and silently warned her to stay put.

“What are you talking about?” Fank Vondo asked, looking even more bewildered than the child Bezzy was holding.

“All hell’s broken loose up at the keep,” Bezzy told her uncle. She glanced down at the child. “Go see Cook, baby. She’ll see you’re fed and watered. Mama needs to talk to Uncle Fank.”

As soon as the child had vanished through the door to the back of the inn, Bezzy sank down on the edge of the nearest seat and proceeded to tell her uncle—and everyone else in earshot—what was going on. “It’s madness up there. Turns out the Fardohnyan bitch was actually a slave, just pretending to be a princess. And Olivah’s dead. When he tried to arrest the lying cow, the High Prince’s brother—you know, the assassin—well, he killed him, but ’cause he’s an assassin and he did it without a guild contract, Lord Braun’s gonna hang him and probably the Fardohnyan imposter alongside him, soon as he can build a gallows. Gods! I just grabbed Arna and ran, before that cow Esabel decided I had something to do with killing her baby and decided to hang me and Arna along with ’em. Can I get a drink, Uncle Fank? I swear, we ran all the way here!”

“That means Braun’s gonna renege on our eighty per cent,” the innkeeper said, frowning. He reached behind and untied his apron. “Help yourself to whatever you want,” he said, handing her the apron. “And keep an eye on the shop for a bit. I need to warn the lads that if they’ve got any salvage left from those Tri-lander wrecks, they’d better put it away before Braun turns his attention to the deal we did with the lady.”

Fank Vondo hurried off, letting the door slam behind him on the way out. Bezzy walked to the counter, tossed the apron on the bar and helped herself to a foaming cup of ale.

Rakaia was desperate to get up, but Rishard still held her hand in a viselike grip. “You’re hurting me,” she hissed, struggling to free her wrist from his powerful grasp.

He leaned forward and spoke in a low, reasonable voice. “Not as much as you’re going to hurt yourself if you go charging up that hill and announce to the whole world that it’s your fault.”

“It is my fault, Rishard.”

“You set this in motion,” he conceded, shaking his head, “but your little friend has kept it going. For months. They won’t thank you for coming to her defense and you could well be hanged alongside her for being the one who caused the problem in the first place. If you have any brains, Aja, you will do nothing.”

“My name is Rakaia.”

“Doesn’t alter the fact that it’s the smart thing to do . . . Rakaia.”

“But it’s not the right thing,” Rakaia said, as it dawned on her that if she took the Tri-lander’s advice, she would never be able to live with herself. Whatever it cost her, she was not cruel or selfish enough to turn her back on Charisee. “I have to go to her.”

The pirate captain shook his head at her folly, let her hand go and then rose to his feet. “If that’s what you want, then so be it,” he said. “We’d better get back there before she’s hanged.”

Rakaia had been preparing herself for Rishard to tell her he was done with her, that if she insisted on being such a fool, she could do it without bringing him or his remaining crew into harm’s way. “You’re coming with me?”

“Well, someone has to stop you saying we had anything to do with it and make us lose the reward money. That’s my new ship.”

She jumped to her feet. “Gods! I could kiss you right now.”

“If you must,” he said.

Rakaia could feel her face growing warm, but she didn’t have time to deal with Rishard’s flirting. “Can we rent some horses?”

“What for?”

“To get back to the keep before they hang Charisee.”

“No point,” he said. “By the time we found horses we could be halfway there on foot. Besides, I can’t ride a horse. I’ve spent all my life at sea.”

“Then we have to leave now,” she said. She glanced around and spied Bezzy dipping for a second cup of ale. “How long does it take to get back to the keep on foot?”

“Depends on how fast you walk,” Bezzy said with a shrug. “Couple of hours, maybe? Bit longer if you’re not used to walking uphill all the way.”

Rakaia could feel the panic bubbling up inside her. She had no idea if she could save Charisee, but she had to try. “When are they going to hang the Lady Rakaia?”

“Sunset was what I heard, but I didn’t stay around to find out for certain.”

“We’ve plenty of time before sunset,” Rishard assured her. He could see how worried she was. “Take a deep breath. We can still make it in time.”

“Don’t know why you’d want to,” Bezzy said, taking a good swallow of her ale, “but if you get there in time to see the bitch swing, tell her I said thanks for nothin’.”

And with that, she downed the last of her ale, slammed the empty tankard on the counter and headed out the back to her daughter.

BY THE TIME the tall, forbidding walls of Highcastle came into view, Rakaia thought her thighs were about to catch fire. When Bezzy had said it was uphill, it hadn’t really occurred to Rakaia what that meant. But putting one foot in front of the other, even on a gentle incline, soon became a strain, then painful, and finally agony. She had known the road was steep, but the last time she’d come up here she was in a wagon and she’d only had to walk the road downhill.

“If we get there,” she huffed as she forced her burning thighs to keep propelling her forward, “and we’re too late to save Charisee . . . can you just kill me too, Rishard? I don’t have the strength to walk back down this wretched mountain.”

He smiled, but she could tell he was feeling it, too. “I might have to give serious consideration to joining you.”

“We should have hired horses.”

“I can’t ride.”

“You’d have learned by now,” she said, but then she fell silent, deciding not to waste any more breath on talking. She needed all her energy just to keep moving.

Fortunately, the road leveled out as they drew closer to the keep and the pain eased a little. She was even able to pick up the pace, Rishard hurrying along beside her. Rakaia glanced up at the sky, pleased to see they’d arrive long before sundown. It was still only mid-afternoon, so hopefully they were not too late. If Bezzy had been right about the hangings taking place at sunset, of course.

But as they neared the gates, Rakaia heard the faint sound of a drum, which grew louder as they approached the open gates of the keep. It was a slow, dour beat, steady and unrelenting, sending shivers down Rakaia’s spine.

Rishard heard it, too, and took her by the hand, frowning. “That’s a hangman’s drum,” he said, pulling her forward.

She didn’t know where he found the strength, but she let him pull her toward the gates. There was nobody on duty to bar them entry. Everyone was gathered in the courtyard. The prisoners were already on the gallows, the platform built high enough that the drop was certain to kill them. The drummer was a young lad, standing off to one side, beating a steady tattoo as the hangman slipped the noose over Charisee’s neck.

Rakaia’s heart stopped beating. Charisee was dressed in an undershift, and she was shivering in the cold mountain air. Her hands were tied and there were tears streaming down her face, but she held her head high. Rakaia tried to will Charisee to look down at her, but she seemed to be fighting to maintain her dignity by not looking at the sea of faces watching her downfall.

Slave-born she might be but, at that moment, Charisee looked more regal than any princess Rakaia had ever known.

Standing beside her, propped up by two other guards, was Kiam Miar. He was limp, perhaps drugged, and his feet and hands were both tied. It was probably a wise precaution. One didn’t try to hang an assassin, even one with a broken leg, without being quite certain he couldn’t free himself.

Rakaia tried to run forward, but Rishard held her back.

“Let me go!”

“To do what?” he hissed.

“I have to tell them it was my idea!”

“And then they’ll hang you, too. Who is that going to help?”

She struggled against his hold as over on the gallows an older man stepped forward, dressed in a fur-lined cloak. This was Lord Braun, she guessed, the man so determined to avenge the death of his son and the shame to his family.

“By order of my father, Frederak, lord of Highcastle,” he boomed, reading from a parchment he held in his left hand, “for the crimes of fraud, murder, and extortion, we condemn the assassin Kiam Miar and the slave—” Braun hesitated and glanced up as a shadow darkened the sky. “What the . . .?”

Everyone looked up. A sudden gust of wind blew a cloud of grit over them, temporarily blinding them. Rakaia gasped as a dark shadow closed over the keep.

“Dear gods . . .” Rishard breathed in awe.

Rakaia wiped her eyes, not at all sure she wasn’t dreaming. Circling overhead as they came in to land were three magnificent dragons, their metallic scales glinting in the late afternoon son. Amid much yelling, and shouts of amazement, the crowd scrambled backward out of the way as the black-clad Harshini dragon riders guided their mounts down inside the keep. One of the dragons took up post on top of the tower. Another perched over the gate.

Rakaia watched in wonder as the lead dragon touched down and then lowered its massive head to allow his passengers to disembark.

She was even more astonished to realize that the dragon’s passengers were Shananara, the queen of the Harshini, and Adrina, the High Princess of Hythria.

The High Princess took in the scene with a glance and turned to Braun.

“You’d better have a very good reason, my lord,” she called out, “for trying to hang my sister.”
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BY THE TIME Sophany and Alaric arrived back in Talabar, most of the debris from the damaged harem had been cleared away. The burned timbers had been removed, the singed garden had been ripped out, and pretty much all that remained were the marble columns that had once supported the roof of the main palace. Even the stables were gone.

“Did the horses perish too?” Sophany asked Naveen Raveve as they walked along the soot-covered path. The air still reeked of ash and burned wood.

The king’s seneschal shook his head. He had offered to show her the ruins from the fire, something Alaric expressed no interest in seeing. She’d taken the chance, partly because she still didn’t quite believe everyone was gone, and partly because she wanted to talk to Naveen out of Alaric’s hearing.

“With the fireworks being let off so close to the palace, I knew the animals would be spooked. The day before the Festival of Jelanna, I arranged to have the horses, the stable cats and the lapdogs some of your sister-wives favored removed before the fireworks started.”

“How thoughtful of you,” Sophany said, his answer reinforcing what she suspected all along—this slave had had a hand in this awful tragedy, probably on Hablet’s orders. What sort of a man, she wondered, could murder so many women and children, but care enough to ensure the horses weren’t harmed? “Were there no survivors?”

He offered her his hand as they stepped over a burned beam that had yet to be removed and continued toward what had once been the rotunda in the center of the garden. “None, your highness. I’m sure you’re beyond grateful that your daughter was safely in Hythria when this happened.”

There was something in the seemingly innocent remark that set Sophany’s teeth on edge. “Beyond grateful.”

“And somewhat of a relief for you, I imagine, that the king has passed into Jelanna’s embrace.”

Sophany glanced around the burned-out gardens, a silent testimony to an unthinkable tragedy. They were quite alone. If Naveen wanted to unmask her, he’d have made sure there were witnesses.

“Don’t play games with me, Naveen. What do you want?”

“What you want, your highness. The opportunity to lay my head down each evening and not fear I am going to be woken in the middle of the night and dragged off to my execution.”

“Have you done something that gives you reason to fear such a fate?”

He shook his head, his expression serious. “I fear the rule of Fardohnya is now in the hands of a petulant child, your highness, who, for some reason, considers your counsel of value. That Alaric considers anybody’s counsel of value is more than I had hoped for. To ensure my safety, then, I believe I must do whatever I can to ensure yours.”

She studied him closely. Was he genuine or trying to trap her into saying something that he could report back to Alaric? Was he trying to displace her? Trying to muscle in on her position as Alaric’s regent?

It was exhausting trying to figure it out.

“I am tired, Naveen, and I have no appetite for political games. Keeping Alaric on an even keel takes all my energy. I have nothing left with which to fight you. If you want my position, you’re welcome to it. Banish me. Send me back to my brother in Lanipoor and you will never hear from me again. Or tell me what you want. Just don’t play games with me.”

“What I want is to survive and, believe it or not, I want Fardohnya to survive along with me. If Alaric gets out of hand, he threatens both those ambitions.”

“Are you suggesting we become allies?”

“I’m suggesting we have no choice, your highness.”

Sophany shook her head and waved her arms to encompass the charred ruin that had once been the harem. “How do I know I can trust you, Naveen, when I suspect it was you who did this?”

“I could ask you the same question, your highness, considering you were the last one to see the king alive.”

Does he know? Has Alaric said something? She tried to read his expression, but Naveen was far too experienced to allow her to see what he was really thinking.

“Perhaps I can offer you something, your highness, that will prove my intentions are, if not honorable, then at least in alignment with yours.”

“What are you talking about? What can you offer me?”

“You’ve heard about the kidnap of the Hythrun heir?”

“Of course.”

“I got word this morning that he has been recovered.”

“That is wonderful news, Naveen, but I don’t see how it affects me.”

“I am informed he was recovered at Highcastle.”

Sophany felt the color drain from her face. “I . . . hope he’s well.”

“He’s fine, as far as I know. The Princess Rakaia, however, has been rather less fortunate.”

She took a deep breath. Sophany realized at that moment just how much Naveen must know. That he had not betrayed her yet could mean he was genuine, or just setting her up for an even bigger fall. But what would be the point? The harem was gone and Fardohnya was in the hands of—as Naveen had so accurately pointed out—a petulant child. A child over whom she had a certain amount of influence.

Naveen needed her, she thought, probably more than she needed him.

“You know, don’t you?”

“Everyone knows, your highness,” he informed her. “Apparently before Rakaia ran away, she wrote a letter explaining the situation to Charisee. Despite an instruction to burn the evidence, her slave kept it, and it was found by a disgruntled servant. She has been exposed and, at last hearing, was to be hanged for her crimes.”

“How do you know this so quickly?”

“I am more than the king’s seneschal, your highness. I am his spymaster.” When that answer obviously didn’t satisfy her, he added, “We have troops stationed near Highcastle as part of the trade deal. They are under instruction to report anything untoward by raven, as soon as it happens.”

“I wish I hadn’t had to involve Charisee. She was a sweet child and she did her best to protect her sister. It’s a shame she’ll die for that.”

Naveen did not seem particularly sympathetic. “She kept up the charade, your highness, long past the need for your daughter to get away. I’d not pity the willing accomplice too much, if I were you.”

“Did Hablet know about Rakaia?”

Naveen nodded. “General Kabar broke under torture. It was the only thing he had to offer.”

My poor, darling Meyrick. I am so sorry this happened to you. She had loved him all her adult life and he had kept her secret right up until it had been tortured from him. Sophany didn’t hate him for what he’d done. She just wished she could honor his memory in some way other than protecting and coddling the child responsible for his death. “What was Hablet planning to do to me?”

“He didn’t say, your highness. I suspect the game for him was watching you fret over whether or not he knew. He would have tired of the amusement eventually, and then your fate would have been very unpleasant, make no mistake. Fate, however, has smiled upon you, and now there is nothing to fear from him. He hired an assassin, by the way, to kill Rakaia. Or at least the woman he thought was Rakaia.”

“You said Charisee is to be hanged. So obviously the assassin failed.”

“If indeed an attempt ever happened.”

She looked at him in surprise. “Are you suggesting the guild took the contract, and then refused to fulfill the deal?”

“That is the gist of the complaint I laid with the guild, your highness,” he told her. “I’ve asked for the king’s money back.”

“Is that likely?”

“I am hopeful. There have been some factional issues, I gather, in the guild here, of late. I have spoken to three different Ravens these past few months, trying to sort this out. I have another meeting tomorrow with yet another Raven, although this one is a previous Raven restored to power. I am hopeful she will sort this mess out.”

“And what exactly do you want of me, Naveen?”

“I need to trust you, your highness, and I need you to trust me. Whatever either one of us has done to be in the place we now find ourselves, Alaric is a powder keg and only you or I are in a position to stop the fuse being lit. I am already getting offers of marriage for him, as men start to jockey for power with the new king.”

“He’s eleven,” she reminded him. “Exactly whom do they think he is going to marry?”

“A king’s first wife holds a position of great power, your highness. And she will do her best to usurp both you and me in the king’s favor. I can’t stop the offers and it would be politic to accept several of them, sooner or later, but only you can advise Alaric which offer he should accept and thus ensure any new wives coming into the harem are women we can control.”

Sophany looked around the remains of the harem. It would start again soon, she realized. The sniping, the politics, the viper-pit backstabbing and gossiping of a group of captive women vying for favor with a man—or in this case, a child—who barely even knew their names.

She saw that by not objecting, by even thinking about it, she was throwing her lot in with Naveen. Perhaps she deserved him. She was no better than the seneschal, really. He had probably murdered the entire harem on the king’s orders.

Who was she to take the moral high ground?

Sophany had killed a king.

“We’re going to have to build a new harem first,” she said.
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“KIAM MIAR KILLED my son,” Braun Branador informed Adrina, shaking with anger. His wife stood beside him, her eyes red-rimmed from crying. Adrina had banished everyone from the hall except for the Branadors, and Ky and her sister, who were so recently rescued from the gallows. Shananara was already down in the cellars with Mica, hopefully getting to the bottom of what he was about. Another Harshini was working on Kiam, who was laid out on one of the tables near the hearth. Rakaia, or whoever she was, sat on the bench beside Kiam, looking at him with such a lovelorn expression, Adrina wanted to throw something at her and tell her to get a grip. The third dragon rider had stayed outside with the dragons, who had remained in form and not dissolved into a puddle of little demons as they usually did when they weren’t required for a time.

Adrina had taken over the main hall in an attempt to find out what in the name of the gods had been going on here.

At Marla’s suggestion, Shananara had agreed to offer her a ride on a dragon from Greenharbour to Highcastle. The Harshini wanted the lyre thief, and dragon was the quickest way to get here from the Citadel. Adrina had yet to even lay eyes on Jazrian who, according to Lady Esabel, was in his room and disinclined to join her. Kiam was semiconscious, drugged to the point of barely being able to stand, and Rakaia, from what she had been able to glean from Esabel and Braun, was not Rakaia at all.

Adrina’s head was spinning. She was light-headed from the flight and had expected to leap off her dragon on arrival and do nothing more than gather her long-lost son to her bosom.

She had never expected to walk—or rather fly—into this mess and she really wasn’t prepared for it, or in any mood to deal with it.

“If Kiam broke the rules, then his guild will deal with him,” Adrina said. She regretted Ky killing Olivah Branador, but not because he’d violated the guild’s rule about uncontracted kills. There were loopholes around that. And given the way Rakaia—who was apparently not Rakaia—was mooning over him, she guessed Olivah had probably threatened her, and Ky had done what any man would do when a prick like Olivah Branador tried to hurt a woman he was in love with. The complication was his status as a guild assassin, but she wasn’t worried about that. She just didn’t need to be dealing with this situation. Not when all she wanted was to have Jaz back. “You have no right to hang a man—and particularly a guild assassin—without any sort of due process.”

“The guild’s going to hang him for an uncontracted kill anyway,” Esabel pointed out. “What’s wrong with saving them the trouble?”

“How do you know it’s an uncontracted kill?” Adrina asked.

Braun looked confused. “What?”

“How do you know it was uncontracted?”

“We were there . . . we saw it . . .”

“You saw a guild assassin kill your son, my lady,” Adrina said. “You have no evidence that the kill was uncontracted.”

“But he threatened Olivah—”

“And killed him. Yes, I understand that, my lady, but can you prove Kiam Miar wasn’t hired by a third party to remove your son?”

“Who would order such a thing?”

“I have no idea, my lord. Perhaps, if you’d taken the time to ask Kiam before stringing him up, you’d have an answer to that.”

“You’re going to let him go!” Esabel gasped.

“I am going to do nothing of the sort,” she said. “I will do what you should have done, my lady, and hand him over to the Raven of the Assassins’ Guild. If he has, as you believe, performed an uncontracted kill, then the guild will deal with him. If he hasn’t, then the guild will probably deal with him anyway for being sloppy, unless whoever contracted the kill on your son specifically wanted a public execution.”

Esabel was furious, and she could not argue with Adrina’s logic. But she wasn’t done yet.

“What about the whore you passed off as your sister? Who’s going to deal with that?”

Rakaia—fake Rakaia—looked across at Adrina at the mention of her name. She seemed resigned, rather than afraid. Given she’d been standing on a gallows with a noose around her neck less than an hour ago, she was remarkably composed.

The problem of Rakaia was much more difficult to explain away than saving Kiam’s stupid neck. Ky could take care of himself.

News that Rakaia was an imposter, however, was an entirely different matter.

“I will deal with Rakaia,” she said. “First, I want to hear her side of the story. You, in the meantime, have the rare honor of hosting both the High Princess of Hythria and the queen of the Harshini. I am sure you have a great deal to do to accommodate and cater to us both. Not to mention preparing a funeral for your son. Don’t let me keep you from your duties.”

Neither Braun nor Esabel was confident enough of their place in the world to defy her unsubtle suggestion. They both bowed, rather reluctantly, and backed out of her presence, leaving Adrina alone with not-Rakaia, Kiam, and Jarendara, the Harshini healer who was working on him.

“Will he live?” she asked, walking to the table where Kiam was laid out. With Rakaia’s help, the Harshini healer had rolled him on his side so he didn’t suffocate on his own tongue.

Jarendara looked up and smiled. “He will be fine, your highness. I have done all I can, but he’s been heavily sedated. He should start to regain his senses shortly. I have reset his leg, and dulled his pain, but I will need to ask Shananara for permission to heal it completely. She frowns on asking the God of Healing to interfere without good cause, and I am not sure she would consider that healing a man just so he can be hanged in a few days is a good use of magical power.”

“Fair point,” Adrina agreed. “If you’re done, will you excuse us, Jarendara? I need to have a talk with my sister. And I am sure Shananara would appreciate your help with the lyre thief.”

The Harshini smiled and curtseyed respectfully. “Of course, your highness.”

Adrina waited until Jarendara was out of earshot, heading for whatever passed for dungeons here, before turning to Rakaia. Or whoever she was.

“Who are you?”

“Your baseborn sister, Charisee, your highness.”

Adrina remembered her now. Rakaia’s shadow. She could kick herself for not seeing it sooner. “Did you kill Rakaia to take her place?”

“No, your highness. This was her idea.” Her tone was flat and she seemed accepting of her fate. Adrina was inclined to believe her.

“Was Rakaia so determined to avoid a marriage in Hythria that she would mastermind such a criminal deception?”

“I thought so at the time, your highness, but I learned later that it was because Rakaia is not our father’s daughter at all, but the result of Princess Sophany’s affair with the Captain of the Guard. Rakaia and her mother concocted the plan to get her away from Winternest before our father discovered the truth.”

Sophany is behind this? The woman currently guiding Alaric? Gods, this just gets worse by the minute.

“Who told you Sophany conceived this?”

“Jakerlon, your highness. He came to visit me at Warrinhaven.”

Adrina rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Charisee? Aren’t you in enough trouble? Now you’re invoking Jakerlon’s name? You expect me to believe the God of Liars is on your side in this?”

“It wasn’t my idea, your highness. I just did what Rakaia asked me to do, and it got a bit out of hand. I know it sounds fantastic, but it’s all in the letter she left me.”

“Yes, I’ve seen it. How convenient for you that she left something behind exonerating you from any responsibility.”

“I’m not lying, your highness.”

Adrina laughed at that. “Not lying? Gods, Charisee, you’ve just invoked the God of Liars! You’re a walking lie! How did you fool Wrayan Lightfinger into believing you had nothing to hide? He scanned your mind.”

“I thought about Rakaia as much as I could. And I had another secret that he saw, so he didn’t notice the big one.”

“Of course . . . your ridiculous infatuation with Kiam.” She glanced down at her unconscious stepbrother-in-law. “Is he a party to this deception?”

Charisee shook her head. Adrina could see it now. She wondered, in fact, how she’d ever been fooled into thinking this was Rakaia.

“I tried to tell him a couple of times, but—”

“But it was more fun flirting with the High Prince’s brother when you’re a princess, rather than a slave?”

“No, it wasn’t that. I . . . I thought I was helping.”

“Really? Helping whom, exactly, Charisee? You certainly haven’t done me any favors. Do you understand what you’ve done? We could go to war over this.”

“I’m sorry, your highness,” she said, lowering her head.

“Sorry you got caught, more like. What am I supposed to do with you?”

Charisee was smart enough to realize it was a rhetorical question. Adrina shook her head. She didn’t want to deal with this. She wanted to find Jaz and make sure he was alive and well. And yet the whole place was in an uproar. The crowds gathered to witness a hanging were now lingering to witness the rare sight of Harshini dragon melds. Someone was yelling outside the door, demanding to be let in. The Highcastle guards had so far kept the riffraff at bay, but she couldn’t keep people out of the main hall indefinitely. This was where they ate, and probably where some of them slept.

“I need to think on this,” she said, forcing herself to ignore the racket outside. “You are confined to your room until then. Consider it house arrest, if you will. Once I’ve seen to my son, I will decide what to do with you.”

Charisee dropped into a low curtsey. “Thank you, your highness.”

“You’ve nothing to thank me for, Charisee. If anything, I suggest you enjoy what little time you have left because right now I’m inclined to let Braun go ahead and hang you for bringing shame on his family and the royal houses of both Hythria and Fardohnya. Now get out of my sight.”

Visibly holding back tears, Charisee curtseyed again and hurried off in the direction of the stairs. Adrina turned back to Kiam, who groaned softly as he started to rise out of whatever sedative he’d been given by the Branadors.

Adrina wanted to slap him awake herself, just so she could tell him off, too.

What was he thinking, killing Olivah Branador?

Even if he’d given no thought to his guild oath, surely he’d have spared a thought to what such a foolish thing would mean to the rest of the family?

“Your highness?”

Adrina turned to find the court’esa she had arranged for the Tirstones to give Rakaia—or rather, Charisee—as a wedding present coming down the stairs. She struggled to recall his name, but didn’t care at the moment anyway, because standing beside him was her son, looking tanned and well and rather sullen.

“Jazrian!” She held out her arms to him. He made no move toward her, so she ran to him and gathered him in her arms in a crushing bear hug. She forgot about Charisee and Kiam and everything else. She had Jaz back, and that was all that mattered.

“Don’t, Mama, you’re holding me too tight.”

A little hurt, she held him out at arm’s length for a moment, just to make sure he was real. “Oh, Jazrian, my darling baby. Gods . . . how are you? You look so tall! Are you hurt? Did they mistreat you? Did they—”

“I’m fine, Mama,” he said, squirming out of her grasp. “And I’m not a baby.”

She was upset by his obvious disdain for her touch, but reminded herself he’d been through a lot. This was all very strange for a young boy. “I’m sorry, darling, of course you’re not a baby anymore. You’re a very brave young man.”

“They won’t let me see Mica.”

“Marlie and the twins have missed you so much.”

“I want to see Mica,” Jaz insisted.

She fought to keep the irritation from her voice. “Why would you want to see that man again, darling?”

“Because he’s my friend. I want to make sure they’re not hurting him.”

They’ll torture him for an eternity if I have my way. But Adrina got the feeling telling Jaz something like that could be counterproductive at this point. So much had happened. This must be so strange to him. And he seemed so different. So distant. Jazrian was never the most demonstrative child, but this resistance to her touch was something new.

She knew there would be lasting effects from his long captivity, but she hadn’t expected his first question to be asking to visit his kidnapper. “Shananara, the queen of the Harshini, brought me here to be with you. She is with Mica now and you know the Harshini would never hurt anyone. Did you know we came by dragon?”

“Why is the queen of the Harshini talking to Mica? What’s she going to do to him?”

The old Jazrian would have been so excited to see a dragon that nothing else would have mattered. This one only cared about seeing the man who had kidnapped him and done the gods only knew what to him. “You have to understand, sweetheart, Mica is in a lot of trouble. He didn’t just steal you away from your family. He stole something very valuable from the Citadel, too.”

“You have to promise not to let anyone hurt him.”

“Jaz . . . I can’t . . . oh, for the gods’ sake, what is going on out there?” The racket at the main entrance to the hall was getting louder. A woman was yelling, and someone male was yelling back. Heads would roll if someone didn’t get it under control soon.

“That’s Aja,” Jaz said, trying to push past her.

The big court’esa grabbed him by his shirt to stop him running for the door, for which Adrina was extremely grateful. “Aja? Who is Aja?”

“Mica’s lady,” he said, wriggling against the court’esa’s hold. “She’s my friend, too. Let me go.”

Adrina was privately aghast at the idea Jaz counted some skanky thief’s whore among his friends, but if Mica’s woman was out there agitating to get inside, perhaps she should let her in. At the very least she might learn something about Mica and what had happened to her son these past couple of months. Some insight into how to reach him.

Not for the first time in the last hour, Adrina regretted accepting Shananara’s offer to bring her to Highcastle by dragon. Although it had brought her here faster than any other means of transport, she was alone. She had no guards to back up her orders, no Darvad Vintner to ensure her declarations were carried out.

She did, however, have Rakaia’s—or rather Charisee’s—court’esa.

“Bring this Aja to me,” she ordered. “What’s your name?”

“Strayan, your highness.”

“Bring her to me, Strayan, and let’s see what Mica’s woman has to say for herself.”

Strayan let Jazrian go and walked the length of the hall to the large main doors. Now Aja was coming to him, Jazrian stayed put. Strayan opened the door on the left, spoke to someone outside, and a few moments later returned with a young Fardohnyan woman about Charisee’s age, dressed in a blue woolen gown slightly too large for her, with a shawl that had definitely seen better days.

The young woman hurried across the hall ahead of Strayan and planted herself in front of Adrina. There was no awe in her expression at finding herself in the presence of the High Princess, no hesitation or nervousness.

“Aja!” Jaz cried, running to her. He threw his arms around the young woman the way Adrina had expected him to wrap his arms around her. “Help me!”

The young woman peeled his arms from around her waist and looked Jaz in the eye. “I am here to help you, Jazrian,” she told him, in a surprisingly stern voice, “and the first thing you need to do is forget about Mica and listen to your mother.”

“But they’re going to hurt him!”

“Mica deserves everything he has coming to him,” the girl said, stunning Adrina with her support. “He has done some very bad things, and you need to understand that.”

“I’m glad you and I agree on something,” Adrina said, wondering who this girl was. “What exactly is your relationship with the man who kidnapped my son?”

“It’s complicated, Adrina,” the girl said, daring to address the High Princess as if they were equals. “And to be honest, I don’t care what you do to him. I didn’t come back to plead for Mica’s life.”

“Why are you here then?”

“I came back to plead for Charisee,” the young woman said, raising her head to meet Adrina’s eyes, “because it is my fault she’s in trouble.”

She was Fardohnyan, certainly, and blue-eyed. A rare thing that Adrina had only seen twice—in Rakaia and her baseborn sister, Charisee. “And who are you?” Adrina asked, with a dreadful feeling she knew the answer already.

“I am Rakaia,” the young woman replied.
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KIAM CAME TO slowly, somewhat surprised to discover he wasn’t dead. He’d been expecting death. After all, his last memory was of a hangman placing a noose around his neck. But after that his memories were like a muddled dream . . . a tableau of disconnected images that included Rakaia, Adrina, and dragons, of all things.

He groaned softly and lifted his head to discover he hadn’t imagined Adrina after all. He was laid out on a table in the Highcastle main hall and his sister-in-law was real, standing a few feet away. And in front of her was the young Fardohnyan woman who had been here a few days ago in the company of the Tri-landers from the Sarchlo.

Pushing himself up into a sitting position, Kiam glanced around, surprised to find that his leg had stopped throbbing with pain for the first time in days. He’d been put here on this table by . . . someone, and left to rest, he supposed, while Adrina and Jaz were . . . well, he didn’t really know. Kiam couldn’t decide what they were doing.

It all seemed very strange to someone coming out of a drug-fueled fog.

“I beg your pardon?” Adrina was saying to the young Fardohnyan woman.

“I am your sister Rakaia.”

Adrina seemed too stunned to reply. Kiam wondered if he’d actually woken or was still dreaming.

“You mustn’t blame Charisee for this. It’s not her fault.”

“She has been posing as my sister . . . you, if I believe your claim . . . for months. Months you spent aiding and abetting the kidnap of my son, apparently. And now you dare stand there and tell me I shouldn’t hang her? There’s a good chance you’ll hang alongside her, young lady, for your part in these crimes.”

The girl claiming to be the real Rakaia wasn’t in the least bit cowed by Adrina, which lent more than a little weight to her claim. Kiam believed her. It explained so much about why the other Rakaia had been so anxious to have her gone from Highcastle.

“I had nothing to do with Mica kidnapping Jazrian. We were at sea before I even knew he was on the boat. I spent the whole time trying to protect your son from Mica.”

“I didn’t need protecting,” Jazrian objected. “Mica is my friend.”

“Mica is a madman,” Rakaia said, “bent on vengeance.”

“Vengeance for what?” Adrina asked. “I never heard of this Mica character until he stole Gimlorie’s lyre from the Citadel. Do you know what he’s done with that, by the way?”

“I’ve not seen it since the shipwreck. And you do know Mica,” the girl claiming to be Rakaia said. “He used to be called Mikel. He was your servant, apparently, when he was a child, and he blames you for condemning him to death.”

The color drained from Adrina’s face and she gripped the edge of the nearest table for support. “Mikel? No. It can’t be.”

“Your husband was going to kill him for trying to poison the demon child. He showed me what happened. The Halfbreed managed to convince Gimlorie to pose as Death and take him, so Damin wouldn’t have to kill him.”

“See! Mica was right,” Jazrian accused his mother angrily. “You and Papa tried to kill him!”

“Pup, shut up,” Rakaia snapped. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” She turned back to Adrina. “He ensorcelled Jazrian. The boy had no idea who he was the whole time Mica had him. Jaz suffered no physical harm, Adrina, but Mica is insane and he has spent every waking moment trying to turn your son against you.”

“You’re a traitor, Aja! How can you say such things about Mica?”

Kiam had heard enough to know this was a conversation Jaz probably shouldn’t be a part of. Whoever this girl was, he knew she had the right of it.

“She speaks the truth, Adrina,” he said.

“Oh, you’re awake,” Adrina snapped, looking over at him. “My faithful brother-in-law. Always ready to lend a hand. Anybody else you’d like to kill without a contract while you’re in the mood?”

He ignored that. She had a right to be angry with him, but there were worse problems than him breaking his guild oath to worry about right now. “I used the talisman Kalan gave me to break Mica’s enchantment on the boy, but he’s still not the Jaz I knew before he was taken.” No need to add that in the past few days he’d heard the boy refer to his beloved grandmother as Marla the Moron, his father as Damin the Dastard, and his mother, Adrina the Slut.

“If I may be so forward, your highness,” Charisee’s court’esa said, “perhaps with his young highness’s assistance, I could help Master Kiam to his room to rest while you and . . . your countrywoman resolve a few of these matters?”

“I want to see Mica!” Jaz insisted.

Strayan answered the child before anyone else could. “If you were to aid me in seeing your uncle to his room, your highness, I am sure the High Princess would look much more favorably upon your request to visit your friend,” he said, with a remarkable amount of tact.

Adrina was smart enough to take a helping hand, even when it was offered by a slave. She nodded. “The court’esa has a point. If you help him get Ky upstairs, I will speak to Shananara and see what she thinks about letting you speak with . . . your friend.”

Somewhat mollified, Jaz nodded. Kiam had no need of the boy’s help and everyone knew it, apparently, except Jazrian. Even if Kiam hadn’t been capable of finding his way upstairs on his own, the big Fardohnyan court’esa was probably strong enough to carry him without help from anyone else, especially not a child. But it gave Jaz something to do, and that was more important right now.

With Strayan supporting him on one side, and Jazrian getting in the way on the other, they helped him off the table and he limped toward the stairs, leaving Adrina with the girl who was supposed to be Rakaia, a fact he still hadn’t really had time to process.

It was something he would have to deal with sooner than he expected, he discovered, when, after a torturous progress up the stone staircase to the second floor, they arrived at the door to his room.

He looked at Strayan in surprise. “This is the lady of Highcastle’s room.”

“She is currently under house arrest,” the slave informed him, as if there was nothing the least bit untoward about Kiam being delivered to this door. “I’m not sure High Princess Adrina is aware you were moved here from Lord Olivah’s room earlier, but I am quite sure Lord Braun would not approve if I returned you to his son’s quarters, under the current circumstances. Perhaps, once I have seen to Prince Jazrian, I could make enquiries about where you are to be accommodated until you leave?”

“No hurry,” Kiam told him, quite sure this slave saw more and knew more than anybody else in this whole damn keep.

The court’esa bowed. “I trust your rest is most beneficial, Master Miar,” he said, and then he turned and guided Jazrian down the hall toward the room where the child was staying.

Not sure what he would say, not sure what to expect, Kiam leaned on the frame and knocked on the door to the room he’d been moved to earlier in the day, and then opened it cautiously.

As soon as he did, he was almost knocked flying by Broos, tail wagging furiously, barking at the sight of him.

“Broos! Stop that!” Rakaia, or rather, Charisee, ordered. She hurried over and grabbed the dog by his collar before he knocked Kiam on his backside.

He studied her for a moment as he regained his balance with the help of the doorframe. She’d obviously been crying, and she was dressed in a plain, blue woolen gown, not dissimilar to the one her sister was wearing downstairs.

“Let me help,” she offered, taking his arm. He hopped over to the chair by the fireplace and collapsed into it. Charisee moved the footstool over and helped him lift his broken leg onto it. He didn’t know much of what had happened in the past few hours, but clearly the Harshini had done something to dull his pain, even if they hadn’t healed him completely. Broos took the fact that Kiam was sitting down as a signal his attention would be welcome, so nosed his way in and began to lick Kiam’s face. He pushed the dog back, laughing. There was something about a dog the size of a small pony acting like an excited puppy that made it impossible to be miserable.

“Did you want me to tie him up?”

Kiam shook his head. “He’ll settle down in a while. How are you doing?”

She shrugged, and perched on the edge of the footstool. “All right, I suppose. For someone who’ll be dead in a few hours.”

“You don’t know that for certain.”

She seemed calm, stoic even, and not in the least bitter or angry about it. “If I were Adrina, I’d hang me for what I’ve done.”

“About that,” Kiam said, watching her closely. She seemed no different now he knew she was an imposter. She was just as lovely. Just as sweet. Just as desirable. Had it all been an act? Was everything about this girl a lie?

“I’m sorry.”

“I’ll bet you are.”

“I wanted to tell you,” she said, lowering her eyes. “After we had dinner that first night at Winternest, I went back to my room and threw up, I was so sick about what I was doing. I came down next morning to tell Lord Lionsclaw, but . . .”

“But you heard the caravan had been attacked and thought the real Rakaia was dead?”

She nodded. “Rakaia wanted me to cover for her. Once she was dead, I thought it would be easier for everyone if I just kept on pretending. For a while, at least. Sometimes it was easy. Other times it was awful. I tried to tell you in Warrinhaven, too.”

“I think I recall you saying something.” That was a lie. That night was burned into his brain. When he closed his eyes he could still taste her soft, full lips on his. If Elin Bane ordered him executed tomorrow for performing an uncontracted kill, his one regret would be turning this woman away the night she offered herself to him.

“I never meant to hurt anyone, Ky. It just got out of hand so quickly that I couldn’t think of a way to stop it all without hurting everyone.”

“Well, maybe the real Rakaia can appeal to Adrina.”

“She’s long gone,” Charisee said with a sigh.

“No, she’s downstairs talking to Adrina right now.”

“How is that possible?”

“I have no idea. I suppose she came back to help you.”

“But that’s an insane thing to do! She’ll be in even more trouble than me!” Charisee jumped to her feet.

Kiam put his arm out to stop her before she defied her house arrest and raced downstairs, making her trip on Broos and lose her balance. She overcompensated and fell backward and landed across his lap, sending a spear of white-hot agony through his leg.

He cried out in pain. She immediately stopped struggling. “Oh . . . gods. I’m so sorry . . . I tripped . . . did I hurt you?”

“No,” he gasped. “I . . . cry out . . . like that . . . all the time. Just . . . for a lark.”

She didn’t laugh. In fact, her eyes filled with tears as she turned her face to him. “Why are you doing this to me?”

“Doing . . . what?” Still trying to ride the wave of pain, Kiam wasn’t sure what he was supposed to be doing to her. She had landed in his lap and only the savage pain from the jolt to his leg distracted him from the fact that he was holding her in his arms, and if he wasn’t trying so hard not to scream in agony, he’d be trying very hard to kiss her.

“Just because my mother was a court’esa, it doesn’t make me a whore,” she said, wiping her eyes with the heels of her hands. “Please don’t treat me like one.”

Kiam took his arms from around her so she was free to stand up. “I was trying to stop you going downstairs and doing something foolish. Nothing more.”

She pushed herself off his lap and stood up, and then turned to look down at him. “I’m sorry. I just thought . . .”

“That I mistook you for someone you’re not? That’s ironic.”

“You hate me now, don’t you?”

It was something of a shock to Kiam to realize he didn’t actually care whether this girl was Rakaia, or a slave, or the queen of the Harshini. She had filled his thoughts like no other woman ever had since the moment he first laid eyes on her and it wasn’t because she was a princess. It was in spite of it.

He took her hand and pulled her down toward him, much more gently this time. She squatted beside the chair so they were face to face. Broos complained with a half-hearted growl and moved over to the bed, where he stretched out as if it had been put in the room just for him. “Do I think you’re trouble? Absolutely. Do I think you’re dangerous? Probably. Do I hate you? I couldn’t if I wanted to, Charisee.”

She smiled faintly. “That’s the first time you’ve ever called me by my real name.”

“Well, whose fault is that?”

She sighed, and lifted his hand and laid her face on their joined hands. “I wish I could tell you how sorry I am.”

“Better you don’t,” he suggested, “because deep down, you’re probably not nearly as sorry as you ought to be. Do you know what I’m sorry about?”

“Killing Olivah?”

“Gods, no. That was the best day’s work I’ve done in a long time. Stupid to do it without a contract, but definitely not something I regret.”

“What, then?”

“I’m sorry Rakaia ran away. If she’d stayed, we would have traveled to Greenharbour like we were supposed to, I would have happily kept my promise to Adrina not to get involved with her sister, and you and I could have been . . . friends. Really good friends.”

“You would have amused yourself on the journey with the princess’s slave, you mean,” she said, not at all enchanted by his suggestion.

Kiam realized how he must sound, and wanted to kick himself for being so crass. “That’s not what I meant.”

She smiled. “I know. And believe it or not, I used to think the same thing about you.”

“I guess that makes us a right old pair of fools, doesn’t it?”

“Will you kiss me, Kiam?”

“Why?”

“Because they’re going to hang me in a short while, and just once, before I die, I’d like to feel as though someone loves Charisee, and not Rakaia. I just want to—”

He shut her up by pulling her close and kissing her with all the raw, pent-up emotion he’d been holding in check since he first laid eyes on her in Winternest. Ever since he’d found himself falling for a woman he’d promised not to get involved with. A woman destined to marry another man.

She kissed him back as if she were suffering the same fever, and for a brief, glorious moment, there was no pain, no threat of impending doom, just bliss. Just a moment of pure ecstasy . . .

“Oh, for pity’s sake, you two!” Adrina’s exasperated voice declared, like a bucket of iced water thrown on them. “Haven’t you caused me enough grief for one day?”

Charisee jumped to her feet, blushing bright red. Kiam wasn’t capable of jumping to anything, so he decided to brazen it out. Charisee had a point, after all. They were both about to die. How much more trouble could they get into?

“Adrina! And the real Rakaia!” he added when he realized who was standing in the doorway right behind the High Princess. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in the presence of so many Fardohnyan princesses before.”

“Kiam, shut up,” Adrina told him impatiently. She turned her attention to Charisee, who appeared to be bracing herself for the worst, and Rakaia.

“There are not words for the trouble you two have brought with you,” she said. “You, Charisee, married Frederak to seal a treaty with Fardohnya, which is likely to be torn up as soon as word reaches Talabar about what the two of you have done. And you,” she said, turning to Rakaia, “may have felt you had a valid reason to escape the harem, but you had no right to endanger Hythria with your selfish plot to avoid the king’s vengeance, or any right to imperil your sister in the process. And then you throw in your lot with the man who kidnapped my son. I should hang you first, just for that.”

Rakaia didn’t answer the accusation. Kiam supposed there was nothing much she could say.

“As for you,” Adrina said, turning back to Charisee, “your misguided attempts to help your sister have left me with a real dilemma. I have a furious border lord quite rightly demanding vengeance for his dead son, an invalid marriage, a broken treaty, and a slave pretending to be a princess. Don’t even get me started on the lyre thief or what has been done to my son.”

Kiam didn’t like where this was going. “In fairness, Adrina, were it not for an accident of birth, Charisee would be a princess.”

“I am well aware of that, Kiam,” Adrina said, still glaring at Charisee, who looked quietly terrified by her sister’s wrath. “More acutely than you are. You see, here’s my problem with giving you the hanging you so richly deserve, little sister. Every living heir of Hablet’s died in the fire that destroyed the Talabar harem, because nobody ever left that place without surrendering their claim to the Fardohnyan throne.”

“What’s that got to do with me?” Charisee asked, looking as confused as Kiam felt.

Adrina rolled her eyes, as if it should be obvious. “Rakaia is not actually one of Hablet’s heirs, so she is irrelevant in the general scheme of things. I surrendered my rights after I married Damin, and so did every other child of Hablet’s, legitimate or otherwise, who managed to escape Talabar. Which puts us in an interesting position, because right now, the king of Fardohnya is only eleven years old and has no heir.”

Charisee was still looking confused, but Kiam quickly grasped what Adrina was getting at. “And that means Hablet has only one remaining child besides Alaric,” he said, “who hasn’t surrendered their claim to the throne.”

Adrina nodded. “You see my problem.”

“Problem? What prob— oh, seriously!” the real Rakaia exclaimed, turning to stare at her former slave. “Are you talking about Charisee? But she’s a slave!”

“A circumstance that can be remedied with the stroke of a pen.”

Kiam was watching Charisee. She seemed too stunned to speak.

Adrina shook her head as if she couldn’t believe it herself. “So instead of hanging you, Charisee, I am going to emancipate you and then guard you like the precious commodity you are, until I can get you back to Greenharbour where you’ll be safe and I can start a dialog with whoever is acting as regent for Alaric.”

“But . . .”

Adrina ignored Charisee’s disbelieving protest and spoke directly to Ky. “There’s a small Fardohnyan garrison in Dakin’s Rest, stationed there as part of the trade agreement. That’s probably in ruins now, too, and I’m pretty sure Charisee’s marriage to Frederak won’t be recognized any longer, seeing as how he married a princess and wound up with a slave. I’ll send someone down to the town to fetch them. At least then she’ll have a bodyguard you can rely on, because the gods only know what the Branadors are going to do when I tell them she’s not going to hang.”

“What about me?” the real Rakaia asked.

“I should execute you in her place,” Adrina grumbled, glaring at her. “And gods, I’m tempted, but if you leave now and promise I will never lay eyes on you ever again, then you may go. I don’t care where and I don’t care with whom. Just leave Hythria and be grateful I don’t hang you alongside Mica.”

Rakaia nodded, perhaps knowing exactly how lucky she was. She defied Adrina, though, long enough to run to Charisee and hug her briefly, before hurrying from the room.

Adrina then turned her attention back to Kiam. “As for you, you idiot . . .”

“I’m sorry, Adrina.”

“What were you thinking? Taking on an uncontracted kill?” She had a right to be angry. He’d put her in a very awkward position by killing Olivah Branador, and not just because he’d violated the guild’s rule about uncontracted kills. But mostly he was annoyed at himself, because no assassin worth their fee ever made a kill without a getaway plan. Kiam had killed Olivah with no chance of escaping Highcastle. For that he deserved everything Elin Bane planned to do to him.

“It wasn’t uncontracted,” Charisee said.

They both turned to look at her in surprise.

“I beg your pardon?” Adrina said with a raised brow.

“I contracted Kiam to kill Olivah.”

“No, you—”

“Shut up, Ky.”

“Olivah Branador made my life hell,” Charisee told Adrina, with a perfectly straight face. “When Kiam was rescued after the shipwreck, and I realized I had an assassin I could call on, I asked him to deal with Olivah the first chance he got.”

“Really?” Adrina clearly didn’t believe a word Charisee was saying. “You asked the assassin with the broken leg to take on a kill for you?”

“I had supreme confidence in his abilities,” Charisee replied without missing a beat.

Adrina knew Charisee had done no such thing, but the High Princess was smart enough to realize this ludicrous story might save Kiam’s life. She glanced at him, shook her head with a look that spoke volumes, and turned to Charisee. “Are you prepared to sign a statement to that effect?”

Charisee nodded, the faintest hint of a smile touching the corner of her lips.

“Of course I will,” she said without hesitation. “I mean . . . would I lie to you?”
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SANCTUARY WAS HAUNTED.

Julika became convinced of it after only a few days in the huge, empty fortress. It wasn’t anything she could put her finger on, but she would often catch sight of something out of the corner of her eye, or be certain someone had tapped her on the shoulder only to turn around and discover there was nobody there. She could feel the presence of the spirits who filled this place, even if Wrayan thought she was imagining things.

Despite that, she loved it. The fortress was a delight, with gardens overflowing the balconies, an orchard filled with perfect fruit that never seemed to rot, a waterfall that ended in a delightful pool and a library to die for.

Having spent much of the past few years poking about the huge library of the Sorcerers’ Collective in Greenharbour, Julika thought she knew what a treasure trove a Harshini library could be. But this place made the library in Greenharbour look like a poor man’s market stall. This library had scrolls dating back thousands of years and, with the exception of a pile of scattered documents she found on the floor on one of the levels, everything was perfectly cataloged and stored. It felt as if, at any moment, a white-robed Harshini archivist would glide down the aisle and ask her to keep her voice down, as they did so often in Greenharbour.

The other odd thing about Sanctuary was time. It moved at a different pace here. Some days she was certain that she had been here for weeks. Other times she felt as if it had only been a few days. Her father was no help. He couldn’t tell how long they’d been here, either. He left Julika to search the archives for information about the Covenant, while he and Samaranan explored the fortress, and tried to work out why it was back, who had brought it back, and why it remained empty.

Julika tried to question Samaranan about the archives, but it turned out the library was not her area of expertise. The Harshini was far more interested in the gardens and the wildlife that had found its way into the fortress since its return. When Julika asked Samaranan why she’d bothered to bring them here if she didn’t know anything that might help them solve the mystery of the Covenant, the Harshini just shrugged and said, “If Brak comes back, this is where he’ll return.”

And with that singularly unhelpful remark ringing in her ears, Julika went back to searching the archives for something useful about the Covenant.

Her feeling that the place was haunted turned from a vague uneasiness to a certainty several days—weeks?—after they arrived.

She had found an archive dating back several thousand years, with scrolls written in such an arcane hand she could barely make out the writing. The Covenant, if Samaranan was right, brought the Harshini into being. But the exact details remained lost to history. Or at least lost to human history.

Her frustration became a palpable thing when she realized the enormity of the task she’d been given. The chance of one person finding even a copy of an ancient Covenant that, for all she knew, had never actually been written down, was vanishingly small, even if she spent a lifetime searching for it.

“I’m never going to find this stupid Covenant!” she yelled at the vast, echoing chamber, filled with row upon row of scrolls wrapped in linen and sometimes stored in thin metal tubes to protect them.

Her words faded into the distance and then, a moment or two later, she heard a clattering noise some way down the aisle on the left.

“Is someone there?”

She couldn’t imagine who. Unless it was one of the wild animals who had wandered into Sanctuary that Samaranan was looking for. Curious, she made her way down the aisle where she thought the noise had come from, until she came to a pile of scrolls that seemed to have fallen to the floor.

Julika bent down to pick them up and began stacking them back on the shelf where they had obviously previously been stored. Once they were back in place she turned to walk away.

As she did, the scrolls clattered to the ground again.

The sense that she was not alone was suddenly oppressive. Julika approached the scrolls cautiously, replaced the one from the top of the pile, and then she waited.

Sure enough, a few moments later, the scroll was pushed off the shelf by an invisible hand and fell on top of the others on the floor.

Julika wished she could see auras, as some Harshini could. She was certain there was a spirit here, one that seemed to want to help her. But she had no power so she could only guess where this spirit was and what it was trying to tell her.

“Are you a ghost?”

Three more scrolls above her suddenly flew off the shelf, barely missing her head. She ducked and realized that if she was going to communicate with this shade, she needed some way to define its answers.

“How about one scroll for yes and two for no?” she suggested, wishing she knew where the shade was. She felt a little ridiculous speaking to thin air when the spirit might well be behind her, or even right beside her. Or was it anywhere at all?

Somewhat to her amazement, a lone scroll dropped from the shelf on her left at about waist height, to join the growing pile on the floor.

“Are you dead?”

Two scrolls dropped on her right, a little higher up, with some considerable force behind them. This shade was obviously not happy about something.

“Are you . . . Harshini?”

Another two scrolls hit the floor behind her.

“You’re human?” she asked in surprise, turning to where she assumed the shade was standing.

She was wrong. One scroll dropped behind her again, even though she was now facing the other way.

Julika was desperate to question this ghost. What was its name? Was it male or female? Why was it here in Sanctuary? Why was it able to communicate with her? She could have stood here interrogating it for hours, but it occurred to her that some of these scrolls might be priceless. Even though she was using them to talk to a ghost, who obviously knew something and wanted to share that knowledge with her, if she kept going for too long it would mean trashing the beautifully preserved Harshini archive and not actually achieving what she was after.

Perhaps she should get that out of the way first, and then she could get on with finding out who this helpful spirit was. And if there was anything she could do to help it in return.

“Do you know where I can find something about the Covenant?”

Two scrolls tipped to the floor in front of her.

I should have known it wasn’t going to be that easy.

But then again, she was talking to a ghost who may never have heard about the Covenant. She was an apprentice at the Sorcerers’ Collective and she’d barely heard it spoken of despite how important it apparently was.

And maybe that was the question she should be asking.

“Do you know if there is anything here that seems important?”

Three scrolls clattered to the floor. She supposed that was Ghost for “I don’t know”.

She thought about it for a moment, trying to work out the best question to ask, and then said, “Is there any place around here that’s warded? Somewhere stuff is locked away?”

Silence greeted her question.

She waited, but there was nothing.

Apparently the shade was gone.

Julika sighed. She was going to have to do this the hard way, and now she had a score more scrolls to pick up off the floor, too.

As she bent down to pick up the first of the scrolls, she heard a distant crash behind her. Julika shoved the scroll on the shelf and turned to listen. Sure enough, somewhere ahead of her, down the long aisle, the shade was trying to attract her attention. She followed the sound for some minutes, stepping over more scrolls thrown onto the floor, until she came to a shelf with a simple, carved wooden box sitting on it. The shelf was unmarked, but there was nothing else stacked with it, and the box was wrapped in a warding spell so strong Julika could feel it as she approached, like heat coming off a furnace.

“Is this it?”

Behind her a single scroll tumbled down in answer.

“How do I open it?”

There was silence.

“Do you know how to open it?”

The response was an impatient cascade of scrolls.

“So . . . I guess not.”

Julika reached in and picked up the box. It was very light, made of sandalwood, or some other easily carved wood, and inlaid with a material that looked like mother-of-pearl. The magical wards protecting the box were unlike anything she had ever seen or felt before. Their power was immense, and yet she could sense a slight fracture in a couple of places.

She sank down onto the floor, cross-legged, to examine the box. It was about the size of her mother’s jewelry box. The carving was exquisite and on closer inspection she realized it was inscribed with the symbols of each of the Primal Gods. There was Kalianah’s feather, and Brehn’s lightning bolt and . . .

She frowned as she ran her fingers over the box. There was only an outline where a small lyre had presumably once sat and, curiously, the sword symbol of Zegarnald, the God of War, was also missing.

“Juli! Are you in here?”

She looked up at the sound of Wrayan’s voice. “I’m over here!” she called. “Turn right and keep walking for about two days!”

She was exaggerating, of course, but it did take quite a while before Wrayan appeared at the end of the aisle and walked toward her, taking in the fallen scrolls with a frown.

“Did you find something?”

“Can you feel the wards?” she asked, looking up at him.

Wrayan nodded. “From here. What is it?”

“I think it’s the Covenant,” she said.

Wrayan didn’t scoff at her suggestion. If he could feel the wards then he knew how powerful, how unique, how ancient, they were.

“How did you find it so quickly?”

“I had some help,” she said, running her fingers over the box, wishing she knew who her ghostly benefactor was. This close, she could feel the wards had weakened in places, specifically over the areas of the box where the inlays were missing. “And I think we have a problem.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean Gimlorie’s lyre is missing from the inlays, but we know that it was stolen from the Citadel, so it kind of makes sense.”

“I guess . . .”

She looked up at him. “But it’s not the only inlay missing. Zegarnald’s sword is missing, so is Maera’s silver ribbon, and about three or four others.” She held up the box so he could see for himself.

“You’re saying someone has stolen more than Gimlorie’s lyre,” he said. “That would explain why Dacendaran has being growing so powerful of late.”

“Actually, I think it’s worse than that,” she told him. “Everywhere the inlays are missing, you can feel the wards weakening. Dacendaran may be benefiting from the thefts of the other gods’ tokens, but I don’t think it’s him who’s doing this. I mean, why would he? The Covenant has been in place for thousands of years. What would make him suddenly decide to start stealing everyone’s token now?”

“Fair comment. But that also raises the question: if not Dacendaran, then who?”

“One or more of the other Primal Gods, obviously,” she said. And then she looked up at her father, her expression grim. “I don’t think the theft of Gimlorie’s lyre was a random act of thievery.”

Wrayan nodded slowly. “Someone is trying to break the Covenant.”




Chapter


58

“WE’RE GETTING CLOSE,” R’shiel informed Damin as she tied the blindfold back around his eyes. He’d been lost to his memories for hours now, and seemed increasingly reluctant to leave them behind. She assumed it was because the closer they got to the good places in hell, the less he was being tormented with events he regretted and the more he was reliving the happy memories of the past.

R’shiel wondered what that might mean for her, someday. She didn’t really have a store of blissful memories. At least, not enough to see her through eternity.

“Have we reached the next gate?”

R’shiel looked ahead at the bright light that had been growing steadily stronger these past few hours. In her mind, she was still walking the endless white corridors of the Citadel, but if there were only seven hells then this was the seventh gate.

Somewhere ahead of her was Brak, although where exactly she still didn’t know for certain. Or if he’d remember her. R’shiel’s memories of Brak were part of her happy legacy, but given the trouble she’d caused him when she was alive, she wasn’t entirely sure he felt the same about her.

“I think it’s ahead of us,” she said.

“Well, let’s get on with it then,” he replied, reaching up to remove the blindfold. He must be having a high old time with his memories at the moment. He was certainly anxious to get back to them.

“Not so fast there, big guy,” she cautioned, placing her hand over his to keep the blindfold in place. “We need to talk about this first.”

“What’s to talk about? We’ve found what we came for. Let’s get it and get out of here.”

“That’s it, though, Damin. I’m not sure what will happen when we step through that last door. There may be no going back. For either of us.”

“We’ve come this far, R’shiel.”

“I know, but—”

“Your caution is not misplaced, demon child,” a chillingly familiar voice cut in.

Death had materialised between her and the gateway to the highest level of hell. The place where she was most likely to find Brak—something she was now quite certain would occur, given Death had suddenly appeared to prevent her doing it.

“We have an agreement,” she said, glaring at him.

“I know I agreed to help, R’shiel, but . . .” Damin began, thinking she was talking to him. He couldn’t see or hear Death, she realized, which was a good thing. It never ended well for humans when they came face to face with Death.

“It’s all right, Damin. We’ll just keep moving.” She reached up and pulled down the blindfold. When he was lost in his memories again, he wouldn’t know if they were moving or not.

Once Damin’s face had curved into that idiot grin he always wore when thinking of Adrina, R’shiel turned back to Death.

“What do you want?”

“I wish to renegotiate our arrangement.”

She shook her head. “Not a chance. We made a deal. You can’t go changing the rules now, just because I got closer to Brak than you thought I would.”

“Actually, demon child, I never doubted for a moment you would find your way here. It is precisely for that reason that I need to renegotiate our deal.”

“You are making no sense, Death.”

“Let me speak more plainly, then. You are needed in the realm of the living.”

“I’m sure they miss me, but . . .”

“I have no care or concern about what humanity thinks of your absence, demon child. It is not for them that you are needed.”

“Who, then?”

“The Primal Gods.”

She let out a short, bitter laugh. “Seriously? You want me to drop my quest to find Brak to help out the Primal Gods?”

“I want you to drop your quest to find Brak to stop the Primal Gods.”

“Stop them from doing what?”

“Unraveling the universe.”

“Oh, so nothing important then?”

Sarcasm was lost on Death, who frowned with concern. “Did you not hear what I said, demon child? It is of the utmost importance.”

“What exactly are they supposed to be doing that’s going to unravel the universe?” she asked with a heavy, skeptical sigh.

“They are trying to break the Covenant.”

She waited for a further explanation but that, apparently, was it.

“And this concerns me . . . how, exactly?”

“You do not know of the Covenant? How can that be? You are Lorandranek’s child. Korandellan’s heir.”

“I passed the heir thing on, to Shananara if you recall. I’m sure she knows all about it. Why don’t you go and talk to her?”

“Shananara is not equipped to deal with this,” Death told her. “Only you can do what needs to be done.”

“I’ve heard this song before,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ve done what I was created to do. I killed their wretched Incidental God for them. What more do they want of me?”

“They want nothing of you,” Death told her. “The Primal Gods are, however, planning something that will destroy the balance of the universe. I cannot interfere. You can.”

“And why would I want to? The Primal Gods are not my favorite people, you know. I’m tempted to say let them.”

R’shiel wasn’t sure if Death was capable of frustration, but he seemed to be getting close to it. “I do not pretend to understand human emotions, demon child, but I know how many souls come to me because of the need for vengeance. You have much to avenge yourself.”

“Are you offering me a chance to get even with the Primal Gods?”

Determined as she was not to waver in her quest to find Brak, she’d be lying to herself if she didn’t acknowledge that the idea of making the Primal Gods pay for everything they had put her through was more than a little bit tempting.

“They are trying to unravel the Covenant,” Death explained. “I am not sure which of the gods is behind it, but I do know the Covenant has already been significantly weakened. If they succeed in destroying it completely, the Harshini will cease to exist.”

“Does that include me?”

“Yes.”

“And then I’ll just wind up back here, won’t I?”

Death shook his head. “Consider for a moment what the Harshini are. They are the bridge between the gods and the mortal world. They are calm and detached, and the extremes of emotion they would otherwise exhibit rest with their demons. It’s the very reason the Primal Gods needed you to destroy Xaphista. You have the power of the Harshini and none of the inhibitions on your emotions to prevent you from taking action.”

“So what are you saying? That if the Harshini cease to exist, then so do the demons?”

“They won’t just cease to exist, demon child. All the evil the demons contain, all the extremes they represent will be let loose on the universe. You will not die and end up here, demon child. The Seven Hells will be overwhelmed. I cannot contain what they will unleash.”

R’shiel knew Death could not exaggerate, but she was fed up with being responsible for saving the world. “What if I don’t care?”

“But you do care,” Death said. “And I am prepared to make it worth your while.”

She rolled her eyes at that. “This ought to be good.”

“Only you can deal with this, demon child, but I suspect it will stretch even your considerable ability. You will need help and I am prepared to see you get that help.”

“What help could you possibly give me?” He really wasn’t doing much to convince her. Oblivion might even be nice. At the very least it would be peaceful.

“There is only one other half-human Harshini with a power that comes even close to yours.”

She stared at him suspiciously, not sure she believed what she was hearing. “Are you talking about Brak?”

He nodded. “If you agree, that is how I will alter our deal. I will give you Brakandaran to aid you. I will return your friends to their bodies and release them and no longer require a life of equal value for Brakandaran’s soul. In return, you—with Brakandaran’s help—will prevent the Primal Gods from unraveling the Covenant.”

“What if I fail?”

“Then it will make no difference to you what deal we have made,” Death warned, “because you, Brakandaran and the Harshini will cease to be.”

She hesitated, although there seemed little point. Death had offered her a way out of the deal. He was offering her Brak.

All she had to do was save the world.

Again.

R’shiel turned to Damin, who was lost in his memories and hadn’t heard a thing. She knew what he would advise.

With a sigh, she turned back to Death and nodded. “All right, but I—”

She never got to finish the sentence. The white halls of the Citadel that she had been traversing for so long vanished and she found herself standing on a small patch of soft grass beside a tinkling waterfall.

She looked up, her head spinning from the abrupt change in location, and knew immediately where she was. The tall fortress loomed over her with its glowing white walls and exquisite balustrades that made it look fashioned from spun icing. This was Sanctuary. She was back in the real world.

“R’shiel?”

She turned to find Brakandaran standing behind her. He looked exactly like he had a decade ago, when he’d helped destroy a god and then died for his trouble. He was even dressed the same, in his dragon rider’s leathers.

She smiled, resisting the temptation to throw herself at him. She didn’t know how much he remembered and she didn’t want him to think she had lost her mind.

“Hello, Brak.”

He glanced around but seemed confused. “I had the weirdest dream. We’re in Sanctuary? I thought we threw it out of time?”

“We did. You’ve been . . . gone for a while,” she told him, stepping closer to take him by the hand. R’shiel leaned forward and kissed his lips lightly, adding, “We have some catching up to do.”
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THE HARSHINI QUEEN came for Mica. He knew she was coming, even before his pitch-black cell filled with light.

He wasn’t afraid. He’d known this day would come. Ever since the voice convinced him to escape the Tower of Song and take his revenge on those who had doomed him to a decade of solitary confinement, he knew his time in this world was limited.

He had defied a god and, even with others egging him on, he knew the gods’ minions would come for him eventually.

His time away from the tower had proved better than he thought it would. Mica had lived and loved and had more fun than he’d expected. Stealing the lyre from the Citadel had been ridiculously easy, and from then on he’d been having a ball. He’d traveled and performed and even made some people happy.

Others, if he’d managed what he set out to do, would never know another day’s peace.

He’d known it would end someday, but he’d enjoyed every minute of his freedom.

And he knew it didn’t matter now that they had come for him, because he had planted the seeds of a revenge that would take a lifetime to reveal itself.

He had shattered Adrina and Damin Wolfblade’s perfect life. He had ruined their happiness, even if they didn’t know it yet.

He was sorry Rakaia had left him but knew it was for the best. There was no place for her where he was going. It was better if she got away cleanly.

Of course, she might be punished alongside her slave sister for their deception of the Hythrians, but she deserved it for not coming to visit him even once since he was arrested.

Their downfall had been so easy to arrange. The woman who’d brought him his meals resented the task enormously. Better yet, she resented the fake Rakaia. It hadn’t really taken much at all to suggest that somewhere in her mistress’s belongings might be a letter that would grant this disgruntled kitchen wench a chance to redress the injustice of having her child taken from her.

Rakaia had told him that she’d instructed Charisee to destroy the incriminating letter and so Mica didn’t know for certain that Charisee hadn’t obeyed her sister. But it seemed logical that she might have kept it. And he didn’t know if anything had come of his suggestion to the kitchen wench. He did know, however, that he was hungry, because nobody had brought him dinner. That might mean something, but it was hard to say what.

And soon it wouldn’t matter.

The door to his cell opened by magic, quite literally. No key turned in the lock, no jailer opened the door. Just Shananara, lighting the way with magic.

He supposed he should bow. She was a queen, after all.

He chose not to. There was nothing more they could do to him because death would be a release and that, Mica was certain, was where he was headed.

He doubted the Harshini would do it themselves. They would probably have the demons do it for them. Either way, it would be painless.

The voice had promised him that.

Don’t let the humans punish you, the voice had told him. They can be cruel. Make the Harshini deliver their justice.

You will have had your revenge, and the Harshini will bring you peace.

“I’ve been expecting you,” he said, rising to his feet.

Shananara studied him for a moment, frowning slightly, which was quite a feat, because the Harshini were always smiling.

“Where is the lyre, Mikel?” she asked.

“My name is Mica now.”

“As you wish. What have you done with Gimlorie’s token?”

“I haven’t done anything with it,” he answered. “In fact, I have no idea where it is. The last I saw of it was on the boat, just before we were shipwrecked. For all I know, it’s at the bottom of the sea.”

Shananara shook her head. “Kaelarn would know if it was. He says he does not have it.”

“Then I truly have no idea. Look into my mind if you don’t believe me.”

“I know you speak the truth about not having the lyre, Mica,” the queen said. “I have no need to probe your thoughts. It is a pity you lost it, though.”

“I am resigned to my death,” he told her bravely. “All that can be done to me has been done. There is no more pain you can cause me worse than that which I have already suffered. I welcome death. I am actually looking forward to it.”

Shananara did smile then. “Foolish child,” she said, “I have not come to kill you. Had you returned the lyre to me, I would have given you over to the High Princess to deal with for the crime of kidnapping her child, and let her deliver you the death you seem so anxious to embrace. But I can’t do that. Not now. Not yet.”

“What are you going to do, then? Tear my mind apart looking for a clue about the location of the lyre? You cannot take something from me that doesn’t exist. And the lyre protects itself from being found, so you can’t follow it by magical means.”

“Nor would I try,” she said, taking a step closer, “but until the lyre is found and returned to the Citadel, you are bound to it and I cannot interfere with that.”

She stepped even closer. She was within arm’s reach of him now. Although tall, the queen was slender, almost fragile. Her black-on-black eyes burned through his soul, and her flaming, dark-red hair framed her face in fire. But if it came to a physical altercation, he could probably snap her like a twig.

“So what are you going to do to me?” he asked, filled now with the smug certainty that there was nothing she could really do to harm him while the lyre was still at large.

She reached out her hand and placed it gently on his forehead. “I am going to send you back where you belong, Mica,” she told him softly.

Her touch was cool and soothing, and for a moment Mica closed his eyes and embraced the feel of it . . .

And then he felt the pressure building in his head and the peace Shananara brought began to fade as he felt a pull toward something that was calling him, dragging him, tearing him out of this world.

He cried out in terror as he realized what she was doing. He tried to fight it, but the Harshini queen’s magic was far stronger than anything he could muster without the lyre to magically amplify his song.

Not that it would have done him any good, anyway, because Shananara was sending him back to the place where his torment began.

Back to the place where he could sing his heart out, and there was nobody to hear his song.

Highcastle’s dark, damp cellar vanished and, with a final scream of protest, he was back, high above the clouds.

Shananara had found a punishment worse than death.

She had sent him back to the Tower of Song.

Alone.
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TRITINKA BERIN WAS bored. And in pain. And feeling guilty for keeping everyone in Hythria, when her brother and the rest of the Sarchlo’s crew so desperately wanted to return home.

Or to the sea, which for many of the men was their home.

She glanced at the window and noted it was dark outside. The lamp in her room cast threatening shadows on the chipped plaster walls. She must have dozed off, she realized.

Tritinka pushed herself up so she was sitting, grimacing as every movement sent shafts of white-hot pain spearing through her body. She wondered where Rishard was.

Her grimace was the reason they were still in Dakin’s Rest, she knew. Rishard didn’t want to risk traveling the Highcastle Pass to Tambay’s Seat with her in such a fragile state.

The trouble was, if they didn’t cross the mountains soon, they would be stuck here all winter. Or, worse, they would have to head for Greenharbour to take a ship to Calavandra from there, and that was not a wise place to go for the crew of the ship responsible for stealing away the heir to the throne of Hythria.

Settling herself back against the pillows, Tritinka closed her eyes and waited for the pain to subside. It did eventually, and each day perhaps took a little less time than the last. But it wasn’t healing fast enough. Time then, to start pretending it wasn’t hurting so bad anymore so Rishard would get a move on.

She took a deep breath and leaned forward, while attempting to look unconcerned. Her attempt failed miserably. She cried out and then bit her lip in case someone outside heard her call.

She had to be able to convince Rishard she was on the mend and well enough to travel. That was never going to happen unless she could fake a functioning collarbone long enough to fool her brother. Taking another deep breath, she braced herself for the pain, but before she could move, the door opened and Rishard poked his head through the crack.

“Are you decent?”

“No,” she replied, “I’m entertaining my harem full of court’esa.”

He smiled and opened the door the whole way. “I see. And how many court’esa do you own, exactly?”

“Lots.”

“Really?” He glanced around the room that held nothing more than her pallet and a rickety bedside table. “They blend in well with the walls.”

“I know,” she said with a grin. “It’s almost like they’re not even here.”

Rishard closed the door and came to sit on the bed beside her. “Well, you must be improving if you’re up to entertaining a whole harem full of court’esa.”

“I’m feeling much better,” she lied. “My shoulder hardly hurts now. Where have you been all day?”

“Up at the keep.”

“Why?” she asked with a frown, wondering what would make him return to the place they were most likely to get arrested if anybody changed their mind about the Sarchlo crew’s involvement in the kidnapping of the Hythrun crown prince. “I thought we wanted to stay well away from that place.”

“Aja needed to go back and sort something out. Her name’s not Aja, either, did you know that?”

“I figured, but I thought there must be a good reason for a Fardohnyan to have a Denikan name. What is her name, then, if it’s not Aja?”

“Rakaia.”

“That’s pretty.”

“Princess Rakaia.”

Tritinka’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”

Rishard nodded. “I’ll let her tell you the full story once we hit the road. Do you think you’ll be able to travel by tomorrow?”

She nodded enthusiastically, regretting it the moment she did. Rishard saw her pain and frowned. “Are you sure?”

“I’m very sure,” she said. “Is Aja . . . I mean Rakaia . . . coming with us then?”

“She wants to. Do you mind?”

“No. I like her.” Her eyes narrowed and she studied her brother for a moment. She knew him better than anyone, knew how odd it was that he would agree to this young woman joining their crew. “You like her, too, don’t you? As in really, really like her?”

He smiled at that. “Well, I’d hardly be agreeing to let her come along if I couldn’t stand the thought of her on my ship.”

“It makes sense, I suppose. I mean . . . she’s a princess. You’re the Pirate King.”

“Just stop with that, would you? It’s not funny.”

“Kenna thinks it is.”

“Kenna Po is a weird old lady. Her opinion doesn’t count. Anyway, letting Rakaia come with us has nothing to do with me. I was thinking of you. It’s going to be a while before you can be a ship’s cook again. I thought you might like the extra help.”

Tritinka grinned. “So you hired me a princess?”

He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Nothing is too good for my little sister. Which reminds me,” he added, “I have a present for you.”

“You just gave me a princess as a galley hand,” she chuckled. “How are you going to top that?”

Rishard reached into the pocket of his vest and then held out his hand. In it was the tiny golden lyre Mica always wore. The chain was broken and it was covered in mud.

“Where did you get that?”

“It must have come off in the struggle when he was arrested,” he told her. “I found it in the yard at Highcastle. And he sure ain’t gonna need it where he’s going. I figured the little prick owed us something useful.”

She looked at the trinket with the canny eye of a Tri-lander trader. “I’m not sure how useful that is.”

Rishard shrugged. “You can pawn it when we get to Calavandra if you don’t want to keep it.” He rose to his feet and smiled down at her. “In the meantime, you get all the rest you can. I’m off to find us horses for the ride through the pass tomorrow.”

“I can’t ride,” she reminded him, rather alarmed by the idea. Actually, horses terrified her. She much preferred the sea. “And neither can you. Or anyone else in the crew.”

“Rakaia assures me she can teach us easily enough. And besides, if we wait for a caravan willing to give a Tri-lander crew passage to Tambay’s Seat through the pass, we could be stuck here all damned winter.”

“I suppose . . .”

“It’ll be fine,” he promised, as he headed for the door. “I’m sure Rakaia knows what she’s doing.”

“Because she’s a princess?”

“Of course.” He opened the door and then turned back to her. “Oh . . . speaking of that . . . it might not do to let Rakaia know you have Mica’s lyre charm. She might think it should belong to her.”

“The chain’s broken,” she reminded him, “so I can’t wear it anyway. But I’ll keep it out of sight. At least until she’s over Mica.”

He nodded and closed the door behind him. Tritinka smiled, thinking she was going to have a lot of fun teasing her brother about riding a horse, and about his infatuation with Aja who was actually a princess.

She held up the lyre to examine it better, flicking off the dried mud. It was a pretty little trinket, and she’d lost all her other worldly possessions in the shipwreck.

It was a good start to a new collection, even if it was just a cheap bauble.

Tritinka leaned back against the pillows, her hand closing over the little golden lyre.

For some reason, she felt better already. And happy.

So happy, she wanted to sing.




Epilogue

KIAM LEFT BROOS downstairs with the new apprentices, while he made his way upstairs on his new walking cane to the Raven’s office. He was in for a telling off, he had no doubt, but Charisee’s bald-faced lie about hiring him to kill Olivah Branador had quite literally saved his life.

He’d had very little chance to talk to Charisee since that day. Adrina had done her best to ensure they were never alone and, as soon as the High Princess could arrange it, Charisee was on her way to Greenharbour. Adrina and Jazrian accompanied her, but the young prince was still as sullen and uncooperative as he had been since waking from the spell Mica had put on him.

Kiam didn’t envy Adrina’s road ahead with Jaz. The boy was more than just enchanted. He was brainwashed, and it was going to take a long time to undo the damage Mica had done to him.

He had tried hard not to think about Charisee these past few weeks, for all the good it did him. He’d arrived back in Greenharbour last night, but hadn’t gone to the palace to see if she’d arrived. Adrina would look after her sister, he knew, and she would also protect her. She was even more out of his reach than ever now she was heir to a throne, something he doubted she had yet come to grips with. It was one thing to pretend to be a princess; quite another to find yourself just one unfortunate riding accident away from being a queen.

Not that she’d really ever had a choice, but Charisee had now lost any chance she might have had of deciding who she wanted to love. Until Alaric produced an heir of his own, whoever courted Charisee might one day find himself king of Fardohnya . . . and that was never going to be a guild assassin.

He opened the door to the Raven’s office to find Elin sitting behind his desk, as usual. The Raven looked up and then past him. “Where’s the dog?”

“I thought you didn’t like him?”

“I don’t. I was just checking, you know . . . to make sure he wasn’t going to barge in here and knock something over.”

“Of course you were.”

“Don’t you start giving me lip, lad. You’re in enough trouble.”

“Why am I in trouble?”

“I heard about you killing the heir to Highcastle. Did you miss the lecture on killing royalty?”

“Olivah wasn’t royal. Nobility, perhaps, but not royalty.”

“Semantics. Where’s my fee?”

“Your what?”

“My fee? You took an assignment to kill the Branador lad, you claim, and I’ve not seen a rivet of the contract money. What did you do with it?”

“Um, I may have taken the job without securing the payment first,” Kiam said, wondering if Adrina would cover the cost of Charisee’s lie to save his life, or if she was going to make him find the money himself. “You’ll need to ask the Princess Charisee for it. She commissioned the kill, after all.”

Elin shook his head. “Princess Charisee . . . gods . . . I don’t know what this world is coming to. Who ever heard of a female heir to Fardohnya? How’s the leg?”

“Getting better,” Kiam told him, amused that Elin’s biggest problem with Charisee’s elevation wasn’t that she was a slave or an imposter, but that she was a woman. “It’ll be a while before it’s back to full strength, but I can put weight on it now, without crying like a little girl.”

“So you won’t be back at work for a while?”

“Not if it involves climbing anything more than a staircase.”

“Doesn’t matter, actually. The job I have for you involves sitting down. A lot.”

“What job?”

“Job I got stuck with because of Arex screwing up,” Elin complained. “Don’t suppose you ran into him while you were in Highcastle?”

“What would Arex be doing in Highcastle?”

“Hablet hired us to take out Princess Rakaia—who it turns out wasn’t Rakaia after all. I expected Arex to have done the job months ago, but nobody has seen him since Dakin’s Rest.”

Kiam’s heart skipped a beat at how close Charisee had come to being assassinated. Thank the gods Arex had never found her. “I saw no sign of him when I was there. Maybe when he heard Charisee wasn’t Rakaia, he called off the job.”

Elin shook his head. “Should have had the job long done by the time that news broke. Anyway, because he didn’t fulfill the contract, I owe the Fardohnyan Raven a refund. Fortunately, she’s prepared to take it in human flesh.”

“Excuse me?”

“She offered to forget the debt if I send you to Talabar.”

“She?”

“Teriahna. She’s back in charge. Apparently she knows you . . . or knows of you. I don’t know. Don’t know what the hell is going on over there. All I know is that she’s been the Raven in the past, lost the job, and now she’s back in charge again. Makes no sense to me, but I gather there’s all sorts of faction shit happening in their branch of the guild and she wants a lieutenant she can trust to be impartial while she sorts out the mess. She actually asked for you. By name. No accounting for taste.”

“What if I don’t want to go?”

“You don’t want to find out, lad,” Elin suggested. “Really. You don’t.”

“How long before I have to leave?”

“There’s a carriage waiting for you downstairs.”

“Can I take Broos?”

“I’ll be damned if you’re going to leave him here with me.”

This was happening way too fast. “There are some people I’d like to say goodbye to before I go.”

“Write ’em a letter,” Elin suggested, picking up a piece of parchment from his desk and pretending to give it all his attention. “From Talabar.”

Kiam frowned. “Did Adrina have anything to do with this?”

“Unlike you, lad, I don’t take orders from the High Princess.”

No, although you’ll do pretty much anything Marla Wolfblade asks, he replied silently.

Kiam would never be able to prove it, but this sudden and urgent summons to Fardohnya reeked of a plot to keep him away from Charisee. Or maybe he was just imagining things.

“How long am I being exiled for?”

“It’s not an exile, it’s an assignment. You’ll be there for as long as it takes.”

It was exile, Kiam was quite certain, however the Raven wanted to frame it, but given how close he’d come to spending his exile in the afterlife, he knew he should count himself lucky he was being sent to Fardohnya and not the gallows.

“Do you want me to give Teriahna any messages?”

“Tell her I said she can keep you until you learn to think with your upstairs brain.”

“Elin . . .”

The Raven gave up any pretense of reading. “Don’t take me for a fool, Ky. I know why you killed the Branador lad, and I know damned well your little princess is lying about the contract she made to save your precious neck. It’s not like the girl hasn’t got credentials when it comes to spinning a tall tale.”

“Then why aren’t you hanging me?”

“Because it’s damn difficult to replace a good assassin, and I’m already one man down with Arex missing. So go. Get out of my sight and out of Greenharbour until everyone forgets about you. And you forget about her.”

It was good advice and he was luckier than he deserved. But to just leave . . .

“Can I—’

“No.”

“Not even—”

“Get out, Ky. Before I change my mind.”

Kiam knew he had pushed this as far as he could. He headed for the door, wondering if he could bribe the carriage driver into swinging past the palace on his way out of the city.

“Disobey my orders and I might decide that Princess Charisee’s history of lying through her teeth makes her story about hiring you suspect. I might even have to ask the Harshini to step in and inform me if she’s telling the truth. And then you’ll be begging me for exile, lad, I promise you.”

“I’ll go,” he promised as he opened the door. “And I’ll stay until you recall me.”

“Make sure you take the damn dog with you,” Elin said.

Kiam closed the door on the Raven and took a deep breath. Elin was right. He was lucky and being let off very lightly.

It didn’t make him feel any better, though, knowing that although his life had been spared, he couldn’t thank the woman who’d saved his life, or even say goodbye.
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