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CHAPTER ONE

 

Royce led the way across the heathlands, riding for the coast with the speed of a sent arrow, his hazel eyes fixed on his destination. His blond hair whipped around him while he rode, broad shoulders set with determination. 

A quartet of figures rode with him, because more would have attracted too much attention. Mark rode next to him, his friend looking far stronger than he had at any point since Royce had found him, dark hair kept in place under a steel helmet, partial armor of one of the warriors of the Red Isle shining in the sun.

Matilde and Neave rode side by side, the former villager and the Picti girl occasionally glancing across to one another, looking very different. Matilde was red-haired and could have passed for angelic if she weren’t so fierce, while Neave had braided dark hair, and slightly darker skin tattooed in blue. Once Matilde had declared that she was going, Neave’s decision had been instant. 

The one surprise came in the solid form of Sir Bolis, riding along in cobalt-edged armor that shone where its plates caught the sun and that proclaimed his wealth as much as his fighting skill. He was a year or two older than Royce, and Royce was certain that he only liked Royce a little better now than he had when Royce had first arrived at Earl Undine’s home. Royce couldn’t work out why he had come on this journey, but he couldn’t turn down the help.

Above him, his hawk, Ember, wheeled above the heather, and through her eyes Royce saw the route ahead laid out clearly, safe and flat all the way to the harbor at Ablaver. Once they got there, Royce was sure they would be able to find a ship that would take them to the Seven Isles, where the witch Lori had said that the Mirror of Wisdom was hidden.

There, they would be able to find his father.

That was a prospect that filled Royce with both anticipation and dread. Anticipation, because he wanted to find his father more than anything right then; needed to find him if he was going to bring him back to lead the fight against the nobles. The dread was because of the place they would have to visit to find him.

“You’re certain that we have to go to the Seven Isles?” Sir Bolis said. 

Royce shrugged. “That’s what Lori said.”

Above him, the hawk shrieked in confirmation. Earl Undine had been able to tell Royce that his father had gone looking for the mirror, while the witch had been able to give Royce a location for it.

“And you’re going to set off across the sea on the word of a witch?” Sir Bolis demanded.

“You can always stay behind if you like,” Mark suggested, in a tone that said he obviously didn’t trust the knight.

“And trust something this important to criminals and Picti?” Sir Bolis demanded. Royce found himself wondering how someone so young could still manage to sound so pompous.

“You have a problem with my people, interloper?” Neave demanded, reaching for a knife.

“That’s enough,” Royce said. “This is going to be difficult enough as it is. We need to work together.”

Almost to his surprise, the others stopped their bickering. 

“They trust you,” Mark said, as the others rode clear of one another a little. “When you lead, people follow.”

“Is that why you’re coming with me?” Royce asked.

Mark shook his head. “You know it isn’t.”

“Even though you think the Seven Isles are dangerous?”

“They are dangerous,” Mark insisted. “There are creatures there that… they’re not even close to human. There are troll things and the wights of the dead, and worse. Are you sure this is where we have to go?”

How could Royce explain it? How could he explain what he’d seen with Lori, the old woman becoming young again and seeing so much? She’d told him where his father was, and Royce had to look, no matter how difficult it was.

“I’m sure,” he said instead.

“Well, you’ve saved my life often enough,” Mark said. “Where you go, I’ll follow.”

Royce couldn’t say how grateful he was to hear that. With everything that lay in front of them… except that it wasn’t what lay in front of him that worried him most. It was what he’d left behind. He’d only just become engaged to Olivia, and his thoughts kept drifting back to Earl Undine’s daughter, wishing that they’d had more time together before he’d had to leave… and if her face sometimes shifted in his mind’s eye, becoming closer to Genevieve’s… well, he was at least able to push those thoughts from his mind.

Royce pressed on, focusing on the ride ahead so he wouldn’t have to think about Genevieve, or the way she’d pushed him aside, or the speed with which everything with Olivia had happened.

He was still thinking about it when Ember swooped down, her claws digging into Royce’s shoulder as she landed. She called out, but the voice Royce heard was Lori’s, the witch’s words coming through clearly into his mind.

“Follow the bird, Royce. She will lead you to someone you need to meet.”

Ember took off, and Royce found himself following the hawk with his eyes, wondering just how much control of her the witch had, and just what Lori’s intentions were. She’d already told him that she saw violence and death in his future, already blamed him in part for the things that had happened in the village. There was no reason for Royce to think that she wanted to help him.

Except she did seem to be helping, and since she knew where his father was, all Royce could do was trust her. Royce followed the hawk, riding as Ember flew out across the heather toward a spot where a single turf-topped longhouse stood, smoke pouring from a spot in front of it.

There was a fire there, and it looked as though everything from furniture to clothing had been burned in it, the remains still smoking as it burned lower. Two bodies lay next to the fire, clad in the remains of what looked like soldiers’ uniforms. They were so blood-soaked that it was hard to see which side they had been on. Royce couldn’t see anyone around, though. 

“Hello?” he called, dismounting. “Is there anybody there?”

He kept his hand on the hilt of the crystal sword by his side, not sure if there would be bandits here, or some other enemy. Clearly someone else had been here to kill the men, and not long ago, but now the house looked empty, the door hanging open as though it had been kicked in.

Then he heard growling from the open doorway, and turned to see a creature standing there, yellow-eyed and snarling.

“Wolf!” Matilde called out as her horse reared.

It wasn’t quite a wolf, though. This creature was larger, and there was something almost as foxlike as lupine about it. Its teeth were just as long, though, and its claws looked sharp. It was covered in blood, and it seemed obvious that it was the blood of the men there.

“Not a wolf,” Neave said. “A bhargir, a magical thing.”

“Just a big wolf,” Sir Bolis said, dismounting and drawing his sword.

“Not a wolf,” Neave insisted. “My people have stories about these things. Some say that they’re created by evil magicians, others say they’re the souls of the dead, or men who wear the skins of stitched together beasts and become something more.”

Whatever the creature was, it looked angry. It growled, pacing forward, and Royce found those great yellow eyes fixed on him. For a moment, Royce thought that maybe the creature would leap at him. Then Ember landed on his shoulder again.

 “His name is Gwylim.” 

“Who?” Royce asked. “What’s happening here, Lori?”

But the bird took flight again, and Royce suspected he wouldn’t have gotten any answers even if she hadn’t. He looked back to see Sir Bolis moving forward, sword raised as if to strike down the beast.

“It’s all right,” he said. “I’ll deal with it.”

The knight started to swing his blade, and almost without thinking, Royce leapt in the way, catching hold of the young knight’s arm.

“Wait,” he said. “Wait, Bolis.”

He felt the knight back down in the face of that, but Bolis still kept his blade at the ready.

“That thing has killed two men, and it’s threatening us,” Bolis said. “We should kill it so it doesn’t hurt anyone else!”

“Not yet,” Royce said. He looked over to the… what was it Neave had called it? A bhargir? He could see now that not all of the blood on it was the men’s. There was a wound on its side, running the length of its flank. No wonder the creature was snarling.

“Gwylim?” Royce asked.

Almost as soon as he said it, the growling stopped and the bhargir cocked its head to one side, regarding him with far more intelligence than a wolf had a right to. 

“You can understand some of what I’m saying, can’t you?” Royce guessed. “The witch Lori sent me. If she knows your name, maybe you know her?”

The creature clearly had no way of replying, but even so, it seemed to settle down, moving over to Royce and lying at his feet. As the bhargir did so, Royce noticed something that seemed impossible: the wound on its side was starting to close, knitting together with almost impossible speed. There was definitely nothing normal about this creature.

Royce wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do. Lori had obviously directed him to this creature for a reason, but what reason? He looked in the house, trying to work it out, but the house seemed bare of everything, its contents clearly forming a part of the fire in front of it. Why would raiders like the two dead men do something like that?

Unsure of an answer, Royce moved back to his horse. He found the bhargir watching him, sitting behind the fire, close enough that its eyes glowed in the heat of it. 

“I don’t know what to do with you,” he said. “But I guess you might be clever enough to decide that for yourself. Do you want to come with us?” 

In answer to that, the wolf-like beast padded forward to sit beside Royce’s horse. Somehow, Royce suspected that it would have no problem in keeping up.

“We’re taking monsters with us now?” Sir Bolis asked.

“It’s no stranger than the rest of us,” Matilde said.

“It’s a lot more dangerous,” Neave said, her expression serious. “This is not a good idea.”

Good idea or not, Royce was sure that it was the thing he was meant to do. He pushed his horse forward, heading in the direction of Ablaver, with Ember above, leading the way. If the bird held any clue as to why he’d been brought to find the bhargir that followed now, it didn’t offer any answers.

 

***

 

The town of Ablaver hit Royce with its smell before he saw it, the scent of fish mixed in with the sea in a way that proclaimed what happened there. It was a smell that made him want to turn away and head back, but he kept going. 

The sight of it wasn’t much of an improvement, made ugly by the whaling stations to one side, where something about the sight of such large, beautiful creatures being gutted made Royce want to retch. He didn’t, but it was an effort. 

“We can’t tell people who we are,” he warned the others. 

“Because a group with both Picti and knights could be anyone,” Mark pointed out.

“If people ask, we’re mercenaries leaving the war, looking for our next engagement,” Royce said. “People will probably assume that we’re deserters, or bandits, or something like that.”

“I don’t want people thinking that I’m a bandit,” Bolis said. “I’m a loyal warrior of Earl Undine!”

“And right now the best way you can be loyal is to pretend to be something else,” Royce said. The knight seemed to get the message. He even smeared mud on his shield, muttering all the while, so that no one would see the heraldry there. “Everyone keep your hoods up. Especially you, Neave.”

Royce wasn’t sure how the inhabitants of the town would react to one of the Picti among them. He didn’t want to have to fight his way through a whole town. It was bad enough that Gwylim was still pacing beside them, looking far too large and frightening for a wolf.

They walked into the place, looking around the ramshackle buildings while heading down toward the docks and the waiting ships. Most of them were little more than fishing boats, but some of the whaling ships were larger, and in among them were cogs and long ships that looked as though they might have been there to trade. 

There were taverns where Royce could hear the sounds of drunken celebration and occasional violence, and market stalls where it seemed that rancid meat and fine foreign goods were set side by side. 

“We should spread out,” Matilde said. She seemed to be eyeing a tavern.

Royce shook his head. “We need to stay together. We’ll head to the docks, find a ship, and then we can explore.”

Matilde didn’t look happy with that, but even so, they headed down to the docks. There, things appeared to be proceeding lazily, with sailors up on the decks of ships standing around or sitting in the sun.

“How do we do this?” Mark asked, looking around. “I guess finding a captain who will head to the Seven Isles won’t be easy.” 

Royce wasn’t sure there was a good answer to that. As far as he could see, there was only one option, and it was anything but subtle.

“Listen to me!” he called out over the vague hubbub of the docks. “I need a ship. Is there a captain here who is willing to sail to the Seven Isles?”

“Is this entirely wise?” Bolis asked.

“How else are we going to find someone?” Royce asked. Even if they walked into the taverns and asked quietly, the news would quickly get around. Maybe this way was even better. He raised his voice. “I’ll ask again: who will take us to the Seven Isles?”

“Why do you want to go there?” a man’s voice called. The man who strode forward wore the bright silks of a merchant, and was barrel bellied with too much good living. 

“I’ve business there,” Royce said, not wanting to give away more than that. “There are people who would hire my and my companions’ skills.”

The man came further forward. Royce watched his face, searching for any sign that the man had recognized them. There was nothing, though.

“As what?” the man asked. “Are you jesters, jugglers?”

Royce thought quickly. Maybe they couldn’t pass for mercenaries so easily, but this…

“Of course,” he said. He very carefully didn’t look Bolis in the eye. “We have an engagement in the Seven Isles.”

“The money must be good for you to go there,” the captain said. “Which means you can pay, yes?”

Royce took out a small pouch. “Up to a point.”

If it got them to where his father was, he would pay every crown in the purse and more. He threw the purse in the captain’s direction. The other man caught it.

“Is that enough?” Royce asked. 

That was the other danger. The captain could turn around and take the money, running back to his ship, and if Royce did anything to try to stop him, it would only make it clear who he was. For a moment, everything seemed to stop.

Then the captain nodded. “Aye, it’s enough. I’ll get you to the Seven Isles in one piece. After that though, you’re on your own.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Genevieve stumbled away from the town in a daze, barely able to believe what had happened back at Altfor’s castle. She’d gone there full of hope, yet now she felt as though there was nothing left inside of her. She’d thought that with the duke’s forces defeated, with Royce victorious, she might be able to go to him, might be able to be with him.

Instead, her mind’s eye took her back to the sight of the ring on Olivia’s finger, proclaiming her engagement to the man she loved.

Genevieve staggered as her foot caught on a rough patch of ground, pain flaring in her ankle as it twisted. She limped on, because what else was there for her to do? It wasn’t as if there was anyone to help her out there on the heather.

“I should have listened to the witch,” she said to herself as she kept walking. The woman, Lori, had tried to warn her that there would only be misery if she went to the castle. She had shown Genevieve two paths, and promised her that the one that didn’t lead to Royce was the one that would make her happy. Genevieve hadn’t believed her, but now… now it felt as though her heart was breaking. 

A part of her wondered if it might still be possible to wander in the direction of that second path, but even as she thought it, Genevieve knew that the possibility was gone. It wasn’t just that she wasn’t in the same place now. It was the fact that she’d seen what had happened with Royce, and she could never be happy with anyone else. 

“I need to go to Fallsport,” Genevieve said. Her hope was that the route she was taking would lead her to the coast. Eventually, she would get there, and there would be a boat that would take her where she needed to go. 

Sheila would be in Fallsport by now. Genevieve could go there with her, and they could work out a way to make the best of everything that had happened, assuming that there was a best. Was there any way to bring something good out of a situation where she was pregnant with Altfor’s child, and the man she loved had abandoned her, and the whole dukedom was in chaos?

Genevieve didn’t know, but maybe with her sister’s help, they would be able to think of something.

She continued across the heathlands, hunger gnawing at her, tiredness starting to build up in her bones. It might have been easier to bear if she had known exactly how far she had to go, or where she might next be able to find food, but instead, the heather just seemed to stretch on forever ahead of her.

“Maybe I should just lie down and die here,” Genevieve said, and even though she didn’t truly mean that, there was a part of her that… no, she wouldn’t think like that. She wouldn’t.

Off in the distance, Genevieve thought she saw people, but she walked away from them, because there was no way that meeting them could turn into anything good for her. As a woman alone in the wilds, she was at risk from any group of deserters or soldiers or even rebels. As Altfor’s bride, the people of Royce’s army had no more reason to love her than anyone else.

She walked instead, heading away from them until she was certain they were out of sight. She would do this alone.

Except that she wasn’t alone, was she? Genevieve put a hand to her belly, as if she could feel the life growing within. Altfor’s baby, but also hers. She had to find a way to protect her child.

She kept walking, while the sun started to fade toward the horizon, lighting the heather in motes of fire. It was a fire that didn’t do anything to keep Genevieve warm, though, and she could see her breath starting to mist the air in front of her. It was going to be a cold night. At best, that meant she would have to find some hole or ditch in which to huddle down, burning whatever peat or bracken she could put together to make a real fire.

At worst, it would mean her dead out here, frozen to death on a moor that had no kindness toward the people who tried to walk it. Maybe that was even better than wandering aimlessly until she starved to death. A part of Genevieve wanted to just sit there and watch the lights dancing off the heather until…

With a start, Genevieve realized that not all of the orange and red tints on the moorland around her were the reflection of the sunset. There, in the distance, she could see a light that looked as though it was coming from some kind of building. There were people out here.

Before, the sight of people had been enough to make Genevieve turn and walk away, but that had been in the daylight and the warmth, when people had represented nothing but danger. Now, in the dark and the cold, those dangers were balanced by the hope of shelter.

Genevieve limped toward the light, even though every step she took felt like a battle. She felt her feet sinking into the peaty soil of the heathlands, the thistles scratching at her legs as she kept going. It felt like some kind of barrier thrown up by the natural world, there to tangle and scratch and ultimately sap the will of anyone moving through it. In spite of that, Genevieve kept walking. 

Slowly, the lights grew closer, and as the moon started to rise and illuminate more of the landscape, she saw that there was a farm down there. Genevieve walked a little faster, hurrying down toward it as quickly as she could with how exhausted and hurt she was. She got closer, and now there were people coming out of the building.

For a moment, Genevieve shrank back, a part of her wanting to run again. She knew she couldn’t, though, so she kept staggering forward until she reached the farmyard, where a man and a woman stood, both holding farm implements as if expecting an attack at any moment. The man held a pitchfork, while the woman had a sickle. They quickly lowered them as they saw that Genevieve was alone.

The couple was older and weather-beaten, looking as though they had worked this patch of ground for decades, growing a few vegetables and grazing a small number of animals on the heather. They wore simple peasant clothes and as they looked at her, their expressions turned from suspicion to sympathy.

“Oh, look at her, Thom,” the woman said. “The poor thing must be frozen.”

“Aye, I see, Anne,” the man said. He held out a hand toward Genevieve. “Come on, girl, we’d best get you inside.”

He led the way inside, into a low ceilinged farmhouse where a cauldron of stew bubbled in the corner. The man led Genevieve to a chair in front of the fire, and she slumped down in it, almost swallowed up by it. Its comfort only made her realize just how tired she was.

“You just sit there and get some rest,” the woman said. 

“Here,” the man said. “She looks familiar, doesn’t she, Anne?”

“I’m no one,” Genevieve said quickly. When people had recognized her back in the village, they’d been angry at her just for being Altfor’s wife, even though she hadn’t had any control over what the duke’s son had done. 

“No, I recognize you,” Anne said. “You’re Genevieve, the girl the duke’s son took.”

“I’m—”

“You don’t need to hide who you are with us,” Thom said. “We’re not going to judge you for being stolen away. We’ve lived long enough to see all the girls who have been taken by the nobles around here.”

“You’re safe here,” Anne said, putting a hand on her shoulder.

Genevieve couldn’t begin to say how grateful she was for those words. When the farmer handed her a plate of stew, she ate it hungrily, not realizing until she did just how starving she was. They put a blanket over her, and Genevieve slept almost immediately, falling into the kind of darkness without dreams that she could only have hoped for before.

When she woke, daylight streamed in through the windows of the farmhouse, bright enough that Genevieve guessed it must be getting close to noon. Anne was there, but there was no sign of her husband.

“Ah, you’re awake,” she said. “There’s bread and cheese and small beer if you want it.”

Genevieve went to the kitchen table, eating hungrily. 

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“What do you have to be sorry for?” Anne asked her.

“Well, for just turning up like this,” Genevieve said. “And just wandering into your home, probably putting you in danger if anyone finds out I was here. And… well, all the things that happened while Altfor was in charge.”

“You’re not the one who needs to be sorry for that,” Anne insisted. “Do you think I don’t know how things are with nobles carrying girls away? Do you think I was always old?”

“You…” Genevieve began.

Anne nodded. “Things were better under the old king, but they weren’t perfect. There were always those nobles who thought they could take what they wanted. It’s part of what drove a wedge between them and him, from what I hear.”

“I’m sorry,” Genevieve said, realizing what the old woman was saying.

“Stop saying that,” Anne replied. “You’ve nothing to be sorry for. I’m just telling you so you understand that you’re safe here.”

“Thank you,” Genevieve said, because right then safety seemed like a commodity so precious that almost nobody could offer it to her. She looked around. “Where’s your husband?”

“Oh, Thom’s out tending the sheep. Not that sheep need much tending. Give them a place to graze and a place to sleep and they’re happy. People are harder, always wanting more.”

Genevieve could believe that. How much trouble had come because there were always some people in the world who thought they had a right to take everything, and then still wanted more?

“Have you thought about what you’re going to do next?” Anne asked her.

“I thought… my sister is safe away in Fallsport,” Genevieve said. “I thought I might go to her.”

“That’s quite a trip,” Anne said. “Out across the sea, and I guess you don’t have much coin to pay for a ship, either.”

Genevieve shook her head. The more she thought about the idea, the less it seemed to make sense. Going to Sheila was the obvious reaction, but also a foolish one. It just meant both of them trying to live out their days on the run, always wondering when there would be a knife in the dark coming for them.

“Well, we’ve no money to help with that,” Anne said. “But you could stay here for a while if you wanted. We could do with the extra help around the farm, and no one would find you out here.”

The generosity of that was almost too much for Genevieve. She could even feel tears starting to prick at the corners of her eyes at the thought of it. What would it be like, just to stay there, just to let this end?

Thoughts of Olivia’s ring came to her then. She’d thought there would be some happiness to find with Royce, and look how badly that had turned out. She wasn’t made for some peaceful resolution to all of this.

And the truth was that she already had a plan. She’d made a plan with Sheila, except that in the rush of emotion, fleeing from the town, she’d forgotten all about it. Now that she’d had a chance to recover, and sleep, and even start to think, that plan was coming back to her again. It had been the best idea then, and it was the best one now.

“I can’t stay,” Genevieve said. 

“Where will you go then?” Anne asked her. “What will you do? Are you so set on finding this sister of yours?”

Genevieve shook her head at that, because she knew it wouldn’t work. No, she couldn’t go looking for her sister. She had to go looking for her husband. She had to find him, and if she could stomach it, she had to play the part that fate had given her, as his wife. If she could bear to do that until her child was born and recognized, then she could be rid of Altfor and rule as mother of the heir to the dukedom, for the good of everyone involved.

It was a desperate plan, but right then, it was the only one she had. Making it work would be the hard part. She didn’t know where Altfor was. She knew where he would be going, though: he had lost, and so he would be seeking help, heading to the king. Genevieve knew then where she had to go.

“I need to get to the royal court,” she said.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Royce clung to the railing of the ship, willing it to move faster, his attention stretched out over the waves through Ember’s eyes. Above him, the hawk wheeled and shrieked, calling out above the waves and occasionally plunging down toward them to take some small seabird that had become too tempting a target.

But Royce’s attention was on more than that. He reached out as deep as he could into Ember’s consciousness, searching for any sign of Lori, any chance to talk to the witch who had sent them this way and find out more about his father. There was nothing though, just the rolling of the sea and the glimmer of the sun.

“You’ve been standing up here for hours,” Mark said, coming to join him. 

“It hasn’t been hours,” Royce insisted.

“Since sunup,” Mark said, looking a little concerned. “You and the wolf.”

Gwylim huffed beside Royce, the bhargir clearly not liking being referred to as just a wolf. Royce found himself wondering just how much the creature understood as they traveled. Several times, Ember had landed beside him, and Royce had the impression of some silent communication going on.

“Gwylim isn’t a wolf,” Royce said. “And I was hoping that Lori would have another message for me.”

“I know,” Mark said.

“Has it caused problems?” Royce asked.

“It’s meant that I’ve been the one mediating all the arguments between the others.”

“There are enough of those,” Royce guessed.

“More than enough,” Mark said. “Neave and Matilde seem to have decided on arguing as the best way to declare their love. Bolis is so stuck up, and the presence of one of the Picti here is enough to rile him.”

“And you, Mark?” Royce asked. “What do you make of the others?”

“I think they’re good to have beside us,” Mark said. “The Picti girl seems fierce, and it’s obvious Matilde is a survivor. Bolis might be a knight, but at least that means he knows how to use that sword of his. But they only work so long as you’re there to lead, Royce, and you’ve been up here all day.”

He had. He’d been hoping to catch some glimpse of his father, or at least find a way to connect with the witch who had sent him this way in search of him. To do that, he’d been keeping his focus out in front of the ship, and not paying much attention to anything that had been going on aboard it. At least things seemed to be going well, because they were heading in the right direction.

“How do you think things are going back home?” Royce asked Mark. 

“You’re worried about your brothers?” Mark asked.

Royce nodded. Lofen, Raymond, and Garet were brave, and they would do everything they could to help the fight, but they could only do so much, and they’d already been captured once.

“Them, and Olivia,” he said. He didn’t mention that thoughts of his fiancée kept blending with thoughts of Genevieve, not even to Mark, because those thoughts felt like a betrayal of someone who was good, and pure, and whose father had given them so much for someone who had already pushed him away.

“We’ll get back to her soon,” Mark said, clapping Royce on the shoulder, and for a moment Royce couldn’t remember which “her” he meant.

“I hope so,” he said. He sent his awareness back up into Ember’s eyes, and because of that, he saw the Seven Isles in the distance before anyone else.

They sat shrouded in banks of mist that shifted along with the seas. Jagged rocks punched up from the waters around them like the teeth of great beasts. There were great beasts, because Royce saw a whale breach as he watched, its bulk sliding from the water in a cascade of spray. The rocks were adorned with the wrecks of ships that had tried to get by them without knowing the safe routes. It was enough to make Royce grateful that they’d found a captain willing to take them at all.

The islands themselves seemed to be a mixture of greenery and black rock, clustered around a central lagoon with one of their number at their heart. Most of them were decorated with turf and trees and sand so dark it must have been worn down from the granite and basalt faces of the isles. The central island appeared to be a volcano, bubbling with an angry red glare, and now Royce realized that the mist around them wasn’t mist at all, but the falling smoke sinking so that it formed a kind of halo around the islands.

The Mirror of Wisdom would be there somewhere, and if he’d gone in search of it, Royce hoped his father would be here too.

“Land ahoy!” he called out to the others, pointing. 

The ship’s captain came up to them, smiling. “Where?”

Through Royce’s own eyes, the islands were a series of dots that only slowly grew into more. 

“We have made it,” the captain said. He plucked a flask from his belt. “We must drink to such an occasion, and appease the spirits of the sea.”

He held it out to Royce, who took it and sipped politely. The liquid within burned at his throat. Mark took it too, obviously looking for a way to decline, but the captain was too insistent for that. He sipped at it, coughing afterward.

“Now that we are closer,” the captain said, “perhaps you will tell us more about why you are here. You are looking for your father, yes?”

It took Royce a moment to realize what the other man had just said. 

“I never told you about that,” Royce said. 

“Oh, don’t be coy,” the captain said. “Did you think there wouldn’t be rumors around all of the villages? You’re Royce, the boy who overthrew the old duke. You’re looking for your father, and if you’ve had me carry you all the way to the Seven Isles, then he must be somewhere here.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Royce said, “we’re just—”

“Traveling players, I know,” the captain said. “Except you’re not. Do you think a little mud on your knight’s shield will disguise who he is, or get rid of the mark on your hand? You’re Royce, there’s no point denying it.”

The man stood staring at him, and Royce found the weight of expectation bearing down on him. He suspected there was no point trying to hide who he was anymore, but even so, he wasn’t comfortable merely admitting it.

“Why does it matter to you?” Mark asked beside him.

“Because I want to help,” the captain said. “You said you wanted to go to the Seven Isles, but that’s a lot of ground. I could take you to any of them. Where do you want to go?”

“I don’t know,” Royce admitted. If he knew, this would be a lot simpler.

“There’s no need to be coy,” the captain said. “I want to help. Just tell me where your father is, and I’ll take you straight to him. Tell me where he is.”

There was a note of hardness in the captain’s tone then that caught Royce a little off guard. Royce looked at him, trying to work out what was going on, and reached out for Ember’s senses. He pulled her back toward the ship, and looked down on it from above in a way he hadn’t since they set off; he’d been too busy looking forward for the islands ahead, or trying to reach through Ember to try to contact Lori. 

If he’d looked back toward the ship, he would have seen his friends tied in the stern, their hands behind their backs with their armor and weapons off to one side and a clutch of sailors guarding them.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Royce said. “Release my friends at once!”

The captain looked at him in obvious shock, as though only just realizing what Royce could do. 

“Magic!” the captain said, taking a step back. 

Royce reached for the crystal sword and staggered. Too late, he realized just how shaky and uncertain he felt on his feet. The flask! There had been something in the flask! Mark was already half-slumped against the railings.

“We’ll take you to your friends,” the captain said, “and maybe we’ll find a way to get you to talk if we hurt them enough. The king will pay handsomely for you, but them… we can cut them as much as we need to.”

He clapped his hands, and a couple of sailors came forward, grabbing Mark and Royce, dragging them back toward the stern of the ship. 

“Why do this?” Royce demanded, the words seeming to come through a fog as thick as the one around the approaching Seven Isles.

“Why do anything?” the captain said with a shrug. “Money! I could take you all the way to the Seven Isles, risking my ship on the rocks there, or I could take your money and then make whatever the reward is as well for bringing you to King Carris.”

“Help me, and I’ll find a way to reward you just as well,” Royce managed. It was desperate sounding even to his ears.

The captain laughed. “With what? You’ve no coin. Or are you planning to be king yourself? There’s no profit in starting a war, boy. I do comfortably enough as it is, taking a few people where they need to go, selling a few where there’s coin for them, robbing the odd ship that’s out alone. I do very nicely with things as they are.”

Royce wanted to strike out at the man, but sailors had him by the wrists now, and the lethargy spreading through him made it hard to fight back against them. 

“Oh, you want to fight?” the captain asked. “Trust me, after the effort you’ve put me to, I wouldn’t. All this way… I only took you this far because I thought there was a chance of delivering the old king as well as you. I’m not breaking my ship on those rocks, though.”

A thought came to Royce; a desperate, dangerous thought. 

“You’ll never find my father unless you’re willing to go there,” he said.

“So you’ll tell us where he is?” the captain asked.

“I…” Royce pretended broken exhaustion. “I can show you.”

The captain rubbed his hands together, nodding to the sailors with him. He led the way to the ship’s bridge, where Matilde, Neave, and Bolis were all tied while a sailor worked the wheel. The sailors threw Mark down beside them, while Gwylim padded along in their wake.

The captain took out a knife, heading across to Mark. “So, your friend is going to tell us where to find the old king, and if he gives us any trouble, I’m going to cut pieces off you until he does.”

“You don’t need to do that,” Royce said. The knife so close to Mark made this more dangerous, but there was no other option. “I’ll guide you.”

He gazed through Ember’s eyes, looking down on the rocks and the wrecks close to the first of the islands. Using her sight, he started to call out instructions.

“Left a little,” he said.

“You think you get to tell us where to go?” the captain demanded.

“Do you want me to guide you to my father or not?” Royce asked. He still felt so weak. If he had his strength, he would simply cut through the ship’s crew and save his friends. As it was… as it was, this was desperate. “If you don’t believe me, keep an eye on the bird. Ember is leading us.”

The captain looked up, and Royce looked over to Gwylim, wondering just how much the wolf-like creature understood. He looked over to the captain pointedly, hoping it was enough. He kept looking through Ember’s eyes, letting the ship get closer to land and waiting for his chance…

“Now!” Royce called out, and the bhargir leapt, striking the captain in the chest even as Royce grabbed the wheel and wrenched it around toward a set of rocks.

The ship lurched, and even as it did so, Royce was already lunging toward his friends. Drugged as he was, it felt as though he were moving in slow motion, sounds and sights distorted as he heard the noise of a vicious fight coming to him from just a little way away. He couldn’t hope to join that fight, as unsteady as he was, but he could try to free his friends. He drew the crystal sword, leaning down to cut at the ropes holding Matilde’s hands.

“Thanks,” she said as she rubbed her wrists. “I’ll… behind you!”

Royce spun and thrust his blade into the chest of a sailor who was running at him. Even unsteady, barely able to stand, Royce had the strength to drive the crystal sword right through the man. The sailor’s sword cut down, and Royce felt something impact on his armor even as the sailor stood transfixed for a moment, and then collapsed. 

Royce continued cutting the others free, and another sailor ran at them. This time, Ember swooped down to claw at his face, holding him still long enough for Bolis to kick him back over the side. 

Then the ship hit the rocks with a screech of wood like a forest being uprooted, and the whole deck turned sideways. 

Men screamed as they toppled from it, down into the waters below. Royce saw something rise up from that water, long and snakelike, fan-finned and knife-toothed, to meet them. The creature came up out of the water, rising like a tower from it, a man caught in its mouth and screaming as those needle teeth clamped down. Another was wrapped in its coils, and Royce heard the crack of bones as the movement of the great beast crushed him.

Royce had a moment to simply stare at the cruelty of the death, then he slid along the deck toward the edge, toward the sea serpent’s waiting maw.

He grabbed for the railings, barely holding himself in place. Beside him, Mark, Matilde, Bolis, and Neave clung on for their lives, while the ship continued to tear itself apart.

“What exactly was your plan?” Mark asked.

“This is pretty much it,” Royce admitted. Crash the ship and then try to work out what to do next. It had been a move founded on nothing more than hope, and now it had left them on a ship that was slowly tearing in half, its two parts ready to topple them down to the rocks, or worse, drag them into the depths.

“What do we do now?” Neave asked. She had one arm wrapped around the railings, the other around Matilde.

“I think…” Royce said, trying to think through the fog of his thoughts. “I think we need to jump!”

“Jump in that?” Bolis said. “Are you mad?”

“If we stay, we’ll be tangled in the wreckage and dragged down,” Royce said. “We need to get clear, and the only way to do that is jump!”

There was another reason to jump, too. Men were advancing along the deck, and there were too many to fight in his weakened state. In any state. Gwylim was there, blood around his mouth as he growled, but what could even a creature like him do about a situation like this?

There was only one choice left, so Royce made it for his friends. Without hesitating, he pushed Bolis and Mark over the side. Matilde looked as though she might try to stay, but Neave dragged her off the rail. Gwylim stepped up to it, the bhargir growling before it leapt clear. 

That just left one thing to do. Royce stood up on the railing, looking down to where the water frothed and swirled below. He put the crystal sword back in its sheath, hoped the armor he’d found in the tower was as light as it felt…

…and leapt.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Raymond stood at a crossroads on the edge of the old duke’s territory with his brothers, knowing that he ought to press on, but at the same time not wanting to split away from the others just yet. Soon, he, Lofen, and Garet would have to go off and undertake the things that Royce needed; that all of them needed. 

“Nervous?” he asked the others. 

“Of course not,” Lofen said, the bravado obvious. Lofen was always ready for a fight, and maybe that would serve him well in going to seek out the Picti, but even so, Raymond found himself thinking that it would have been better if he’d had more than a map and a general idea.

“I’ll do what we need,” Garet said, obviously trying to look as brave as his brothers. Raymond wanted to tell him that he knew Garet was brave—he’d seen how strong the others had been when they’d been trapped down in Altfor’s dungeon. “I’ll get the bannermen for our cause.”

“I’ll find you the ones who will help,” Moira said, her horse next to Garet’s. Raymond wasn’t sure what to think about her presence there. The fact that she was a noble would help in getting the nobles on their side, and she had volunteered to help, but Raymond could already see the way Garet was looking at her, and he just knew that was going to be complicated.

“See that you keep safe,” Raymond said to his youngest brother. He turned his attention to Moira. There was no denying she was beautiful, and he wasn’t going to blame her for having been taken by the nobles, but even so, there was something about the way she’d volunteered for this that made him uneasy. “See that you keep him safe.”

“I’m not a child,” Garet said. “I’m a man, and I’ll do a man’s work of this.”

“Just so long as you get us the people we need,” Raymond said.

“I’ve the easy part,” Garet insisted. “You’re the one who has to persuade people to rise up.”

Raymond nodded. “They’ll rise. They’ll do it for Royce.”

He’d seen the way his brother had been able to persuade people to fight harder, and how Royce had been able to overcome the most dangerous of foes. He’d cut down a master warrior like Sir Alistair, and had rallied Earl Undine’s forces. People would rise up in Royce’s name.

“I guess this is goodbye then,” Lofen said. There wasn’t much emotion obvious in it, but Raymond knew it was there under the surface. Raymond just hoped his brother could make a more emotional plea when it came to the Picti. He also hoped his brother would be safe, because they’d all seen what the wild people of the land were capable of, up on the healing rock.

“It’s not goodbye for long, I hope,” Raymond said. “Just remember—”

“Gather them at Earl Undine’s castle, not at the old duke’s,” Lofen said. “Aye, I know. You’ve said it enough times on the way so far.”

“I was going to say remember that I love you both, brothers,” Raymond said. “Even if you are an idiot, Lofen, and Garet’s too wet behind the ears for any sense.”

“At least we’re not a mother hen clucking over everyone,” Garet shot back. He turned his horse and heeled it forward. “I’ll see you soon, brother, with an army!”

“I’ll keep him safe,” Moira said, turning her own horse to follow Garet.

“See that you do,” Raymond called after her.

“You’re being hard on her,” Lofen said, as the two rode away.

“It’s more the part where Garet’s soft on her that worries me,” Raymond said.

He saw his brother shrug. “At least he gets a beautiful woman with him who knows the people he’s going to see. Why I couldn’t have that Neave come with me…”

Raymond laughed at that. “You think she’d be interested in you? You’ve seen her with Matilde. Besides, Picti will be easy enough to find. Just wander the wild places until one of them shoots something at you.”

Lofen swallowed then. “You’re joking, but you’ll feel bad if I come back filled with arrows. Still, I’ll do it, and I’ll bring back my own army, see how people like fighting the wild folk.”

He turned and rode in the direction of what they thought would be Picti lands, which left Raymond waiting by the crossroads alone. Compared to his brothers, it felt as though he had the easiest task: persuade people who were already discontented throughout the kingdom to join their cause. After so many years of being abused by nobles serving under King Carris, they should be tinder dry kindling, waiting for the spark of his words. 

Even so, as Raymond turned his horse in the direction of one of the villages and kicked it into a canter, he found himself wishing that his brothers were coming with him.

 

***

 

The first village was a place so small that it probably wouldn’t have shown up on most maps. It had a name, Byesby, and a few houses, and that was it. It was barely more than a glorified farmstead, really, without even an inn to draw the locals together. The best that could be said of it was that at least there weren’t any guards around, serving some local ruler, who might try to stop Raymond in getting people to rise up. 

He rode to the center of the place, which seemed to be marked by a low wooden post for messages, set next to a well that obviously hadn’t been repaired in a while. There were a few people out in the street working, and more came out as Raymond sat there on his horse. They probably didn’t see many people in armor out here. Possibly, they even thought he’d been sent by whichever nobleman claimed the place.

“Listen to me,” Raymond called out from the back of his horse. “Gather round, all of you!”

Slowly, people started to come forward. Raymond had seen more people in battles, but it occurred to him as they slowly surrounded him that he’d never had to speak in front of so many before. In that moment, his mouth felt dry, and his palms clammy. 

“Who’re you?” one man, who looked burly enough to be a blacksmith, demanded. “We’ve no time for raiders and bandits out here.”

He hefted a hammer as if to emphasize the point that they weren’t defenseless. 

“Then it’s just as well that I’m neither!” Raymond shouted back to the man. “I’m here to help you.”

“Unless you’re planning to lend a hand with the harvest, I don’t see how you can help us,” another man said. 

One of the older women there looked Raymond up and down. “I can think of a few ways.”

Just the way she said it was enough to send the heat of embarrassment spreading through Raymond. He fought it back, and it felt at least as difficult as fighting a swordsman would have been.

“Haven’t you heard that the old duke and his son Altfor have been overthrown?” Raymond called out. 

“What’s that to do with us?” the blacksmith called back. From the way people nodded as he spoke, Raymond had the feeling that he was the one there they listened to. “We’re on Lord Harrish’s lands.”

“Lord Harrish, who takes from you the way the other nobles take,” Raymond said. He knew there were better, kinder nobles like Earl Undine, but from what he could remember of the ruler here, he wasn’t one of them. “How often do they have to ride into your villages, stealing from you, before you tell them that enough is enough?”

“We’d be pretty stupid to do that,” the blacksmith called back. “He has soldiers.”

“And we have an army!” Raymond called back. “You’ve heard that the old duke was overthrown? Well, we did it, in the name of the rightful king, Royce!”

In his imagination, his voice boomed out over the place. In practice, Raymond could see some of the people at the back straining to hear him.

“You’re Royce?” the blacksmith called back. “You’re the one claiming to be the son of the old king?”

“No, no,” Raymond explained quickly. “I’m his brother.”

“So you’re the son of the old king too?” the smith demanded.

“No, I’m not,” Raymond said. “I’m the son of a villager, but Royce is—”

“Well, make up your mind,” the old woman who’d embarrassed him said. “If this Royce is your brother, then he can’t be the son of the old king. It stands to reason.”

“No, you’ve got it all wrong,” Raymond said. “Please, just listen to me, give me a chance to explain it all, and—”

“And what?” the blacksmith said. “You’ll tell us how this Royce is worth us following him? You’ll tell us how we should go out and die in someone else’s war?”

“Yes!” Raymond said, and then realized how that must sound. “No, I mean… it isn’t someone else’s war. It’s a war for everyone.”

The smith didn’t seem very convinced by that. He strode up to lean against the well, no longer a part of the crowd, but the one addressing it.

“Really?” he said, looking out to the others there. “You all know me, and I know you, and we all know what it’s like when nobles fight. They come and they take us for their armies, and they promise us all kinds of things, but when it’s all done, it’s us who’re dead, and they go back to doing what they want.”

“Royce is different!” Raymond insisted. 

“Why is he different?” the smith shot back. 

“Because he’s one of us,” Raymond said. “He was raised in a village. He knows what it’s like. He cares.”

The smith sneered at that. “If he cares so much, then where is he? Why is he not here, rather than some boy saying he’s his brother?”

Raymond knew then that there was no point in continuing. The people here weren’t going to listen to him, no matter what he said. They’d heard too many promises from too many other people, back in the days before King Carris had forbidden his nobles from fighting. Only the thought that Royce might actually care for them would be enough to persuade people, and the smith was right: they had no reason to believe that when he wasn’t even there. 

Raymond turned his horse, riding out of the village with as much dignity as he could find right then. It wasn’t much.

He rode out on the path in the direction of the next village, trying to think as he went, and ignoring the steady rain that started to fall around him. 

He loved his brother, but he also wished that Royce hadn’t felt the need to leave to find his father. Objectively, Raymond could understand how much finding the old king would help their cause, but it was Royce people would follow, Royce they needed to see in order to rise up. Without him there, Raymond wasn’t sure if he would be able to pull together any kind of army for his brother. 

That meant that when King Carris struck back, it would just be Earl Undine’s forces against the full might of the royal army. Raymond didn’t know how big that army would be, but since it would be composed of forces from every lord in the land… they would have no chance.

If only there were some way that Royce could be here, Raymond had no doubt he would be able to raise the army they needed. As it was, though, he found himself hoping that Lofen and Garet would have better luck.

“We can’t leave it to luck though,” Raymond said to himself. “Not when there are so many people who will die.”

He’d seen firsthand what the nobles could do to those who crossed them. There were the gibbets, the tortures on the healing stone, and worse. At the very least, every village that stood would find itself ravaged, which only gave those that remained more reasons not to join in the revolt. 

Raymond sighed. There was no way to square the circle: they needed Royce, but they couldn’t have him while he went to find his father. Unless…

“No, that couldn’t work,” Raymond said to himself. 

Except that maybe it could. It wasn’t as though anyone here actually knew what Royce looked like. They might have heard of him, might even have heard a general description, but everyone knew how stories exaggerated.

“This is a stupid idea,” Raymond said.

The trouble was that it was the only idea he could think of right then. Yes, it would be dangerous, because Royce was a hunted man. Yes, it would store up trouble for later: people would feel betrayed when they found out, some might even desert. More wouldn’t though. More would feel too connected to the cause once they were a part of the army, or would be too busy fighting to think about it.

“They might not even see Royce close up,” Raymond mused. 

He realized that he had made a decision without exactly making it, and continued on his route toward another village. He chose one a couple of villages over, because he didn’t want stories spreading from Byesby and spoiling what he was about to do. This village was larger, with an inn and a great barn that served as a general store. It was large enough that the sight of one man riding into the village didn’t bring people out of their houses with the sheer strangeness of it all. It meant that Raymond had to sit on horseback in the village square, calling out again and again until people came out to him.

“Everyone, listen. Listen to me! I have news!”

He waited until people gathered around before he started to speak. 

“War is coming!” he said. “You’ve heard the stories: that the son of the true king has come back, and overthrown a duke who ravaged his own people! Well, it’s true, and I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking that this is just another squabble between nobles that you have no part of, but I’m here to tell you that you do have a part in it. That this is something different.”

“Oh, and why’s that?” a man demanded from the back of the growing crowd. Raymond had the feeling of things building up in the same way they had before.

“Because this is a chance to actually change things. Because this is not a squabble among nobles, but a chance to make a world that isn’t about a few nobles holding us all down. Because this is one fight where the people involved actually care about people like you, people like all of us.”

“Is that so?” the man asked. “Well then, stranger, who are you, that you know so much about it all?”

Raymond took a breath, knowing this was the moment when he had to either do it or not do it, and once it was done, it couldn’t be undone.

“Come on,” the man demanded. “Who are you, to say that some far off noble actually cares about any of the likes of us?”

“It’s simple,” Raymond said, and this time, his voice did boom out over the village for everyone to hear. “My name is Royce, and I am the son of King Philip, the true and rightful king of this land!”


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Royce was padding through a forest, the trees blending into one another until it became impossible to know the path. He was lost, and somehow he knew that this was a place where to be lost was to die. 

He continued onward, not knowing what else to do. Around him now, the trees closed in, and their branches whipped around in an unseen wind, buffeting Royce and lashing him. Their branches tore at his skin, and now there were brambles to go with the branches, ripping into him and holding him back. It took everything he had to keep going.

Why keep going, though? He didn’t know where he was, so why press forward like this, through the darkness and the uncertainty of the forest? His energy was fading, so why not sit down on the stump of a tree, waiting until he got his breath back, and—

“To stop is to die, my son.” The voice came through the trees, and even though he had only heard it in dreams, Royce instantly recognized it as that of his father. He turned toward the sound, starting forward.

“Father, where are you?” he called out, pushing in the direction the voice seemed to have come from.

The way was, if anything, even harder here. There were fallen trees to contend with, and Royce found it harder to leap over them each time. There were rocks protruding from the forest floor, and now it seemed that Royce had to climb as much as run just to get around them. The route ahead was still indistinguishable from the rest of the forest, and Royce could feel the despair of not knowing pressing down on him.

That was when he saw the white hart standing there, the deer waiting and looking at him expectantly. With the same strange certainty that he had felt before, Royce knew that this animal was there to show him the way. He turned to follow, running in its wake. 

The white hart was fast, and Royce had to put everything he had into keeping up. It felt as though his lungs were exploding with the effort, and his limbs were on fire. Even so, he kept running, through the whipping branches of the trees and on into a space where the deer vanished, replaced by an armored figure rimmed in white light. 

“Father,” Royce said, gasping the word. He felt as though he had no more breath, no more time.

His father nodded and smiled, then, inexplicably, pointed upward. “You need to go now, Royce. Kick, kick toward the light.”

Looking up, Royce saw a light above him, and as he tried to do as his father said, the light grew closer and closer…

 

***

 

Royce came to with a spluttering breath that seemed to involve as much water as air. He spat out sea water and started to sit up, but careful hands held him in place. Royce fought against them for a moment before he realized that it was Mark there, his hands pushing the water out of Royce’s stomach.

“Careful,” his friend said. “You’ll tip the raft.”

The “raft” in question was no more than a section of the ship’s mast that had broken off in the chaos, and then tangled with enough other driftwood to form a kind of temporary floating platform, buoyed up and down by the waves. 

Bolis, Neave, and Matilde knelt on the makeshift craft, with Gwylim a little way away toward the edge and Ember flying overhead. Matilde had a gash on her side that might have come from a knife or a piece of wood, but either way blood was leaking into the water while Neave fussed over her and cut lengths of sail cloth into bandages. Sir Bolis was hastily trying to lash a metal fitting to a length of wood, forming a crude harpoon. Of his own armor and weapons, there was no sign.

Royce looked down quickly, and saw that the crystal sword was still by his side, while he still wore the armor that he had taken from Earl Undine’s tower.

“I don’t know how you managed to swim in that,” Mark said, “but you did. You popped up like a cork and I pulled you out.”

“Thank you,” Royce said, offering his hand to his friend.

Mark clasped it firmly. “After all the times you’ve saved me, you don’t need to thank me. I’m just glad you survived.”

“For now,” Bolis said from the prow of their makeshift raft. “We’re still in danger.”

Royce looked around, trying to make sense of things beyond the raft. He could see that they’d been washed further out to sea, so that the Seven Isles were a speck in the distance once again. The sea was roiling too, as if a storm might follow. Their raft was creaking under the strain of it all.

“Forget a spear,” Royce said. “We need to focus on tying the raft together.”

“You didn’t see the creature devouring people,” Bolis said. “It must have killed every sailor who was caught in the main wreck. That sea-wyrm is nothing I want to face unarmed.”

“And do you want to face it in the water when the raft falls apart or sinks?” Royce countered. He’d seen the creature Bolis was worried about, and he knew how big a threat it would be, but right then, the sea could kill them just as certainly.

There were ropes attached to the masts, and Royce pointed to one of them. “Everyone try to grab pieces of rope that aren’t already tangling things and use them to tie the raft together. That’s the priority, then paddle so that we can get to land, then weapons.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” Bolis said, but he did it anyway. So did Neave and Mark. When Matilde went to help, she slumped back, grimacing in pain.

“We’ve got this,” Royce told her. “How bad is it?” 

“I’m not going to die from it,” Matilde said. “At least… I don’t think I am.”

“Why does she get to sit there and rest?” Bolis asked. 

Neave was immediately there in front of him, a dagger in her hand. “Give me one reason not to gut you and throw you to the fish, invader.”

Royce moved to step between them, but Gwylim was there first, the bhargir’s bulk pushing them apart.

“We can’t afford to fight,” Royce said. “We have to work together, or we’ll all drown.”

They grumbled, but they went back to work, and soon, the raft felt a lot more stable than it had before. From where she sat, Matilde was already working on lashing a plank to a longer piece of wood, creating a kind of oar. Royce joined her, and soon, they had an oar for each of them.

“Which way?” Bolis asked, and Royce pointed. There was only one way possible on a makeshift craft like this.

“Back toward the isles,” he said.

“And the creature,” Mark pointed out.

“Maybe we’ll be lucky and slip by it,” Royce said. 

“Maybe it will have eaten its fill,” Neave said with a look that said she hoped everyone on the ship had been a part of its meal. 

Royce didn’t know how likely that was, but there didn’t seem to be any other option; they had to try to get back to the islands. 

“Row together,” he said. “Ready?”

They paddled the raft in the direction of the islands. All of them, even Matilde, helped. Even with all of them paddling, it was still hard going, because their oars weren’t really designed for the task, and because the waves seemed almost determined to pull them back out into the sea. Royce knew they couldn’t let that happen. Out there, they would sink, or die of thirst, or fall prey to some other creature of the deep. Their only hope lay on land. 

“Paddle harder,” Royce yelled, trying to encourage them. “We’re making progress.”

They were, but it was slow. Through Ember’s eyes, they were a mere dot against the vastness of the ocean. That dot was moving in the direction of the islands, but barely faster than it might have if it had been bobbing along on the tide. Even so, they were growing closer, in among the mist and the rocks and the rest of it.

“We’re nearly there,” Mark said, and his friend sounded hopeful at the prospect. Looking at it all from above using Ember’s sight, Royce could still see the jagged maze of rocks around the islands, the swirling tides around them seeming almost determined to drag any ship that came too close onto them.

The closest of the islands had beaches around its edges, but those beaches were ringed by rocks and reefs, with a tide before them that seemed to rush far too fast. Looking at it all, Royce thought that perhaps it might be better to head for another of the islands, avoiding this first one completely in spite of the danger of their situation.

Then Gwylim howled, long and low and warning. The sound was enough to make Royce have Ember wheel back toward the raft, giving him the benefit of her view as she looked down. From up there, Royce could see the shadow in the water powering forward toward them…

“The creature!” he yelled, snapping back to himself just as the beast reared up out of the water in sinuous coils, eel-like and blade-finned, its teeth shining in the sun.

It plunged down into the water near the raft, and the wave plowed into them, almost tipping the tiny vessel. A part of Royce guessed it was what the creature intended; maybe it had worked out that people were easier to eat once they were in the water.

He drew the crystal sword, not knowing what else to do. 

The creature flowed up out of the water once more, and Royce slashed at it, only able to graze it as it towered over him. The thing looked down at him, as if trying to work out what this thing was that was causing it pain. It struck out toward Royce, jaws gnashing, and Royce jumped back as far as the raft would allow, cutting at it. Gwylim was there, leaping at the beast and biting. 

It lashed out again, and Royce spun away from the strike, feeling the force of the thing’s fins slam into his armor. Without it, he guessed they would have torn him in half, and even as it was, it knocked the breath from him, sending him to his knees for a moment. 

The creature spun again, and Royce knew there would be no chance to dodge this time.

Then Bolis was there, his improvised spear at the ready, flinging it like a harpoon at a whale, aiming for the beast’s head. It struck the sea-wyrm in one of its massive eyes, bringing a shriek from it that echoed across the water even as the thing slammed into Bolis, knocking him from the raft.

To Royce’s surprise, Neave threw herself flat, grabbing him and pulling him close to the raft. He saw Mark rush forward too, and they were just in time, hauling the knight bleeding from the water before great jaws came up in the spot where he had been. Royce stepped over, striking with the crystal sword again, and again blood flowed.

It wasn’t enough; the sea-wyrm was simply too big to kill with a few strokes of even a sword like this. It plunged beneath the waves, and now Royce could see it backing away, its coils forming arches as it swam from wave to wave. 

“It’s running,” Bolis said, clutching at the wounds across his chest. 

Royce shook his head. “It won’t give in that easily.” 

“But it’s backing off,” the knight insisted. “We fought it, and wounded it, and now it’s going away in search of easier prey.”

Royce shook his head. “There’s no other prey to take, and we haven’t hurt it that much. It’s not running; it’s building its strength back up.”

Sure enough, Royce saw it turn, the coils heading back toward them now from a distance.

“Row!” Royce said. “Our only chance is to row!”

Sheathing the crystal sword, he grabbed an oar and started to paddle for the shore of the first island, not caring now if it took them into the riptide or not. Around him, the others seemed to get the message about what was happening, and paddled for their lives, regardless of how injured they were. 

Royce felt the moment when the current caught their raft, dragging it in toward the shore. Behind them, the head of the sea-wyrm broke the surface and the thing’s maw opened wide, ready to swallow them.

He looked down through Ember’s eyes, spotting an outcrop of rocks ahead, obvious from above but hidden by the waves from the raft. Royce pointed.

“Right!”

Everyone dug in with their oars, sending the raft to the right even as the current continued to pull it forward. They skirted the rocks, avoiding them barely, and Royce glanced back to see the sea-wyrm caught on them, writhing to get free before turning and heading back into the depths.

By then, Royce was already looking out for more rocks. They were too close the island now to hope to go anywhere else, and the current dragged them forward inexorably. The only chance was to dodge the rocks as best they could.

“Left!” Royce called out. 

They dug in their oars and managed to avoid another set of rocks, but now there was a reef ahead, and Royce couldn’t see any way around it.

“Hold on!” he yelled to the others, and saw them grab hold of the raft just as it hit the rocks beneath the surface. Royce found himself thrown forward, and for the second time that day he was in the water, struggling to swim.

Mark had been right when it came to the armor—it was impossible that anyone should be able to swim in it, and yet it was no worse than swimming in ordinary clothes might have been. He kicked out for the surface, and broke through while the current continued to carry him forward. 

The sea spat them out onto the land with bruising force, sand coming up to meet Royce as a wave carried him up onto the beach. It left him there, groaning in pain, and around him, he could see the others lying on the sand, Bolis and Matilde bleeding, Neave and Mark looking bruised, and even Gwylim looking battered by the experience, in spite of the speed Royce had seen him heal. 

“We’re alive,” Mark said, and Royce could hear the shock in his friend’s voice. He shared some of it, along with the elation behind it at the thought that his friends were safe.

No, not safe.

They were alive, that was true, but looking out on the water, Royce could see that their raft had already broken apart into fragments, carried away on the waves. They had no way of getting back now, or even of crossing over onto another of the islands.

They’d made it to one of the Seven Isles, but now, it seemed that they were stuck.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Dust wandered down in the direction of the docks, signs filling the world around him. In the flight of birds, he saw that this was the route he had to take. In the bubbling of a stream, he saw that he would have to pass over the sea.

Then there were the images of Royce that stayed in front of him whenever he closed his eyes.

They had been there ever since he had inhaled so much of the priests’ smoke, seeing future after future. He had seen what would happen if nothing altered, had seen the violence and the pain and the death.

“And I chose,” Dust said to himself. The oddness of that took a moment to sink in. He was Angarthim, one of those who walked the world, setting the futures as the priests saw that they were supposed to run, giving those who needed to die over to the darkness that lay beyond life. Angarthim did not choose, did not seek to change fate.

“The priests did it first,” Dust whispered. He looked up to try to find confirmation that he was doing the right things, and found it in the way clouds shifted, forming patterns that seemed to mirror the designs of the sacred books.

The priests had tried to change things, had tried to alter things to avoid their own destruction in what was going to come. Things were no longer running on the course that the fates had set, and now someone had to choose, choose for everyone. That someone was Dust.

“I will stop this,” he said. “The devastation to come will be avoided. I will make the world better.”

Of course, to do that, he had to stop Royce. Dust had seen the futures, possibility after possibility lining up before him. He had seen a slender few where things turned out well, but the truth was that in too many, Royce’s actions brought about war and worse than war: they unleashed destruction on the land that had to be prevented.

Angarthim were not heroes; if anything, those who knew what they were seemed to think of them as monsters and murderers, not understanding that they were merely the well-trained hands of fate. 

“I still listen to fate,” Dust said. It was just that now, instead of a single line given to him by the priests, all of the future was spread out in front of him to choose from. All of those possibilities seemed to point to the docks.

He walked down into the harbor town, and people stared, as people always stared. Children pointed, and some shrank back. A few men touched hands to weapons, and there was a time when Dust would have struck them down for doing it. The signs for death would have stood above them, and then…

“They didn’t stand above Royce,” Dust whispered to himself, trying to make sense of it all. They had been there together in a forest, him and the boy whose actions would simultaneously overthrow the old order and bring about destruction. They had been there, and nothing had told him to strike, to act. 

He didn’t understand it.

“I will find him,” Dust said.

People continued to stare at him. It was inevitable that they would, given his gray skin and elaborate tattoos, each marking out runes and symbols of divination. There was no way he could ever hope to be something normal, but maybe he could be something better than normal.

Dust sat in the middle of the town’s main square, finding space there because no one wanted to be that close to him. He settled there, cross-legged, and drew out a small pouch of rune stones. He tried to relax in that spot, and his mind wouldn’t be still. This was so different from how things normally were when he started to look at the futures.

He cast and cast the runes, searching for patterns in them, searching for answers. If Dust had learned anything from the priests’ powder, it was that the signs themselves meant nothing; they merely gave a shape to something deeper, something inside of him. 

Whatever it was inside of him though, it currently had nothing to say. Dust couldn’t make sense of the patterns. Runes for success and failure, doing and not doing, sat side by side so that Dust couldn’t pick out one from another, couldn’t decide, couldn’t choose. Was he supposed to go out over the sea in search of Royce, or was he supposed to act here and solve things in this land?

He’d already done one thing, with the curse he’d managed to pour into the ring Royce had given to the girl he claimed to love. Dust still wasn’t quite sure how he’d managed to do it, with the power of the priests’ dust seeming to make it obvious. He knew he couldn’t do it now, but what could he do?

“What are you doing?”

Dust looked up to find a small girl standing over him, a doll clutched in her hands. 

“I am looking into the future, or trying to,” Dust explained. 

“It looks like you’re playing a game,” the girl said. “Can I play?”

She sat down without asking and started playing with the tiles.

“It’s not a game,” Dust said. “I am trying to find someone who has come here and gone. I need to seek him out. At least, I think I do.”

“Why?” the girl asked.

“Because he will do things that will unleash great violence, and I need to stop it.”

“So you’re a hero?” the girl asked, the echo of Dust’s thoughts far too close.

“I do not know if I’m a hero,” he said.

“But you’re going to stop a bad person?”

Dust shook his head. “He is not a bad person. He is probably a great person, but what he does will kill many, many people.”

“He sounds like a bad person,” the girl said. She nodded, as if it were decided. “I think you should stop him. My daddy’s a sailor. You should go ask him if he’ll help you.”

Was this his sign? Dust knew as well as anyone that signs were where you found them. Standing, he offered an Angarthim’s bow to the girl. He left the rune stones. He would find his signs in other ways in the future.

 

***

 

He made his way down to the docks, where fishing boats and small merchant ships huddled, apparently unmoving. Looking around, Dust saw a larger craft that looked promising when it came to passage. He walked down to it, pausing only when a man leaned over the side to stare at him.

“Who’re you, stranger?” the man demanded. 

“My name is Dust,” he replied. “I am Angarthim, and I require passage.”

Dust half expected the man to turn away, or worse, to offer him violence. Dust scanned the carvings of the ship, searching them for symbols that might point to violence to come. There was nothing.

“I’ll take anyone to anywhere,” the man said. “If they have the money.”

“I have coin,” Dust said. He had no time for such things, but he understood that others did. “And I can read the signs for your ship to keep it safe on the water.”

“I’ve no time for that kind of thing,” the man said. “But I’ll carry you if you’ll pay. Where are you heading to?”

That was the hard part about all of this. Dust didn’t know where he was supposed to be going. He had seen Royce in his visions, and he had seen that he needed to come to this place, but beyond that, he didn’t know.

“Where is it that you are headed?” Dust asked.

“Us? I’ve no voyage planned. Why do you think I’m so eager for a paying passenger?”

Dust cursed to himself. The signs were being anything but helpful today. Worse, now that he looked closer, he could see the symbols for frustration and failure amid those dotting the ship. He looked around, hoping there would be another symbol somewhere, another hint from the fates that—

“I’m telling you,” a man further along the docks said. “There’s a fortune to be had there. Vertuli had all his coin aboard when the ship sank, and everything he’d taken from a dozen ships.”

Dust wandered over, caught by curiosity as much by any thought that this might help. He found himself walking toward a group of half a dozen men, two of whom looked utterly worn and bedraggled, as if they had just come from too long at sea alone. Looking down from the docks, Dust saw a small boat, large enough to fit a dozen men but that could be rowed by one, with a small sail to assist. It was little more than a lifeboat for some larger vessel, and as he looked, Dust could see a clutch of supplies that must have been grabbed from such a vessel in a hurry: fresh water and ship’s biscuits, food, and spare lengths of rope.

“But getting to any of it means going to the Seven Isles,” one of the men said, “and you’ve said yourself how dangerous it is.”

“It would have been fine if we hadn’t tried to betray the boy and his friends,” the man said. “We could have found a safe way through instead of him wrenching the wheel so that we hit the rocks.”

Now Dust understood why he had come here. The signs hadn’t deserted him after all.

“The boy you betrayed,” he said, stepping into the middle of the men’s conversation, “Was it Royce, the one who says that he is king?”

“This is none of your concern, freak,” one of the men said, giving Dust a hard look.

“I have no wish to kill you,” Dust said, spreading his hands. 

“Kill us?” the man said. “There are six of us, idiot.”

“Yes,” Dust said, with a slight frown. What did this man intend by pointing out their numbers? “Was the boy you betrayed Royce?”

“So what if he was?” one of the sailors said. “You a friend of his?”

“I need to find him,” Dust said. “He is in the Seven Isles?”

One of the ones who had clearly come from the sea snorted. “He’s dead with all his friends. They went over the side near the islands.”

Dust wished he could believe it, but if it were true, he wouldn’t have seen all the things that he had when it came to Royce. No, he was still alive, and that meant that Dust had to find him. 

“You will take me to the Seven Isles,” Dust said. He would have preferred the larger ship, but it was clear that he was being pointed at this one for a reason. “Are you ready to leave?”

“Leave?” one of the sailors demanded. “You really think we’re going to take you anywhere?”

“I have coin, if it helps,” Dust said, but now he could see the death signs forming in the patterns of the waves, spotted the outline of a skull in one of the knots of wood on the boat. Dust sighed. Did it always have to be like this for him?

“Then you can give us that coin for having to put up with you,” the first sailor said. He drew a knife.

Dust stepped forward, one hand slapping at the man’s wrist, the other at his elbow. He heard the man scream as his elbow snapped, but the scream was quickly cut short as Dust slammed his elbow into the sailor’s throat, crushing it.

“You do not have to die,” he said to the others, but even as he said it, Dust knew it was too late to change things for these men. Some fates could not be altered.

One lunged at him with another knife, and he was fast enough that it actually scraped along Dust’s ribs in a flowering of pain. Dust was already spinning away from the attack, gripping the man’s head at cranium and chin, holding it almost tenderly for a second before he wrenched it sharply. The snap echoed around the docks. 

Dust kicked a man back, felt the thud of a club across his shoulders, and briefly went to his knees. He swept his legs around to kick his attacker’s from under him, and drew a needlelike blade in the same moment. 

He rolled forward, jabbing it up under another man’s ribs so he stood there in surprise, a chopping blade half raised. Dust pulled clear of him and spun behind the falling corpse, using it as a shield to block a blow from the man he’d kicked back. He threw his needle, and it plunged into the man’s eye, deep enough that he toppled back. 

There were two left now: the clubman and one with a long dagger that was almost a sword. Dust stood there, arms outstretched, letting them circle him. They could still walk away, but he knew they wouldn’t, knew the exact moment when they would try to strike at him…

They lunged together, and Dust stepped back, dragging the knifeman forward so that his blade plunged deep into his comrade’s chest. Dust kept turning, regarding the clubman levelly. 

“On another day, I might have said that I have no choice now,” Dust said. “I might have said that killing you was what fate required, but I am not ruled by fate now. I learn from it, and I choose. I don’t have to kill you.”

He heard the rattle as the club hit the floor and the man raised his hands, backing away. 

“The thing about choosing,” Dust said, “is that I have to try to make the right choices. If I kill a man, what will that killing do to the world? Will it rob the place of someone who will do good things, who will bring joy to people’s lives?”

“I… you’re not going to kill me?” the man said.

Dust walked forward. “The other side of this is that I am just as responsible if I let someone live. What would you do with that life? How many more people would you rob? How many lives would you end?”

He let a blade drop into his hand and stabbed the man quickly, repeatedly, until he fell. The man’s eyes looked up at Dust in a kind of betrayal, and now Dust didn’t have the excuse that it was only the will of the fates that he had done what he had. Dust had chosen this, and even though he was sure it was the right choice, the strangest thing still gnawed at him: a faint thread of guilt.

He felt no guilt at leaping down into the men’s boat though, or in pushing it away from the docks to set off in the direction of the Seven Isles. He needed to find Royce, and he needed to do all that was necessary to save the world, no matter how difficult the choices were.

Being a hero, it turned out, was considerably more difficult than being an Angarthim had been.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Royce staggered up the beach, every part of his body feeling bruised. Even so, he knew he was better off than Matilde and Bolis, both of whom were injured, limping along in his wake only with the help of Neave and Mark. 

“We’re trapped here,” Bolis managed to grumble through the pain. 

It would have been better if he weren’t right. The remnants of the ship that had brought them here were long since blown away, leaving just the island and its beaches. The island looked beautiful in its way, verdant and tree covered, with the heady musk of flowers filling the air. Even so, Royce had no wish to be stuck here for the rest of his life. Especially not with Sir Bolis.

“We’ll find a way off here,” Royce promised. “We’ll build a boat if we have to. We’ll find my father, and we’ll get back to the kingdom in time to help.”

The others didn’t look convinced by it, but they still followed as Royce made his way along the beach. Ember flew above, but could show Royce only the canopy of the forest that filled the island. No, not a forest, or at least not one like the ones back home; the heat from the volcanic island at the Seven Isles’ heart had made it into something more tropical than that.

“We need to find shelter,” Neave said, the Picti girl obviously knowing what it took to survive outdoors. “Then fire, food…”

“Who put you in charge?” Bolis asked.

Royce decided that he’d had enough. “Sir Bolis, am I your king?”

Bolis stared at him in shock. “I’m sorry?”

“Am I your king? Or at least the son of your king, if we find my father?”

Bolis dropped to one knee. “You know that you are. After the battle—”

“After the battle, I would have thought that you’d have seen Picti and knights, ordinary folk and everyone else fighting on the same side. Yet you’re here, treating Neave like some kind of savage who doesn’t belong.”

Royce saw Neave smirk and turned to her.

“And Neave, you spend your time goading Bolis because of wars that happened long before he was born. I will rule for the Picti as well as for everyone else, but I will not tolerate this division among us. We must work together if we are to survive and find my father.”

Neave looked sheepish for a moment, but then offered a bow.

“You’re right. We still need shelter though.”

Royce nodded and headed for the trees. That was when the musk of the place truly hit him, rotting and living all at once, beautiful and filled with life, the smell of it almost overpowering. It seemed as though creatures lived on every branch and vine, from the smallest of insects through to frogs and birds. But there was no sign of people.

“Someone is watching us,” Neave said. Beside her, Gwylim growled, low and rumbling.

Royce couldn’t see anything through Ember’s eyes, but he trusted the senses of his companions almost as much. He drew his sword.

“You’ve no need for that,” a voice said, and it was as musical as if the words had been sung. “You don’t need to fear me.”

The girl who stepped from the forest might have been Royce’s age, might have been a little older, and she was, quite simply, the most beautiful person Royce had ever seen. Her skin was almost golden, her eyes a deep tawny brown. Her hair shone lustrous and silvery, while every line of her body seemed perfect in a diaphanous dress that seemed to be made from the petals of some giant flower. A scent seemed to float with her that was of the forest and more, a mixture of flowers and sweat and something more that filled Royce’s nostrils and overwhelmed him, until he could barely think through it.

This girl was beautiful, she was perfect. In that moment, he had never wanted anything as much in his life as simply to be there with her, had never felt so safe as he did around her. He could see that it was the same for the others; they stared at her as if they had never been so in love with anything in their lives.

“Who are you?” Royce asked, entranced.

She smiled, and Royce hadn’t thought that she could become any more beautiful than she had been, but now that beauty was so intense it physically hurt.

“You may call me Lethe,” she said. She put a gentle hand on Royce’s sword, and there was surprising strength there. “Come to my home, all of you. I have food and drink, and I so rarely see visitors.”

She led the way and Royce followed her without thinking. So did the others. Gwylim was still growling low in his throat, but that just made their new companion look at him oddly, before saying something in a harsh tongue that seemed at odds with the melody of her voice.

Gwylim ran into the forest, disappearing from sight. A part of Royce wanted to call after him and bring the bhargir back, but more of him was grateful that he was gone. Nothing should growl at Lethe like that. 

They kept going through the forest, and it was as if every creature of the forest was Lethe’s friend. Birds flew close to her, small creatures jumped on her for a moment of her attention, and larger ones hung back, posing no threat. She led the way to a large clearing, where there was a house made from the branches of trees, intertwined with vines and flowers. 

“Please, be welcome in my home,” Lethe said. She held up a hand. “First though, I should say that I allow none of the things of violence there. You will have to leave your armor and weapons behind.”

“But what if we’re attacked?” Mark asked, and Royce found himself cursing his friend for his stupidity. Of course they wouldn’t be attacked. Lethe would keep them safe.

“This is a place of peace,” Lethe said. “You have nothing to fear here.”

She moved to Mark, and Royce saw his friend give in to the sense of peace that seemed to surround her, setting down even his eating knife. The others did the same, and Royce was already struggling out of his armor, putting it down in the pile with the rest before laying the crystal sword across the top.

“Now you can come into my home,” Lethe said. “We will patch your wounds and feed you. You can tell me about yourselves, and I can learn of the world. Then perhaps later, we can feast.”

“Do you know of any way off the island?” Royce asked. It seemed as though it had been important to him once, although now he was having trouble remembering why.

“I believe some of those who have come here to be mine brought boats,” Lethe said. “But why would you want to leave the island? Why would you want to leave me?”

Royce didn’t know. He had only just met Lethe, but already, she felt like the most important person in the world. He couldn’t imagine spending a single moment apart from her now.

In some dim recess of his mind, he realized that it was wrong to think that way, and that there was no reason why he should be so suddenly, so completely in love with this girl. A part of his mind even insisted that his heart belonged to another, although even that was confusing, because her features kept shifting, first Olivia’s, then Genevieve’s.

Then Lethe’s seemed to overwhelm all of it.

They followed Lethe into the house, into a space where there were beds woven from forest branches, and fruits that were clearly there for the juice within. There were the remains of a fire at the heart of the place, meat and bones above it, slowly charring. There were more bones in the corner, some with meat still on. There were skulls too, and some of them looked suspiciously human.

Royce might have been worried by that, if he weren’t so in love right then.

“Oh, those are some of the ones who came here to be with me,” Lethe said, as if catching the direction of his gaze. “They come to love me, to worship me, to be with me. I’m sorry to say that sometimes they fight over me, and sometimes, if I am not there, they despair so much that they… do foolish things. A few even offer themselves up into death willingly, to prove how much I mean to them.”

It made so much sense when she put it like that. Of course people would fight over Lethe, because wasn’t she the embodiment of perfection? And of course they would see that there was nothing worth living for in the world if she weren’t there. There was no reason for it to be otherwise. 

A small part of him kept insisting that it wasn’t right, though. That part kept pushing an image of Genevieve into his mind, and that image felt like a kind of heresy, because there was a tiny part of him that seemed to love her, rather than being consumed with Lethe. It made no sense, but that part of him kept telling him that this wasn’t right.

The bones, he insisted to himself, look at the bones. She’s eating the people who die.

Royce’s eyes were on the beds, though, because every glance at them told him that they were places where he and Lethe might lie together, and be the perfect oneness that seemed like the only way the world could be right.

Then he looked at his so-called friends and knew that they were thinking the same things, or some tawdry version of it. Every single one of them was looking at Lethe with such complete adoration that Royce knew they wanted her for themselves. They wanted her to themselves, and would do anything to make that happen. Already, Royce could see Matilde moving apart from Neave, looking at her with suspicion. Bolis was preening, as if he were the only one there noble enough for Lethe’s attention, while Mark…

Mark was supposed to be his friend, but what kind of friend looked at the woman Royce loved like that? A friend would have stood back and let Royce simply be absorbed in the beauty that Lethe possessed, not stayed there, lusted after her, rivaled him for her. Already, a part of Royce wanted him to kill Mark just for being there.

No, Royce insisted to himself, Mark is my friend, and I love Gen… Olivia.

The lack of clarity wasn’t helping, just seemed to provide more spaces for thoughts of Lethe to slip into, and the more they did, the more he found himself hating his friends, feeling suspicious of them, seeing them for the rivals they were.

“Oh, let’s not fight yet,” Lethe said. “You haven’t told me your stories. Come, sit by the fire and drink. Tell me everything about the world and your lives.”

They sat, and there was a brief scuffle as Bolis and Neave sought to sit closer to Lethe.

“Out of my way, savage,” Bolis snapped.

“If I still had my knives, invader!” Neave shot back.

Lethe spread her hands to calm them. “There is space enough for everyone. Tell me about yourselves, my loves. Tell me who you were before you came to me.”

They told her. Piece by piece, they told all of it, arguing over who got to go first.

“I am Bolis. I was a knight,” Bolis said. “I fought with honor for Earl Undine. Then he came to follow Royce, and we all went with him. I saw he was a leader, and a king… but I am better than him. You should love me, not him!”

“Better?” Neave shouted. “He’s one of the invaders who took Picti lands. I am Neave of the Picti, one of the old people! I know the ways of the land, and I have fought in battles for my people. We came to follow Royce too, but you are more beautiful, and more—”

“She couldn’t even fight well enough to beat me!” Matilde shouted. “I defeated her in the battle by the healing stone. I was part of the resistance to the old duke’s rule, and I followed Royce before any of them.”

“Before any of us?” Mark asked, with obvious incredulity. “I was there on the Red Isle. I learned to fight from its warriors. I was there when we took the crystal sword. You should love me.”

“And you?” Lethe asked, looking at Royce. “You are this ‘Royce,’ yes? You must be very special.”

A part of Royce wanted to ignore that. He latched onto thoughts of Olivia, trying to push aside the need to be better than the others, to prove himself to Lethe. Perhaps it might even have worked if he hadn’t found his attention split, torn between images of her and of Genevieve. That gap was just big enough for the cloying scent of Lethe’s power to fit through, and he felt his heart overwhelmed, knowing above all that if he could only impress her enough, it would be him she chose.

He would even offer himself up as a sacrifice to her, if she would only love him.

“I am Royce,” he said. “I am the son of King Philip, and heir to a kingdom. I have fought in all the battles the others have, and I helped to win most of them. I am the one who holds the crystal sword, and armor that only one of my blood could recover. Choose me, and I will give you a whole kingdom to love you, though none of them will love you the way I can.”

He added the last part hastily, not wanting Lethe to want anyone but him. 

“You’re all so sweet,” she said. She handed around wine that tasted as if it had fermented from the forest’s fruits. “It’s hard to know what to say, or who to choose. I am intrigued by the idea of a crystal sword though.”

“I could show you,” Royce said, half standing. Mark pulled him back down.

“I have as much right to do that as you ever had.”

“Easy,” Lethe said. “Why don’t I go alone? Then maybe you can start to think about who would be worthy of me, and which of you… wouldn’t.”

She stood, walking to the door, and it felt like heartbreak to watch her go like that. Royce knew she would be back, but even so, he ached with the thought that she wasn’t there. A part of him knew it was unnatural to feel like this, urged him to look around at the bones and the house, told him that they were all in grave danger.

He ignored that part though, because right then another thought occurred to him: Lethe had left because there were too many people there claiming her love. To get her back, they would have to do something; they would have to prove themselves. To his fevered mind, it seemed that there was only one real solution to the problem:

The ones who loved her least would have to die, and to prove his love, Royce would have to be the one to kill them.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Altfor looked around with every step, certain that there would be soldiers of the enemy looking for him, sure that he was being hunted in the same way that he and his friends might have hunted a deer or a fox.

“Friends,” Altfor spat. He had no friends here. He had no one. The courtiers who had professed their friendship in the past had been quick to side with his uncle when he’d taken the dukedom, and had either died at his side or run.

That Altfor had run too was a minor point. His life was worth preserving.

The question was how to do that. Already, he’d taken one step toward it, dressing in colors stolen from one of Royce’s soldiers so that he could move unmolested by that army. Now that he was further south, he tore away the tabard and the insignia, knowing that they would put him in much more danger than they saved him from. He stomped them into the dirt, hating that he’d had to wear them in the first place.

“Bad enough that I have to dress like some kind of… commoner, without having to dress like I owe him any allegiance,” Altfor muttered. A part of Altfor cursed the day he’d ever met Royce, and cursed his father for putting him in a fighting pit rather than just hanging him out of hand. Cruelty had its place in keeping people in line, but sometimes the best thing to do was simply make sure that someone was dead.

“I’ll make him regret not making sure I was dead,” Altfor promised the world in general.

To complete his disguise as a commoner, he took off his sword and wrapped mud-stained scraps of cloth around it, so that it looked more like a stick he was simply leaning on. He took a slender strip of gauzy cloth and wound it around his eyes, so that people might think he was just some blind beggar or peddler. Anyone who actually called him that though…

He kept walking, and the very fact that he was walking seemed like a part of his humiliation. A duke’s son should ride. No, Altfor corrected himself, not a duke’s son; he was a duke, and always had been, whatever his fool of an uncle had thought about it. He was, and would be again. There was no way the world could turn out in any other way.

“There are plenty of other ways,” Altfor grumbled as his foot caught in a patch of mud, almost stumbling him into more of it. As if on cue, it started to rain, plastering his hair to his strong, noble features. 

Probably no one would recognize him as noble now. Altfor wasn’t sure if that made it more or less likely that they would stab him and try to steal all he had. Commoners were fair game in this world, after all.

It was a frightening feeling being alone, with only his own sword skills for protection. Altfor thought that he could best most men, because he’d had all the training that a lord’s son should have, but what would that count for if there were more than one man, or someone with a crossbow, or just a peasant willing to throw rocks? Altfor would have killed for a retinue right then, but merely wishing for something didn’t make it happen.

“Just like wishing for revenge doesn’t give me it,” Altfor said. He had to go out and take it. At least, he had to go out and find the right people to help him get it.

The right person, because there was only one person who mattered now in this: King Carris. The king had a vested interest in not seeing his dukes unseated by rebels, and certainly not by rebels claiming to be the rightful king. If Altfor could get to him, then there was every chance that the king would give him back his dukedom, and probably Royce’s head on a pike into the bargain, pathetic little fraud that he was.

Briefly though, Altfor’s memory flashed back to the white light that had spread out from Royce to his men, inspiring them and driving them forward in that last push of the battle. There had been nothing fraudulent about that. That had been the kind of thing that the old king, Philip, had been able to do in stories. Of course, his father had had his nursemaid beheaded just for telling Altfor those stories, but that had only made the memory stick harder.

“He can’t be,” Altfor said. “He can’t… can he?” He shook his head. “No. In any case, it doesn’t matter.”

 What mattered was that he had to walk all the way to the capital, and his feet were already aching with the miles he’d wandered. Where was the fairness in life when he had to walk? It was as if the whole world were set up just to put the likes of him down, in spite of his natural station.

He walked on through the rain, keeping off the main road heading south, knowing that bandits and deserters were more likely to target people there. Altfor had no wish to fall victim to some idiot who thought he could just take whatever he wanted from a duke.

In the distance, Altfor could see a village, and rumbling in his stomach had him heading toward it without thinking. It was the kind of small place that he would have passed by without thinking had he been on horseback, or perhaps passed through with a retinue, pausing only to take the best wine from the inn and bed some peasant girl or other. As it was, he was on foot, so he trudged into the place. 

People instantly looked at him in a way that made him feel unwelcome, and it wasn’t the fear that he was used to. Altfor could use fear; it was the next best thing to respect, and far better than love. This though… the looks there just felt like disgust.

A man came out into the street in front of Altfor, if you could call a peasant thug like this a man. He was a fat, sweating thing, of the kind that Altfor might have cut down for fun before now. In fact, he considered it now, half reaching for his sword before he realized it was a move that would leave him trying to fight a whole village’s worth of people.

“We don’t want your sort here,” the man said. He shoved Altfor. “Do you hear me?”

Altfor took a step back, about to come back with a retort, but the man shoved him again, this time sending Altfor stumbling.

“Are you deaf as well as blind?” the fat man demanded. “We’ve no room for beggars here. Get on with you!”

He gave Altfor a kick for good measure as he scrambled up, and that was too much. Except it couldn’t be. No matter how much he wanted to lash out, to kill this oaf, he couldn’t risk the fight. So he ran instead, back to the back roads, swearing as he kept heading south that he would raze this village the first chance he had.

Altfor kept walking for so many hours that he lost count. He was so hungry he thought his stomach might collapse in on itself from emptiness, and thirsty enough that he was willing to drink stream water rather than wine. He did so, and it tasted like the freshest, purest thing he’d ever had. 

“You don’t want to do that,” a voice called. “At least, not downstream of a farmer’s sheep pens.”

A young man stepped out, and his garishly colored clothing said that he was one of the traveling folk, not some ordinary peasant. Generally, Altfor considered the tinkers and itinerant players a nuisance when they were on his lands, but at least they were better than the Picti.

The young man wore a long knife that was almost a short sword, with a sling wrapped around his forearm, ready to throw stones at any game that came into sight. He was on the other side of the stream, but it was only shallow at this point, and Altfor considered his chances of successfully robbing him.

“I’m Colm,” the young man said. “And you’re no more blind than I am, are you, friend?”

That was enough to make Altfor pause; not so much the sharpness of the observation, as the fact that the young man had called him friend.

“No,” Altfor admitted. He took off the strip of gauze. “What gave me away?”

“We’ve a harpist who actually is blind back at camp. You don’t interact with the world the same way.”

“At camp?” Altfor said. “There’s a whole camp of you near here?”

Maybe it was just as well he hadn’t robbed this young man yet. He didn’t want a full camp of strangers hunting for him, especially not when they probably knew the roads better than he did.

“Just over the way, in a copse of trees,” Colm said. “Look, who are you, stranger, and what are you doing all the way out here?”

Altfor knew better than to tell the truth. The traveling folk had no more reason to like him than anyone else did. Still, he had to say something.

“My name is Al…dis. Aldis. My village was back on, well, I suppose it was Duke Alistair’s lands in the end. He burned it, the whole thing. Now I’m heading south. I figure I can try to petition the king, see if he has a place for me.”

“Probably in a dungeon,” Colm said with a laugh. “The king doesn’t exactly listen to peasants.”

“Aye, well, I’ve some use as a soldier,” Altfor said, half drawing his sword so that the young man could see that he wouldn’t be easy to rob. “Maybe there will be work for me in his army, or in a mercenary band, or some such.”

“You were a soldier but you weren’t one of the ones doing the burning?” Colm asked.

Altfor shrugged. “Sir Alistair wasn’t a man I wanted anything to do with.”

That part was even true, in its way.

“Ah, a man of conscience,” Colm said. He looked thoughtful for a moment or two. “I’ll tell you what, Aldis, how about you come back to camp with me, and we’ll get some food in you? I think we’ve a proposition for you there that might help all of us.”

At the mere mention of food, Altfor’s stomach rumbled, and he gratefully followed the young man back in the direction of what he supposed was the traveling folk’s encampment.

It lay within a stand of trees, an assortment of wagons standing there, no two of them the same. The men and women there looked as though they’d come from every corner of the kingdom and beyond it, wearing an assortment of finery that would have seen most peasants punished for copying their betters. 

They were undertaking a whole host of activities in the clearing. Some were about the simple business of survival, cooking food or cleaning clothes, sorting through baskets of berries or tending to horses. Others seemed to be about far stranger things: singing songs or reciting poems, balancing on their hands or declaiming speeches. A man and a woman were engaged in what looked like a sword fight, at least until Altfor saw that they were fencing with wooden swords, trading insults as often as blows. It was to them that Colm led Altfor.

“Masis, Ferris, we’ve a visitor,” he said. The two stopped, but not before the woman had taken advantage of a moment of the man’s distraction to thrust her blade through his defenses. 

“And thus dies Olwyl the Good, slain by treachery!” the man declared with a laugh, before looking over to Altfor. “Colm, who is this you’ve brought us?”

“This is Aldis,” Colm said. 

Ferris held out his hand, and Altfor took it, disguising his disgust at having to treat a peasant like an equal.

“Come and sit by our fire,” Masis said. He had to admit that she was good looking, in the rough way that peasants had, and it was helped by the finery of the costume she’d picked out. “We’ve caught and roasted pheasants.”

On another occasion, Altfor would have had them hanged for poaching like that. Now though, he went to the fire and ate hungrily. There was ale too, but Altfor was more measured with that. He didn’t want to get so drunk that he would be easy prey to these people if they turned on him. 

“So, where did you find this one?” Ferris asked.

“By the stream,” Colm explained. “He used to be a swordsman, but his village was burned. Now he’s looking to get to King Carris for restitution.”

“Is this true?” Ferris asked. “Before you answer, you should know that my sister Masis has a touch of the sight, so she’ll know if you’re lying.” 

Altfor shrugged. “I lost everything. I have as much reason to hate Sir Alistair as anyone. I’m heading south to see if the king will help me to get something back, and yes, I can fight with a sword.”

He looked over to the woman.. Right then though, he was more interested in whether he’d told enough of the truth for her liking.

She burst into a laugh. “Oh, ignore Ferris. I can no more see a lie than he can see when he’s overacting.”

“Well, he had me convinced,” Altfor said. What he did next killed him inside. He should have been able to simply demand what he wanted, and punished anyone who failed to comply quickly enough. Instead, he begged.

“Please,” he said, “can you help me? I need to head south, but if I try to walk alone, I’ll be killed before I get halfway there. I can’t do this alone.”

“So you want to travel with us,” Ferris said, looking thoughtful.

“He can use a sword,” Colm said, “and not just a wooden one. We could do with that on these roads.”

“And he would add to the tone of the place,” Masis said, with a smile that was obviously designed to infuriate her brother. She sent another smile Altfor’s way with an altogether different tone to it, and he suspected that there was another reason to want to stay around there.

“He can have space under my caravan,” Colm said. Altfor bit his lip to keep from shouting out at the thought of being made to sleep in the dirt. It didn’t matter that the young man intended it as a kindness, it was still nowhere that a noble like him should have been made to sleep.

“Well, I suppose he can stay,” Ferris said. He smiled. “At the very least, he can improve your swordplay in the fight scenes, sister.”

“My swordplay?” Masis snapped back. “I think you’ll find that I won that one!”

“And that wasn’t even in the script!” Ferris shot back.

They went away, still arguing, leaving Altfor in the heart of the camp. It was a place that he would never have thought he would have found himself, and it seemed bizarre for someone of his standing, his blood, to be there. 

It didn’t matter though. All that mattered was that he had a way to get south without being murdered along the way. He would get to King Carris, get back to being who he had always been, and then, finally, Royce would die.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Royce had never felt despair like this before. It was worse than the moment when he’d seen his village burned, worse than the moment he’d seen Genevieve turning away from him before the battle. Lethe not being there felt like a hole in the world that couldn’t be filled.

“She left because of you,” Bolis said, pointing at him. “It was your armor that she went to look at.”

“You’re just jealous that you don’t love her as much as I do,” Royce shot back. He knew it was true, because how could anyone love Lethe as much as he did? His love for her might have filled an ocean, spread itself across a continent.

Except…

Except that, now that she wasn’t here, Royce felt as though that love wasn’t quite as all-consuming as it had been. Oh, he still loved her more than anyone else, but with her gone, there wasn’t the same pulsing, constant need for her that there had been. Other things were starting to seep in around the edges of that need, and the more he concentrated, the more Royce could see other faces when he thought of love. He saw Olivia, and, even more than her, he saw Genevieve.

“I’ll still kill them,” Royce whispered to himself. “I’ll still prove that I’m worthy of her.”

He watched the others with all the suspicion of a man who knew that they would be plotting his murder even as he planned theirs. The four of them were at separate corners of Lethe’s home, each as far from the others as they could get, each working on something that was probably their big plan to kill the others. 

Royce looked around, taking in those plans. Matilde was over by the fire, adding something to a pot there. Royce had no doubt that it would be poisonous, whatever it was. Neave was glaring at everyone, working at a splinter of bone in the hopes of forming a sharp edge. Mark was looking around the others as if contemplating which of them he might be able to form a temporary alliance with, while Bolis…

“You’re not worthy of her!” the knight shouted, before lunging at Mark. The two went down in a heap, punching and grappling. Bolis had all the training of a knight behind him, but Mark had everything they’d drilled into him on the Red Isle, and the two were evenly matched. 

Royce was happy about that. Maybe they’d kill one another. At the very least, they would weaken one another and he could finish whoever survived. 

Just the fact that he was thinking like this horrified a part of him, but the rest of him insisted that it was all right. It was simply what was required to win Lethe’s love, and in the name of that, wouldn’t he topple whole kingdoms? Hadn’t he come all the way across the water just to find this love?

No, it hadn’t been that he’d been looking for, had it? It had been… something else. Someone else.

Royce still sat there, watching his friends trying to beat one another to death. Neither seemed to have the advantage over the other just then, but Royce could see Mark slowly working his way up on top as the two rolled on the floor. Bolis was too used to fighting armed and armored, and had too little experience of fighting without either.

Vaguely, he was aware that he should have been horrified by the sight of Mark’s hands going to Bolis’s throat, but he couldn’t remember why. It was just one less rival for Lethe’s love, one less person to compete with for the greatest of all prizes. In any case, Bolis had broken the grip now, striking up at Mark even while his friend struck downward, again and again.

Royce was still watching the fight when he saw the wolf-thing enter Lethe’s home, walking on tiptoes as if every step there were painful for it. Royce realized with a start that he knew this creature, that it had a name and a kind. This was Gwylim, and he was a bhargir. The creature made his way across to where Royce was sitting, and Royce could bear that, because at least this was not a rival for Lethe’s love. In fact, hadn’t she sent the creature away? Maybe Royce could win her favor if he slew the beast for her, since she obviously hated it so much.

He was still thinking that when Gwylim darted forward and bit him, hard, on the leg.

The pain was shocking and instant, cutting through the fog around Royce’s brain. In that instant, he had a moment to think, and a moment was all he needed. Images of Genevieve came to him, so strong and clear that she might have been in the room with him, rather than many miles away across the sea. 

Those images pushed thoughts of Lethe aside, washing her away from his brain like pebbles carried away from the shore by the tide. Royce could feel the spell that had been on him leaving him, and he knew then that it had been a spell. He fought to be free of it, and stood up, wanting to be outside, wanting to confront Lethe and put an end to this. 

He made it outside before Gwylim was there, in front of him, holding Royce back with his bulk. In the distance, Royce could see Lethe standing over his armor and blade, and there was something wrong about the shape of her there. She wasn’t as beautiful like this, wasn’t as human. There was something twisted and wrong about her, hag-like and clawed, poring over Royce’s abandoned armaments as if searching for answers. Royce started toward her, and again, Gwylim pushed him back. 

Royce realized what the bhargir was doing as he smelled the unmistakable scent that came with Lethe, felt the beginnings of love rising in him. He grabbed for thoughts of Genevieve, and those thoughts were enough to push back the rising spell, barely. He understood then: he couldn’t be anywhere near to this creature, or he would be overwhelmed. He could try to attack her, but unarmed as he was, and needing to breathe, what could he hope to do?

“I can save my friends,” Royce said to himself. He looked down at Gwylim. “I’ll need your help.”

The bhargir chuffed an answer, and the two of them headed back toward the house. Royce reached out for Ember’s eyes, glancing through them to check that Lethe was still where he had left her, still scratching at his armor and trying to understand it.

When Royce went inside, Mark and Bolis were still fighting, but now Neave and Matilde were too, fighting over a sharpened fragment of bone, hissing and spitting at one another as they fought. 

“I love her!” Matilde snapped.

“No, I love her!” Neave shouted back. 

They rolled on the floor, and the fragment flashed down, coming up bloody. The wound didn’t slow Neave, though. 

Royce rushed forward to them. “Stop this,” he said. “Stop it! You’re fighting for no reason.”

He did his best to pull the two apart, and managed, only for Matilde to swing the makeshift blade at him, her eyes wild.

“You can’t have her either! She’s mine!”

Royce felt the pain as the weapon scraped across his ribs. If he’d had his armor, the blow wouldn’t have made a difference, but as it was, he felt the sharpness of it cutting into him, even as he spun away from it. He managed to get both hands on Matilde’s arm, and wrenched it, keeping it away from her while he forced the bone shard from her grasp.

Across from him, Gwylim had leapt at Neave, pinning the Picti girl through sheer weight and muscle. She fought to get up, but the bhargir held her in place. Royce did the same with Matilde, holding her tightly so she wouldn’t be able to lunge for her weapon.

“Matilde, it’s a spell; it isn’t real,” Royce said.

“This is a trick! You’re trying to trick me so you can have Lethe to yourself!”

“I don’t care about Lethe,” Royce said. “I’m not in love with Lethe.”

Some remnant of the spell insisted that he ought to be, but Royce fought it. He latched onto thoughts of Genevieve, using them as a shield to keep the spell at bay. 

“I’m in love with someone else,” Royce said. A thought came to him as he looked over to Neave. “And I think you are too.”

“I’m not,” Matilde insisted. “I love Lethe. I love her, more than any of you, more than anything.”

“No you don’t,” Royce said, “and if you reach deep, you’ll be able to feel it now that she isn’t here. You love Neave, and she feels the same way. You’ve hardly spent a moment apart since she showed up at the camp.”

“I don’t,” Matilde said, but she sounded uncertain. “I…”

“Yes?” Royce asked.

Matilde let out a scream, her hands clutching her head. “I don’t know what’s happening. It hurts!”

She sagged, and Royce let her go. She fell to her knees and stayed there for several seconds, taking panting breaths. 

“She was in my head,” Matilde said. “She was in my head.”

Royce knew how she felt, but right then, there was no time. He went over to Neave, still pinned beneath Gwylim’s bulk.

“Neave, I need you to focus,” he said. “What you’re feeling isn’t natural, is it? It’s not the same as what you feel for Matilde. You’re Picti; you know what the power of the old places feels like.”

“Fight it, Neave,” Matilde said, holding out a hand to her. “Please, you can do it.”

“I love… aargh!” Neave shook her head, and Royce recognized the shift in her that had happened the same way for Matilde. She was back, and she was herself.

“Are you all right?” Matilde asked, helping her up and holding her close. 

Royce wished he could give them more time, but he was only too aware of how little time there was. Another glance through Ember’s eyes told him that Lethe was still preoccupied with the crystal sword, staring at the runes on it as if trying to decipher them and probably giving the five of them enough time to kill one another, but that wouldn’t last.

“We have to help the others,” Royce said.

“That’s going to be harder,” Matilde said. “They don’t love anyone.” She glanced over to Neave. “Not that I’m admitting anything at all.”

The worrying part was that she had a point. Mark and Bolis were still fighting, still raining down blows on one another whenever they happened to be on top of the melee, and Royce couldn’t think of anything that would convince them the way he had managed to convince Matilde and Neave.

Still, he had to try.

“Mark,” he called out to his friend. “Mark, stop this!”

“You’re next,” Mark said. He kicked Bolis away from him, and the knight came up with blood on his face. 

“But I’m your friend,” Royce said.

“A friend wouldn’t try to come between me and Lethe,” Mark said. “A friend wouldn’t be there, better than me, so that she looks at him and not me.”

“Mark,” Royce said. “This is a spell. She’s cast a spell on you. She’s forcing you to love her, Mark!”

“You’re lying,” Mark snapped back. “You’re lying to try to have her to yourself.”

“Mark, we need to go,” Royce said. “We need to get out of here before she comes back.”

“I want her to come back,” Mark said. “Every moment without her is agony. If you want to go, you go. Leave me here, with her.”

Royce knew that there would be no persuading his friend. It seemed to him then that there was only one thing to do.

“I’m sorry,” he said, in the instant before he lashed out, catching his friend cleanly on the jaw. Mark tumbled to the ground, unconscious before he hit it, sprawled in place. Royce looked over to Bolis, but Neave and Matilde already had him between them, managing to lift him bodily. He was unconscious, and Neave’s smile as she nursed bruised knuckles suggested the reason for it.

“I swear it would be easier to leave him behind,” Matilde said, as they headed for the exit to the shelter. 

In answer, Royce just lifted Mark, slinging his friend over one shoulder and carrying him. “We need to get out of here.”

He led the way outside, sending Ember out across the island, looking at the beaches. Gwylim led the way, the bhargir sniffing the air as he did so. At a growl from him, Royce hurried forward into the trees. 

The path was anything but obvious. Royce couldn’t see it from above using Ember’s eyes, even though they told him the general direction in which to head. He didn’t even know if they were actually heading in that direction, because he couldn’t see them from above. 

“Gwylim,” Royce said, hoping the bhargir would understand. “Do you know where Ember is?”

The wolf-thing inclined his head. 

“Follow her,” Royce said, and he reached up with his thoughts to send Ember out in the direction of one of the beaches, and what lay there.

Gwylim set off through the trees, with the rest of them hurrying to keep up. Royce held Mark tightly in place over his shoulder, trying to find a route through the trees that would give enough space for both of them. Gwylim seemed to understand the need for it, though, picking out a path that was clear enough for them to squeeze through, with Neave and Matilde moving along behind, carrying Bolis.

Faintly, on the wind, Royce smelled a sickly sweet scent that he recognized, then heard a scream of rage in an all too melodious voice.

“She’s coming for us!” he called to the others. “Run, and focus on what’s important!”

He kept an image of Genevieve locked in his mind, even as he ran in Gwylim’s wake, the others bringing up the rear. The trees whipped by, and now Royce was certain that something else was running along, all too close behind them, the crack of breaking branches tracing her progress in a way that promised worse to come. 

Briefly, Gwylim darted from the path, and there was a shriek followed by a curse in Lethe’s far too beautiful voice. Royce didn’t slow down, not even when Gwylim came back onto the path, blood around his mouth.

They came out from the trees to a beach where Ember circled overhead, directly over the thing that had made Royce head for this beach, and that had led them all here. A boat sat on the edge of the water, clearly abandoned by one of Lethe’s more recent victims. It was large enough for all of them, barely, and they ran toward it.

“In!” Royce yelled to Matilde and Neave, as he threw Mark into the boat with such speed that he thudded when he hit it. Matilde and Neave threw Bolis in as if he were a sack of vegetables, then joined Royce to start to push the boat into the water. 

Glancing back, he saw the thing that was Lethe limping out onto the beach, blood pouring from one leg where Gwylim had bitten her. The bhargir leapt into the boat, staring back and growling.

Royce could smell the scent of her now, and a part of his brain wanted to insist that Lethe didn’t look like a monster, that she was as beautiful as she had ever been. With a roar, he pushed the boat into the water, pushing Matilde and Neave afterward to make sure they didn’t head back.

He pulled himself aboard the boat, grabbing for the oars. He pulled at them, hauling as hard as he could, determined to put distance between himself and the shore. He could see Lethe was still there, but the creature didn’t so much as put a foot into the water. Despite that, Royce kept rowing, trying to put as much distance between her and all of them as he could.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Genevieve continued heading south, in the direction of the capital and the king’s court. She knew where Altfor would be heading, and that would also be the place where her child would be able to grow up safely. The court moved regularly, as all kings’ courts did, but she was determined that she would find it, and everything that went with it.

“It’s not so far now,” Genevieve told herself. After all the time she’d spent walking, she had to be close by now. Even so, there was no sign of the capital in the distance.

There was an inn, sitting behind a small section of walls at a crossroads, with several buildings clustered within so that it was more like a small settlement than an inn. Just the sight of it was enough to remind Genevieve of how exhausted she was. She had little coin, and if anyone recognized her then she would be in danger, but she couldn’t just pass by an opportunity to rest like this.

She headed for the inn. Perhaps it was even good that she had found it, because she would be able to find where the king and his court were currently lodged. It was foolish to expect a king to stay in one spot, when the size of his court would quickly eat its way through a palace or country residence’s supplies. 

Now that she was closer to the inn, Genevieve could see brightly colored wagons that spoke of the presence of players and entertainers. Genevieve could remember people like that coming to her village once, and how delighted she had been to hear the songs and see the performances. The prospect of it made her hurry on toward the inn.

When she reached it, Genevieve could hear the music within, and see a man just outside juggling with a series of apples to the delight of a couple of local children. Inside, she could see that the inn was packed with people, most of whom were currently laughing at a man and a woman who were up on a makeshift stage, apparently each trying to deliver a serious soliloquy, but without noticing the other, so that their efforts turned it into comedy as they narrowly missed walking into one another and appeared to finish one another’s sentences.

Genevieve watched all of it, but pulled the hood of her cloak up to be certain that she wouldn’t be recognized. She suspected that not everyone would be as kind as the two crofters had been if they realized who Genevieve was. This far south, they were well out of Altfor’s lands, but feelings for a noble out on her own, and whose husband had burned so much, would still be raw. She started to make her way toward the bar, careful not to jostle anyone as she went, and not wanting to cause trouble.

She was halfway there when she saw the figure standing not far from the stage, hood up and eyes covered as if he were blind. He could wear all the disguises he wanted, but Genevieve’s heart still felt as though it stopped when she saw him. She would recognize her so-called husband anywhere.

He was wandering the crowd, holding out a hat to collect coins for the performance as he shuffled there. Genevieve had the feeling that Altfor was also keeping an eye on the crowd, watching for anything that might pose a threat to the players. Genevieve didn’t know how the former duke’s son had come to sign on as protection for a bunch of players, but that was exactly what it looked like had happened. 

Without thinking about it, Genevieve started stalking Altfor through the room, her hand tightening instinctively on the hilt of her eating knife. She slipped into the spaces he left, watching him, trying to pick out a moment when she would be able to step up to him and cut his throat.

“All this way to kill you,” Genevieve whispered, “and you’re right there.”

Genevieve hated Altfor, wanted him dead almost as much as anything else in the world. The fact that he was here seemed like a gift sent by fate, and the kind of thing that she couldn’t turn down. Even so, as she followed him like that, Genevieve found herself faced with one problem…

She wasn’t sure that she could do it.

A part of that was the physical difficulty of it. As easy as it looked to just step up to her husband and stab him, Genevieve knew there was more to violence than that. If Altfor saw her coming, then she would be fighting a trained warrior armed with a sword. If she struck and Altfor survived the first blow, Genevieve would be fighting him hand to hand, and she already knew that he was stronger than her.

Another part of it was simply that, whatever else he was, Altfor was the father of her child. He was her husband. Genevieve wasn’t sure she could just walk up and stab anyone, let alone someone who was all of those things. 

She tried making herself do it anyway, gripping the knife harder and harder until her knuckles turned white, telling herself that this breath, or the next, she would step forward and deliver the blow that mattered.

She didn’t, though, even though Altfor was still there, standing with his back to her, an easy target.

“How am I supposed to kill him if I can’t stab him?” Genevieve asked herself.

This had been part of the plan with Sheila—that Genevieve would bring her sister back when the deed was to be done so that they could be certain that it would be done. Right now though, Genevieve was alone in the inn, and she couldn’t even pull the hood of her cloak down for fear that someone might recognize her…

The idea settled into her brain slowly, as Genevieve thought about all the hatred that she had experienced on her way this far south. These might not be Altfor’s lands, but there had to be a reason he was disguised, didn’t there? Genevieve couldn’t imagine anyone liking Altfor if they knew who he was, and there were enough drunks in the crowd that it might work. It was just a question of deciding how to do it without putting herself in danger.

Genevieve looked around the crowd, listening to them, trying to find someone suitable. People talked in voices loud and low, about everything from crops to battles, to the play still taking place at the front of the inn to the chances of King Carris going north. It took a minute or two before she found the man she wanted, seated and already drunk, large and tough looking, a sword strapped to his waist.

He was talking about the north. “Aye, we’d do worse than to go up there to join with them,” he said. “That Royce, he’s a one who has the interests of ordinary folk in mind.”

“Ordinary folk,” another man snorted. “He’s calling himself king.”

“But nothing like the duke who went before him,” the big man said.

“You want to be careful, Hobb. The wrong person hears this and they might think that you mean treason.”

The big man stood. “Treason? And it’s no crime to do all that the duke and his son did up there? They burned villages, Laris, burned them with the people still in. They slaughtered people. I’ve a distant cousin used to be up that way, and they put his head on a spike for no reason at all.”

“Probably all that poaching he used to—”

“For no reason at all!” the big man bellowed, and then looked around at the people staring at him. “I’m going outside.”

Hobb set off toward the door, and Genevieve saw her chance. Timing her walk across the inn as carefully as she could, she put herself in the big man’s path, looking as frightened as she could. 

“Watch where you’re going,” he said as he bumped into her. He looked down at Genevieve, and for a moment she wondered if she had done the wrong thing by putting herself in the path of someone so big and so drunk. 

“I… I’m sorry,” she stammered out, trying to think of how to say it. “It’s just… did you see him?”

“See who?” Hobb demanded.

“Please, not so loud,” Genevieve said, letting more fear into her voice. “He mustn’t know that I’m here. I… I’m from one of the villages he burned.”

That caught the big man’s attention.

“That who burned?” Hobb asked.

Genevieve pointed as discreetly as she could in Altfor’s direction. “That… that is Altfor, the son of the old duke to the north. He murdered everyone.”

Hobb looked drunkenly from her to Altfor and back again. “You’re sure?”

“I will never forget his face for the things that he has done,” Genevieve promised the big man.

That seemed to be enough for him as, already reaching for his sword, Hobb set off across the inn.

“Duke Altfor!” he bellowed. “I see you there. I know it’s you!”

Genevieve suspected that the sensible thing to do then would be to leave, but she didn’t. She hung back in the crowd instead, keeping out of sight, making sure that Altfor wouldn’t see her face. It gave her a perfect view as her husband turned to the big man and looked him straight in the eye in spite of his supposed blindness.

“You’re a poor actor, Altfor,” Genevieve whispered to herself.

“I don’t know who you are,” Altfor proclaimed, “but I’m not this man you think I am. Now leave me be!”

He didn’t say the word “peasant,” but it was so clear from his tone that he might as well have shouted it. Even the way he spoke marked Altfor out as noble. Hobb might have been drunk, but even he picked up on him.

“You are him!” the big man said. “You’re Altfor, the one who killed all those people.”

“People who were mine to kill!” Altfor snapped back, obviously deciding that he had no chance of continuing the deception. He drew a sword, and the blade shone in the light filtering in through the windows. 

Hobb drew his own blade, and Genevieve cheered him silently. He swung a blow that looked as though it could have felled a tree, and Altfor danced back.

In that moment, Genevieve realized that whatever else he was, her husband was still a noble, with all the training that came with it. Hobb’s blows were powerful and true, but Altfor had the skill to deflect and to dodge, even though he looked as frightened as a rabbit while he was doing it. 

Then Altfor struck back, and all but severed Hobb’s head from his shoulders. 

Perhaps on another day, that would have made the room go silent, but now it burst into motion, with a dozen or more men reaching for blades. Genevieve heard some shouting about Altfor’s villainy, others declaring their loyalty to the king and their support, and a few of the players looking as though they didn’t know which side to fight on. A young man with a long knife stepped in to defend Altfor, and another man hit him. A man who looked like a former soldier ran at Altfor, and Altfor ducked, thrusting through him.

Genevieve ducked back toward the wall. A man loomed up over her, and she cried out as he lifted a blade. Then someone barreled into him from the side, knocking him out of the way. Genevieve pressed her way out of the fight, keeping her eyes on Altfor as he fought his way toward the door. 

A man hit Altfor with a club, and he staggered, but cut back. 

“Come on,” Genevieve muttered, as more men went at Altfor. “One of you can do it.”

They went for him with clubs and knives, swords that looked as though they’d seen plenty of use and hammers that had probably seen more. With each blow that fell toward her husband, Genevieve found herself hoping it would be the one to connect and kill him, but each time, Altfor found a way to survive. 

He ducked under a sword blow, cut back, rolled out of the way of a kicking boot, and parried another stroke. Genevieve felt sure he shouldn’t have been able to survive such an onslaught, but somehow he did. If another man had managed it, Genevieve might almost have thought of it as heroic, but with Altfor, it merely seemed like a rat running from a fire while everyone else burned.

Of course, he hadn’t been the one to start this particular conflagration of blows. Genevieve cursed the fact that she hadn’t thought of the way this might turn out, and started to make her way along the edges of the inn, looking for a back door. She found it, opened it, and slipped out.

She slipped behind the wheel of one of the wagons there, keeping out of sight and waiting to see whether Altfor would come out under his own power or in pieces.

When he did come out, it was at speed, almost as if someone had thrown him from the door. The young player from before followed him, slamming the door behind him as if it were a bulwark to hold back the tide of people.

“You tricked us,” the young man said. 

“Turn around and walk away, Colm,” Altfor replied. That caught Genevieve a little by surprise. It wasn’t like her husband to give anyone a warning.

“We took you in; we even asked you if you’d had any part in the burnings, and you lied to us. You fooled us.”

He took a step toward Altfor, a hand on his sword, and that was his mistake. Colm probably thought that Altfor was a bully who would back down, but Genevieve knew just how deeply the streak of violence ran in him. 

Altfor’s sword thrust quickly, sharply, and straight into Colm’s chest. The young man looked at him for a moment in obvious shock, his mouth opening and closing as if he might say something, and then toppled silently to the ground. Altfor hurried over to a horse, mounted it, and heeled it forward out of the inn’s compound.

Through her guilt at the pain she had just caused, Genevieve considered her options. She wasn’t sure that she had any. There was nothing she could do for the young man who lay on the ground, because his eyes were already glazed over in death. She still couldn’t bring herself to stab Altfor, and in any case, the fight in the inn had only served to remind her of just how dangerous he was.

All she could do was go over to another of the horses and mount it, following in the direction that Altfor had gone and hoping that somewhere along the road, there would be a chance to do this better.

Maybe then, finally, her husband would die.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Royce rowed as hard as he could away from Lethe’s island, and it felt as though every stroke of the oars through the water put a little more of her spell out of his mind. Maybe that was just the concentration needed to keep from capsizing when all around them, the water rose and shifted in peaks and troughs like small hills, threatening to tumble them down each one and into whatever was waiting underneath.

Gwylim sat at the prow of their boat, looking out over the water. Neave and Matilde sat toward the middle, where there were a few supplies, as if the boat’s previous owner had expected an exploration of several weeks. Mark and Bolis were still unconscious in the stern, although even as he thought it, Royce heard Mark groan and saw his friend start to stir.

“What…” Mark began. He sat up, clutching his head. “Where… no, I have to get back to Lethe…”

Royce passed his oars to Neave and Matilde, ready to tackle his friend if he had to.

“Mark, you’re further away. Try to think, try to breathe.”

He saw Mark look at him with anger, as if he might leap forward in the boat.

“You took me away from her. You ruined everything.”

“It was a spell,” Royce said, trying to get through to his friend. “Think, Mark. What do you actually feel right now?”

“I feel… I feel…” Mark shook his head. “I’m not in love with her. It… I can remember how perfect she was, and how much I loved her, but I can’t remember why. I remember… I was planning to kill all of you.”

“It’s all right,” Royce said. “That wasn’t you; that was just the effect that thing has on people.” 

“It was just…” Mark winced, clutching his head. “It hurts. It feels as though my brain is on fire.”

Mark all but collapsed again, and Royce found himself wondering if this was some side effect of the craving Lethe had induced. Perhaps, in making the world seem so perfect, she made everything without her hurt. If so, it made sense that Mark, who hadn’t been able to break through the spell, would hurt more.

“Do you two hurt like this?” Royce asked Matilde and Neave.

He saw Neave grit her teeth.

“A bit,” Matilde admitted. “Not as bad as that, though.”

And Royce didn’t hurt at all. Just thinking about Genevieve seemed to push all of it from his mind, even as he knew that he ought to be thinking about Olivia. 

He heard Bolis groan then, and Royce went to get a hold on him, stepping over the spot where Mark lay almost helplessly as the knight recovered consciousness. He was just in time, because Bolis’s first reaction was to surge up against him in apparent rage.

“I’ll kill you! You will not…”

“It’s a spell, Bolis,” Royce said. “You don’t love Lethe.”

“I love her! I love her more than any of you!”

Royce kept his grip on the knight for the seconds it took for the knight’s breathing to calm, and his brain to register that he didn’t love the creature that had sought to kill them. Even then, Royce kept his grip on Bolis’s arm for several seconds longer.

“How are you feeling?” Royce asked him at last.

“Ashamed,” he said. “I am supposed to be a knight, not a fool to be taken in by a creature who… oh, my head!”

He groaned and collapsed as Mark had. If anything, it was worse, because Bolis barely seemed to be conscious. It seemed as though his whole body was being torn apart by the aftereffects of the spell. 

Once he was sure Bolis wasn’t about to attack them, Royce let the knight go. Matilde and Neave paused in their rowing for a moment or two, and the boat drifted, carried by the currents that ran between the islands.

“So,” Matilde said. “Those two are back to themselves, kind of, but what now?”

Royce wasn’t sure. They had almost no equipment or weapons now, with even the crystal sword left behind where they didn’t dare go back to find it, because if they did, there was too much of a risk that they would just end up caught in Lethe’s spell again. Royce cursed himself for having lost something so precious.

Around them, the water spread out, and it wasn’t one flat landscape. There were patches where the currents ripped in different directions, and where white water sprung up around rocks and shoals. There were flat patches that suggested deep water beneath.

There were fins in the water too, and for a moment, Royce thought there might be sharks tracking them, but then a dolphin leapt from the water, spinning in the air for a moment before splashing down into the water again. A great whale surfaced amongst them, the scale of it enough to dwarf the boat, the wash of its surfacing pushing the small vessel back. 

It felt like a moment to simply sit there and absorb, but Royce could see the danger in that. The creature that had attacked before was still out there somewhere in the depths, and while he didn’t know if these shallower waters would be enough to deter it, he didn’t want to sit there and find out.

“We need to head for an island,” Royce said. 

“Not the one we have just come from,” Neave replied.

Royce could only agree with that, but eliminating one of the Seven Isles from the equation still left six more, and those were just the main ones, five ringed around the bulk of the large central island. There were dozens more small islands that ranged from the size of the boat to the size of a farmer’s field, covered in everything from grass to trees, bare rock to volcanic ash. 

“How do we find your father among all this?” Matilde agreed.

“There will be a settlement somewhere,” Royce said. “If we row, maybe we will find one. It’s our best chance.”

They took turns rowing, although it turned out that neither Mark nor Bolis could row for long, as debilitated as they were. Their small boat cut through the water, but only slowly, and Royce could feel his arms starting to ache with the effort. He started to worry that they would be stuck out there on the water until they starved, or died of thirst, or were finally claimed by sea creatures. 

The islands were very different from one another. The one Lethe had been on had been a place of tropical forest, but Royce could see another that was as arid and sandy as any desert, apparently swept clean of vegetation by the wind. There was one that was grassy and green, but with only patches of trees rather than the thick covering of them that Lethe’s island had possessed. One seemed to be a rockier place, with spikes and peaks across its surface, and large, aggressive-looking birds nesting among them. There was an island that was almost at sea level, with mangrove trees sticking up out of the water, almost permanently submerged, and there was one…

“There’s a settlement of some kind there,” Neave said, pointing.

As she did so, Royce saw the place. It was a thing of old, gray stone, slate roofs, and baked clay bricks. It looked as ancient as anything Royce had seen there amid the islands, the buildings as much ruins as living places. There were towers there that looked half toppled, and buildings that were little more than shells. As he sent Ember out to fly over it, he thought he saw figures standing there amid the ruins, gray and still, staring as if waiting for something. It was only as the hawk flew closer that he realized they were statues.

No, not statues, perfectly preserved people, each one caught in some moment of staring, or running, by what seemed like ash. The whole city was covered in it, turning it into a living memorial, caught between one moment and the next by the power of the volcano at the heart of the Seven Isles.

“Who built it, do you think?” Matilde asked, and it took Royce a moment to realize that she meant the city.

Neave answered. “The same ancient folk who built the places of power. My people say that they lived and traveled the world, and they knew more about magic than anyone, bringing back knowledge to a great city. Then they were… gone, just gone.”

“The volcano killed them,” Royce said. “There are people there, they must have been caught just as it erupted.” He thought for another moment or two, and it seemed that the others were thinking too.

“If your father was looking for magic,” Mark said, “maybe he went to their city.”

It made sense. It made so much sense that they started to row for the city without even thinking about it, moving toward it in slow strokes. Even if Royce’s father wasn’t there, a city sounded like the best place for them to get supplies with which to continue searching the islands.

Then Royce saw a flicker of white from the corner of his eye, and it was enough to make his head snap around, sending out Ember almost as a reflex. The hawk’s wings took her closer to the island, and as she got closer, Royce saw a tower of black that looked as though it had been carved from the obsidian that littered the volcano. He might have ignored it even then, except that he saw the remnants of a faded banner hanging from it.

That banner showed the symbol of the white stag.

Instantly, Royce found himself thinking of the vision he’d had of his father, when he’d been down underwater, fighting his way to the surface. He’d been heading through a forest then, and it had been the white hart that had led him to his father, hadn’t it? The symbol seemed like too much to just ignore.

“There!” Royce said, pointing. “My father is there!”

“Where?” Mark asked, still sounding bleary and in pain.

“On the main island,” Royce said. “His symbol is there.”

“Are you sure?” Matilde asked. “The city seems so much more likely.”

“And we can get weapons there,” Neave said. “Besides, if it is a place of the ancient folk…”

Royce shook his head. He knew his friends’ arguments were good ones, but he knew with almost absolute certainty that they were wrong. His father had left that symbol, had led him this far, and Royce felt as if going to the city even to gather resources would be to ignore that. Somehow, he knew it wasn’t a mistake that he had seen it now, when he’d been thinking of turning back. 

“We have to go to the island,” Royce said.

“Royce—” Mark began, but Royce cut him off.

“Please, all of you, I know it doesn’t make sense, but I need you to trust me,” Royce said. “This… this is what we have to do.”

He looked at his friends, hoping they would understand, not sure how to persuade them. He couldn’t show them what Ember saw, could only ask them to trust him. Royce just hoped that it would be enough.

“You saved me on the Red Isle,” Mark said. “You’ve saved all of us plenty of times. If you say that’s where we need to go, then I’ll go with you.”

Neave nodded. “You have the talents of a true king. I will go where you lead.”

Bolis managed a groan. “You are my king.”

Matilde shrugged. “I guess we can always look at the city after.”

They turned the boat, slowly pointing it toward the central island, with its volcanic slopes and magma floes, black sand beaches and craggy outcrops. Royce took the first stint on the oars, pulling hard on them so they cut across the waves, while the others called out the rocks ahead.

They took turns rowing as the sun crept its way across the sky. Mark was well enough to row a little now, although Sir Bolis was still laid low in the bottom of the boat. He looked better than he had been in the moments after he’d woken, but even so he was almost gray with pain and the aftermath of Lethe’s twisted “love.” 

Slowly, they made progress toward the island. They were close now, but Royce found himself looking back toward the city, wondering if, after all this effort, it would be worth it. Had he really done the right thing by persuading them to go this way on the strength of just a banner?

He was still looking back when he saw the city shift. The sunlight struck it at the right angle, and in that moment it was transformed into a living hell of ash and fire, fleeing figures and violence as people fought to get away. Magic flared in a kind of warfare that had nothing to do with the world now, and fire rained from the sky, making the water around the city rise in steam.

Screams carried out across the water and Royce looked around at the others, wanting to make sure that this was real. Just the horror on their faces was enough to tell him that they could see it too.

“It… it’s like the city is dying all over again,” Neave said. Royce could hear fear in her tone, but also fascination; the Picti knew about the ways of the people who had come before, with their magic.

Matilde swallowed. “Do you think it’s real? Not just an image?”

Royce could see the steam coming off the water, turning into the mist that had surrounded the islands when they got too close. 

“I think it is,” Royce said.

That just made Matilde look more afraid. “If we’d been there…”

If they’d been there, they would be dead, caught up in an endless replay of the disaster that had destroyed the city so long ago. If his father hadn’t left a signal behind, they would have gone to the city, and they would have burned along with the rest of it.

They sat there in the boat and watched it for most of an hour, before the sun finally shifted enough that the city faded back into stillness. After so much horror, the stillness was almost worse. It seemed like forever before Royce realized they should be rowing, and set his hands to the oars again.

They picked their way through the shallows around the central island, dragging their boat up onto a beach that seemed to be composed of fragments of obsidian ground so small that they became like sand. The island spread out around them, the volcano towering over all of it, more massive than Royce could have believed. From here, it wasn’t possible to see the tower, but he knew that it had to be there somewhere.

Where though? Royce could see the others looking at him, waiting for him to decide where they should go next. Even Gwylim sat there expectantly, occasionally looking up toward the peak of the volcano, where steam rose in the promise of future fire and violence. 

Royce looked around, trying to work out the best way to get up the mountain. He was still looking when he saw a small image, scratched into the island’s black rock with chalk. He recognized the image of the stag, and he knew then that there was only one route to take.

“This way,” he said, setting out along the trail. He wasn’t sure what kind of dangers lay along it, but he knew it was the way they had to go.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Lofen looked at the map in his hand, trying to make some sense of it. It had probably made perfect sense to Neave when she’d drawn it, but the kinds of things that made sense to the Picti didn’t necessarily make sense to any normal person.

“Great,” Lofen said. “How am I supposed to win them over if I can’t even understand them?”

He had so few experiences with the Picti, and yet his brothers were expecting him to be able to bring them back to help with the fight that was coming. He’d seen them when he’d been expecting to die down at the healing stone, and he’d seen them around the camp when they’d come to help in the fight against Altfor, but beyond that…

Beyond that, the Picti were stories, and Lofen had no idea which stories to believe. The ones he’d heard had them as brutal savages who killed civilized folk when they found them, or who engaged in strange quests on points of honor. They were folk who might slaughter a man for saying the wrong thing, but who kept their word once they gave it, even if it meant dying. 

“I should have spent more time with the Picti in camp,” Lofen said to himself, looking around and trying to decide if the next hill was the same as one drawn on the map, or if it was one further back.

The truth was that Lofen would have preferred a task where he just had to hit something. That would have made things far simpler. Raymond had always been the clever one, and Garet had been the one with the energy and the ideas. Lofen had been the one who had been good at fighting, but without the others there, he felt…

“Helpless,” he said, the word bringing with it a whole wash of fear. Lofen knew where that fear had started, back in the dungeons of the duke. Those had been bad enough, with the feeling that they couldn’t help anyone, couldn’t save anyone. The stone had been worse, with the gibbet, and then being tied to the stone… the pain…

Lofen pushed those thoughts from his head. His brothers didn’t need him to be frightened. He looked at the map again, decided that the hill was the one he sought, and set off in the direction of a wood beyond it. He rode hard until the trees closed in around him, then dismounted on instinct, sensing that the Picti wouldn’t like someone just trampling through their domain on horseback. 

Lofen tried to remember more of what he’d seen of the Picti. The ones who had come to fight with them had been fierce and proud, loyal but with a deep sense of a past where the land had been there. Was that the way to do this: offer them their lands back?

Lofen knew that wouldn’t work. He couldn’t make a promise that they’d know was false. Even he was intelligent enough to know that.

Instead, Lofen started to walk, deep into the woods. He didn’t know if there were eyes on him or not there, but some instinct said that there might be. Slowly, carefully, he took out his sword and set it down by a tree. 

“I’m here to talk,” he said, to the forest around him. He hoped someone was listening, because his brothers would laugh long and hard if they heard that Lofen had been out talking to just the trees and the birds. 

Still, he had that nagging feeling that someone was watching.

“I don’t mean you any harm,” Lofen said. “You have my word on that. I’ve been sent by my brother, King Royce!”

“No invader is a king of ours,” a man said, venom in the words. He melted from the shadows of the forest, and others came with him. There were men and women there, all armed, some with axes or swords, some with bows. Instantly, Lofen’s memory flickered back to the sight of Picti almost like these stepping out around the healing stone.

“Royce is a king for everyone,” Lofen said, keeping his eyes on the man who had spoken. He was taller than Lofen, broad-shouldered and powerfully built. His skin was decorated with woad and his beard was spiked in odd directions. He carried a spear whose head spread out like a leaf, with a shaft of broad oak.

“You think a man just gets to come in and call himself king?” the Picti said. “I am Nils of the clawed bear clan, and I lead here, not some man we’ve never heard of.”

“I’m Lofen,” Lofen said. “My brother… well, he was raised as my brother, but the truth is that he’s the son of King Philip, and…” Lofen tried to think of what would impress the Picti, what had impressed those who were already with them. “The stone. The healing stone sang out for him.”

Around him, the Picti stood in silence, and Lofen tried to judge whether that had impressed them or not.

“You’re lying,” Nils said. “Just by bringing up the stones, you show us how little you know of who we are, and what we’ve lost.”

Lofen tried to think, and realized that he did know this part. He’d seen it in the face of every Picti he’d met. “You’ve lost who you were. It’s not just a kingdom, is it? You hold on to old ways, and old secrets, but only because there’s no space in the world for any of them. Royce can give you back that space.”

The larger man drew his spear so fast that Lofen had to clench his fists to keep himself from reacting.

“Be careful,” he said. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, and I’ve killed men for less.”

“I believe you,” Lofen said. “Men who didn’t understand how much it means. Men who don’t know what I’m saying when I tell you that Royce will give it back to you; not your lands, but the part that matters.”

Nils laughed at that, but Lofen could see that he was doing it for the benefit of the others around him. They were looking at Lofen thoughtfully, as if they couldn’t quite believe what he was saying to them.

“Royce made the stone cry out,” Lofen said. “He retrieved a sword made of crystal, and armor taken from the silent tower beside Earl Undine’s castle. He can see through the eyes of a hawk, and has spoken with witches. When he rules, it will be a land with space for all of the old things.”

 “Those are nice stories,” Nils said.

“They’re not stories,” Lofen said. “Royce did all of those things. I was there, and so were plenty of your people. There are Picti who have already joined us, and fought beside us.”

“And yet they are not here,” Nils said. “No one is here but you to tell us these things. None of our people heard this stone sing out, none of us have seen this crystal sword, or this brother of yours.”

“Are you saying I’m a liar?” Lofen asked, unable to stop himself. The flash of temper came quickly, but even so, it was stupid to do it. Or was it? The Picti hated liars, and they were fierce. Lofen couldn’t imagine Neave standing by while someone said that she was lying.

“Yes,” Nils said. “You’re a liar. All outsiders are. They give their word, and then they break it. They promise us anything, tell us any fable, in the hope that we will not kill them. You shouldn’t have come here, outsider.”

Lofen suspected that he should run then, but what good would that do? He doubted he would get ten paces before he was brought down by an arrow. Worse, he would have failed his brothers, because if he couldn’t persuade these Picti, he wouldn’t be able to persuade any of them. News about him would travel far faster than he could.

“I’m not leaving,” Lofen said. “Not without you.”

“You see?” Nils replied. “He’s a liar, saying things that can’t be true. You know what, outsider, I think that I should teach you what it means to come where you’re not welcome.”

Lofen saw the spear snap around, the haft of it slamming into his stomach. It took everything he had to keep from doubling over. The Picti struck again, and this time Lofen stepped aside, barely dodging the blow of the spear in time. 

“I don’t want to fight you,” Lofen said.

“That’s not true. You want it; I can tell,” Nils said. “You want to kill me, don’t you?”

He swung again, and this time Lofen managed to take the impact of the spear haft on his arms, feeling them bruise but not break. He dodged back before another blow could take his legs out from beneath him.

“Admit it!” Nils said. “You want to fight me! You want to kill me!”

Lofen parried aside a blow of the spear, only for Nils to reverse it and strike it with the butt of the thing. This time, Lofen went down to one knee, having to fight the urge to throw up. His hands balled into fists, anger flooding through him.

“Yes,” he admitted, “I want to kill you right now.”

“Then do it,” the Picti snapped at him. “Fight me! Prove you’re a liar.”

It took Lofen a moment to realize what Nils meant. He’d said it, hadn’t he, when he was coming into the forest? He’d told the Picti waiting there that he wasn’t going to harm any of them. 

He had a moment to realize what that might mean before Nils was attacking again, swinging the spear Lofen’s way. Lofen barely ducked under it in time, then rolled, coming up on his feet. 

The other Picti weren’t attacking, and Lofen guessed that they were waiting to see how this would go. What would happen if he did attack, if he did strike Nils down? Before he’d come here, he might have thought that it would give him the authority to tell the Picti what to do, but he could see now that it wouldn’t work like that.

What would? Dodging and weaving and parrying like this just made Lofen feel like a coward. Every instinct he had told him to fight back, and said that it wasn’t enough at the same time. 

The spear flashed out again, and this time the leaf-shaped blade scored along Lofen’s collarbone. He saw his blood stain his clothes, and felt the pain burning along his skin. Nils paused, running his finger through the blood on the blade, then licking it.

“You’ll bleed more, outsider,” Nils said. He held out a hand, and one of the other Picti threw something that Lofen recognized instantly. It was his sword, still in its sheath, and Nils caught it one-handed.

“Here,” Nils said with obvious contempt. He threw the blade down in the dirt in front of Lofen. “Take it and fight me, or you’ll bleed far more.”

“If that’s what it takes,” Lofen said. He knew what it would take now; the only question was if he could do it. “I won’t fight you.”

He stood there, arms spread wide, forcing himself to stay still.

Nils struck him, the other Picti letting out a collective gasp at the force of it. Lofen staggered and almost fell, but he managed to right himself, adopting the position he’d been in before.

Nils struck out again, this time in a thin slice along Lofen’s leg. He followed it up with a kick that sent Lofen sprawling back. Lofen laughed, because what else was there to do in a moment like that but laugh? He stood up again, arms still spread wide, forcing himself to stand still as Nils struck again, then again.

It was the hardest thing in Lofen’s life to simply stand there, to feel so helpless after everything he’d been through. He’d been helpless in the dungeons, helpless when they’d taken him and his brothers up to the stone to suffer. Every moment of pain was a moment when he could strike back, but had to force himself not to, and that was hard. He didn’t want to stand there, feeling as though he could do nothing.

Then he realized the difference: he could do something; he was choosing not to do it. He was choosing to hold his ground, choosing to keep his word, choosing to stand there, whatever it took.

Nils seemed to get angrier and angrier as Lofen stood there, striking harder and harder. Lofen was sure he felt something break as Nils struck his ribs, cried out as the Picti kicked the side of his knee. He staggered, and he barely had the strength to get up this time. 

Nils pushed him back, then tripped him, leaving Lofen in the dirt, so close to his sword that it would have been easy to reach out and snatch it up. One thrust was all it would take.

Nils drew back his spear, point aimed firmly at Lofen’s chest. There was no way he could miss now.

“Enough of this,” the Picti said. “It’s time for this to end.”

Lofen could have grabbed for his sword, could have used it, could have at least parried, but he knew that if he did that, then the Picti would never come to Royce’s aid. Even if Nils killed him, that might be enough to prove to the others that this was something worth being a part of, worth even dying for. He lay there, surprised to realize that he was prepared to die for this.

The spear shot forward, straight toward his heart. Lofen didn’t flinch, didn’t even try to dodge. He’d already felt the pain of the spear wounds, and he suspected that this wouldn’t be any worse. Any pain there was would only be brief.

The spear stopped a hair’s breadth from his skin, Nils quivering with the effort of pulling the blow short. He held it there for a second or so longer, and while he did, Lofen still didn’t know if he was going to die or not.

Then Nils tossed his spear to one of the waiting Picti and grabbed Lofen by the arm, pulling him to his feet. With all of the pain running through his body, it took everything Lofen had to stand, and not show weakness. 

“Maybe some outsiders keep their promises after all,” Nils said. “It’s rare there’s a man who’s willing to die to keep his word.”

“Some things are worth dying for,” Lofen said. 

“Like this brother of yours? The one you say the stone sang for?”

“I’m not a liar,” Lofen said. 

“No, I think you aren’t,” Nils replied. He looked around at the others gathered there, the men and women who were standing silent and still, apparently trying to work out what everything they’d just seen meant. “Well, what do you say? Will we go with this outsider and help him?”

The roar of support echoed through the forest.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Royce led the way across the island, the rock shifting with every step. Scraps of basalt gave way under his feet, while around him, the whole island seemed to breathe in waves of fire and superheated air.

“Careful!” Matilde called out, as hot water burst out of a geyser just ahead. Royce was already leaping back, while a shower of water struck Gwylim. The bhargir howled before shaking himself like a wet dog, the wounds already starting to heal.

“That was close,” Royce said. “Everyone, be careful. I think even the ground here is dangerous for us.”

The island seemed desperately close to being a living thing, and an angry one at that. The lava flows on the upper slopes seemed like blood flowing through veins, while the bursting of the geysers felt like the snorting of an angry bull. The whole place seemed angry, in fact, as if the very ground didn’t want them there. 

As if in confirmation of that, the ground beneath their feet rumbled. 

“Are we still on the right path?” Mark asked. He was keeping up, but only barely, while Bolis was moving slower behind, leaning on a branch from a twisted tree. There were greener ones here and there, in patches of dark soil so rich that Royce suspected almost anything could grow there, but most of the plants were blackened or petrified: stick like, spiny things that seemed almost skeletal.

“There’s another white stag ahead,” Royce said, pointing to a rock that had it scratched onto its surface. He and the others headed toward it.

Another rumble came beneath their feet, and now Royce thought he could feel the ground shifting.

“Forward!” he yelled. “Run!”

The others ran forward as quickly as they could, Matilde almost keeping up with Royce, Gwylim ahead of all of them. Neave and Mark followed shortly after them, but Bolis was slower. Royce saw the fissure starting to open up under the knight’s feet, and turned back without thinking, throwing himself forward as Bolis fell. 

He felt his hand clasp around the knight’s wrist, and Royce lay there on the edge of a gap in the world that looked down on pools of lava. Bolis hung from his grasp, and while Royce could hold him there, he wasn’t sure he could haul him up.

“It’s all right,” Royce said. “I’ve got you.”

Then he felt himself starting to slip, his body moving forward, closer to the edge, dragged by Bolis’s weight. Bolis obviously felt it too, because the knight seemed to make a decision.

“Let me go, my king,” Bolis said.

“I’m not letting you go,” Royce said. “Hold on.”

“You need to let me go, or you’ll be dragged down too,” Bolis insisted. He started to struggle in Royce’s grip, and that struggle only pushed them both further toward the edge…

Then Royce felt weight pressing down across his legs, holding him in place. Gwylim was there, the bhargir’s weight more than enough to hold Royce still. Royce still couldn’t pull Bolis up, but at least he wasn’t sliding forward anymore.

Then Mark dropped into place beside Royce, held in place by the combined weight of Neave and Matilde. He reached down, grabbing Bolis’s other arm. As weak as he still was from the aftereffects of Lethe’s spell, the addition of his strength made Bolis feel light in Royce’s hands.

“Ready?” Royce said. “Heave!”

They hauled Sir Bolis up together, all of them lying panting on the dark ground for a moment.

“We should move further from the fissure,” Neave said after a few moments, reminding them that the ground was still uncertain here.

Royce forced his way back to his feet and they struggled on. The path that his father had laid was a winding thing, taking them around patches of land that were open, and through other spaces that were crammed with rocks. Matilde in particular seemed to be growing annoyed with the circuitous route.

“Why don’t we just cross over this section of slope?” she demanded, pointing across an apparently flat section. The path led around it, and even Royce couldn’t see the reason. He trusted his father, though. 

“There has to be a reason why he wanted us to come this way,” Royce said.

“You don’t even know that he knew we would be coming this way,” Matilde said. “This path could be just whatever path he took, or maybe he just wanted to decorate the island with as many of his symbols as he could.”

She started forward, stepping out onto the open ground. A rumbling came from above, and Neave barely jerked back in time as rocks started to fall, tumbling down the slope. Some were larger than a man, others red hot and still glowing with the heat of the volcano.

“I think my father knew exactly what he was doing,” Royce said. “Maybe this is just a safe path he found, marked for anyone to find, or maybe he knew that I would be here. Either way, I think we need to keep following the path.”

This time, none of the others argued, so they kept following the route that the chalked and scratched stags marked out, clambering over patches of rocky ground and razor-sharp obsidian. It was hard going, and Royce could feel his body protesting at the effort. He was about to suggest that they stop and rest for a while when Ember called out above. Royce looked through her eyes, and in that moment he saw things scurrying across rocks not far from them, moving quietly, following in parallel to them.

The creatures were scaled and humanoid, shorter than a human but powerfully built. Their eyes reminded Royce of cats, while their teeth were more like those of wolves, long and sharp. They had claws too, and stranger still, they had weapons: crude spears that seemed to be formed from branches and pieces of volcanic rock.

“We’re being followed,” Royce said. “I think we might be attacked.”

“I hope not,” Mark said. “We have no weapons, Bolis can’t fight, and even I’m worn down.”

“We’ll have to get weapons,” Royce said. He wished he had the crystal sword then. He wished that he’d been able to go back and retrieve it, but doing that would have seen them all caught again by Lethe. They would have to do the best they could with what they had. “The creatures have spears made from obsidian. Maybe we could make the same.”

They looked around for anything they could use. There were plenty of blocks of obsidian around the island, and Royce grabbed a rock, using it to hammer away at one, flaking away pieces of the glassy black material. Bolis and Mark snapped branches from one of the trees, while Matilde and Neave split lengths of the rope they’d used to climb up onto the island, turning them into twine so they could tie the obsidian shards to the hafts they’d created. The results for the first couple were serviceable but sharp looking.

Royce kept working at the lump of obsidian. He struck at it and a crack spread across it. A lump fell from it, leaf shaped and as long as Royce’s forearm. He lifted it, testing the edge, tapping away at it to sharpen it. Taking some twine from Matilde, he wrapped it round and round the base of the shard to form a kind of handle.

The sword that resulted was shorter than the crystal sword had been, but seemed every bit as sharp, in its way. Royce hefted it, testing how it would swing, and it seemed to dance from spot to spot. The others all had spears now, testing them for strength, with Bolis leaning on his like a crutch.

A flicker of sunlight from dark scales told Royce that they were running out of time. He still wasn’t sure they had enough to win against the creatures that were coming.

“We need to find a better place to make a stand,” Royce said. He looked around until he spotted an outcrop of rock, with trees around the edge that might at least form a kind of shield against any creatures coming in. It would slow them a little, forcing them to come in one by one. The only downside was that there was nowhere else to go from it. They would win there, or they would die. 

Still, Royce couldn’t see anywhere else they could do this.

“There,” Royce said, pointing. “We’ll fight them there.”

They ran for the stand of rock, and now the scaled creatures were out in the open, racing after them. They were faster than their hunched forms might suggest, so that they seemed to be gaining on them slowly. Bolis and Mark wouldn’t make it to the trees if Royce didn’t do something. 

“Keep going!” Royce yelled, turning back and striking at the first of the creatures. It swiped at him with its claws, then struck out with its spear. Royce managed to deflect it, but barely, because the creature was strong too.

Gwylim was there beside him then, snapping and snarling at the beasts, biting down on a leg, then clawing. One struck him on the flank and the wolf-like creature let out a yelp of pain before biting down on the thing’s wrist, all but cutting through it with his teeth.

Glancing back, Royce could see that the others were almost at the raised circle of trees. 

“Now!” he yelled to Gwylim, and the bhargir seemed to understand. The two of them turned and sprinted for the others, barely making it through the trees before the creatures got to them.

The trees meant that they could only come through one at a time, rather than in any kind of large group. One came at Royce, and Royce leapt to meet it, slamming into it, inside the range of its spear. He felt its claws scrape his back, but he was already stabbing with the obsidian sword. He felt it go up into the beast’s heart, and it fell.

He turned to his next opponent, swaying aside from the thrust of a spear and cutting back across the creature’s throat. 

He saw Gwylim leap in close to another of the beasts, rending and ripping, ignoring the thrust of a spear as it scraped across his left hind leg. Neave thrust her spear into one of the beasts, while Matilde blocked a blow aimed at her. Bolis seemed to have enough energy to at least hold his ground and stab, while Mark swung and thrust with the spear he held, forcing back another of the creatures with the ferocity.

Royce saw one coming in at his friend’s blind side and leapt forward to try to intercept the attack. He managed to deflect the blow partially, but the sheer force of it carried it through, into Mark’s side. Royce spun and cut down the scaled thing, then lunged for another in front of his friend.

He heard Neave cry out, but didn’t dare look round, because right then there were three of the creatures in front of him. Royce feinted toward one of them, lunged toward another to cut into its throat, and grabbed its spear as it fell.

He turned, parrying the blow of a spear with his sword and thrusting his own spear through the beast’s heart. The last of the creatures swung its spear in an arc and Royce threw himself flat, thrusting up with the obsidian sword, so that the beast toppled over him as it died.

As he struggled up from underneath it, the outcrop was deathly quiet. There seemed to be no more of the lizard-like creatures there, but Royce didn’t trust that. There would be more drawn to the violence soon enough. Looking around, he saw that Matilde was crouched by Neave, who was clutching a wound on her shoulder. Mark, meanwhile, was busy stemming the flow of blood from his side. Even Gwylim was limping, and that caught Royce by surprise. Was there something about the obsidian that made wounds harder to heal for the bhargir?

“We need to find somewhere safer than this,” Royce said. “Can you all walk?”

They could, but now it was a slow procession, with Mark and Bolis, Matilde and Neave all leaning on one another for support. They kept going forward while the landscape rose around them, following the stag symbols until they finally came to a cave where there were the remains of a campfire set in place.

“My father must have stopped here,” Royce said, looking around at the smooth interior of the cave. It seemed to be lined in the same glassy rock as so much of the rest of the island, so it would probably reflect the heat and light from the fire. “We’ll rest here and work out what to do next.”

The others didn’t argue, but shuffled inside gratefully. The few supplies in the small boat included a little food, so they ate in silence. Royce could see that most of the others barely had the energy to do that now, and as he watched them, he came to a decision.

“I’m going to go on alone,” he said.

“What? You can’t do that,” Mark said.

“You’re injured. Neave is injured. Even Gwylim is injured. Bolis is exhausted. Matilde could come, but I want at least one of you at full strength, and it’s not fair to ask her to leave Neave behind when she’s hurt.”

“I’ll go if the alternative is you going out alone,” Matilde declared.

Royce shook his head. “I think… I think that it’s meant to be this way. You’ve all helped me to get this far, but this last part of the journey is for me to do alone.”

“You’re talking as if all of this is set out,” Mark said. “As if you’re safe because you think you know what’s happening next.”

Royce shook his head. “The last thing any of us is on this island is safe. I’m not such a fool as to think I can’t die, but I do think that my father set out a trail knowing that I would come. I have to keep following that path, and I think I’m the only one who can.”

“We could still help,” Matilde said. She still sounded determined even then.

“You will, and you have,” Royce said. “I wouldn’t be here without you, and it will take all of us to win the fight that’s coming, but I have to do this.”

He stood, heading toward the cave door. Gwylim was there by his side then, and Royce shook his head. 

“Even you need some time to recover,” he said. “Besides, if those things come back, you’re probably the one who’s best placed to fight them off. Keep the others safe. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

The bhargir lowered his head, seeming to understand. He stepped back into the cave, while Royce headed out onto the island. He searched for the next sign of the white stag, finding it a little way ahead, arranged from a cluster of pale rocks. His friends were safe for now, and Royce had to hope that his father lay somewhere ahead.

He had to keep going.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Olivia looked out over the battlements of her father’s castle, taking in the preparations below. She hoped they would be enough. Earl Undine’s lands were large, and more people were coming in to help every day, but would it be enough?

She looked out toward the tower that Royce had managed to cross to, remembering what it had been like when he’d fought his way across the slender stone bridge.

“I hope he returns soon,” she said to the wind, the way she’d said it every day since he’d left. She missed him the way she might have missed sunlight or breath. Then again, if the battle to come went badly, she might soon be missing both.

It seemed strange that she was willing to die for someone she’d met so soon before, or that she could love anyone so deeply after so short a time. Yet Olivia did. She had only to touch the ring she wore to remind herself of the depth of that love.

“He’ll be back,” her father said, coming up onto the roof. He’d obviously guessed what Olivia was thinking about. Her father wrapped her in his great arms; it had always been the one place where Olivia had felt truly safe.

“It’s not just Royce,” Olivia said. “It’s all of it. There’s so much to do.”

“You don’t have to be involved,” her father said. “There are earls’ daughters who would sit and do… what is it that they do when they aren’t attending councils of war?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Olivia said. “And I want to help.”

“I thought you’d say that,” her father said. “That’s why I came to get you. We need to plan.”

Her father led the way back down through the castle, the winding staircases and broad corridors as familiar as anywhere else in the world to Olivia. There was plenty that wasn’t familiar, though: there were more people there than there had been, from inhabitants of Altfor’s lands to Picti, while the corridors were lined with boxes and barrels, weapons and armor. There was barely enough room in some spots to make it past.

The room her father led Olivia to had once been an antechamber, but now it was a war room, dominated by a large, round table on which a map of the kingdom had been spread out, alongside plans of the castle and the earldom. The people who waited for them there included several lesser lords and knights, what appeared to be a Picti chief, and a village headman sent up by the groups of those who’d fled Sir Alistair’s burnings. 

Her father took his place at the head of the table, while Olivia stood opposite him.

“We have a lot of preparations still to make,” he said. He moved wooden pieces on the map. “From the messages I’ve received, King Carris is heading north, and the only reason he’s moving so slowly is because he is gathering his armies as he goes.”

“We’re gathering people too,” one of the knights said. Olivia thought his name was Sir Dennis. “More come in every day.”

“Not all of them will be able to fight,” her father said. “And every new person is another person we have to feed if this turns into a siege.”

“You’re not saying that we should turn them away, Father?” Olivia asked.

Her father shook his head. “We will not do that to people,” he said, “but we need to gather more supplies if we are to last.”

“I will send out more foraging parties,” Sir Dennis promised.

“As will I,” the Picti clan chief said. 

“Then we should turn to the question of the likely routes the enemy will take, and how best to stop them,” Earl Undine said.

Olivia shook her head. “Not stop them; slow them down. We just have to hold long enough for Royce and the others to get back.”

“True,” her father admitted, “but the more damage we’re able to do as they march, the better.”

They started to talk about the best places to harry the king’s forces along the way, and it seemed that both the knights and the Picti had strategies for it. Olivia wasn’t surprised, because the Picti had long been experts at hitting and melting away, while knights could raid and ride clear.

Even so, she found the details eluding her as her thoughts started to drift. She found her thoughts going back to the strange meeting she’d had with the girl who had come looking for Royce, and who had run off when Olivia had declared that they were to be married. She wanted to concentrate on the discussions about the best places to dig siege defenses and the right spots to set traps along the royal army’s route, but each time, Olivia found herself thinking of that face instead, and the horrified look on it. 

“Olivia?” her father asked, and Olivia started.

“Yes, Father?” she asked. The others were looking at her, and she had the feeling that one of them had just asked her something, but she couldn’t remember what it was. She’d been thinking about the girl.

“Olivia, are you all right?” her father asked. “I was asking if you had heard anything from the boys who went to seek help?”

“There’s nothing yet,” Olivia replied.

“It’s just that there are some reports that Royce is raising an army of commoners. Shouldn’t that be Raymond?”

“It should,” Olivia said, and for a moment, hope vied with confusion within her. No though, if Royce had come back, he would have come to her first.

Again, she found herself thinking about the girl who had come to their door, and wondering.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” her father asked.

“Actually, I think I might be feeling a little unwell,” Olivia said. “Forgive me. I think I will retire to my rooms for a while.”

Normally, she would never leave in the middle of something like this; it was too important, and if she was to inherit her father’s lands someday, then she would need to know about it. Her father had even said many times how much he relied on her support and her insight into the way things were going. As it was though, Olivia knew she wouldn’t be able to provide either. She was too distracted to help; too distracted to even think properly.

Olivia just wished she knew why.

Somehow, she was sure that the girl who had come to the castle had known Royce, had even… meant something to him. At least, she thought she did. It was the only thing that could possibly explain the look on her face when Olivia had told her that she and Royce were engaged. That look had been so horrified, so shocked, that it seemed as though the world had been falling apart for her in that moment. If she hadn’t run, Olivia would have invited her in just to find out what that look meant.

Olivia went down through the castle and then out into the open air. Out here, she could hear their clash of blades as men practiced with swords and shields, spears and axes, striving to be ready for the fight to come. There were shouted orders too, as commanders tried to drill their warriors to hold formation and learn the skills of the siege. Some scurried up and down ladders, while others practiced shooting arrows from the walls. Olivia saw arrow after arrow overshooting, and could only hope that the villagers practicing with the bows would get better. 

Olivia walked through it all, and a captain came running up to her, holding his hand over his heart in salute.

“My lady, are you here to inspect the troops?”

Olivia hadn’t thought that people would assume that, and that just showed how distracted she was. Of course everyone there would think that she was keeping track of what was going on.

“I’m here for something more personal,” she said. “Can you point me to Royce’s people?”

“Please, let me escort you, my lady,” the captain said. “It might not be safe for you out here alone. Already, we’ve had fights, and men who have clearly been sent as spies by the king.”

Olivia couldn’t think of a reason to say no, so she let the captain lead her through the camp, into a section mostly inhabited by villagers. Olivia could see the difference at once, because they were less well armored, and their work with their weapons seemed rougher and less cultivated. 

“The commanders of the villagers and the rebels will be this way,” the captain told her.

Olivia shook her head. “I need someone who knows him.”

Finding that was harder, when Royce’s village lay in ashes, and his brothers were all away about their tasks. Even so, soon, Olivia found a group of young men who seemed to be from the same cluster of villages. Their names were Haam, Wells, and William.

“We’ve been with Royce from the start,” Haam said. “We were there for the first battles, before all of the others.”

“I’m interested in something other than battles,” Olivia said. “Was there ever a girl… a girl Royce… loved?”

“You mean Genevieve?” the young man said.

“Yes,” Olivia said, not sure if she did or not. “At least, maybe. Tell me about her.”

“She’s the one who went off with that Altfor,” Wells said. 

“She didn’t ‘go off’ with him,” William shot back. “She was taken.”

“And then she stayed,” Wells said, making it into an accusation. “She stood there while Royce was in the pit.”

“None of us went to save him,” Haam said, in a matter-of-fact way.

“None of us turned him away on the eve of the battle with Altfor, either,” Wells said.

“I haven’t heard all of this,” Olivia said. “Tell me all of it.”

The boys there did their best to explain all of it, and most of it lined up with the parts that Royce had told her. That just made the parts that he hadn’t told her sound worse, and not just because of all the things that this “Genevieve” seemed to have done. It had more to do with how much Royce had obviously loved her. He’d even gone to her, before the battle… before giving himself to Olivia completely. 

What would he have done if she hadn’t turned him away? Olivia didn’t have an answer for that, but she did know that there was one key thing she still needed to know…

“What does Genevieve look like?”

“Well…” Haam said, “she’s beautiful, of course. I saw her once, over in the village.”

“You did not,” Wells shot back.

“I did. She has blonde hair and green eyes. She’s slender, and graceful, and…”

It wasn’t much of a description to go on, because it sounded far too much like the way a young man like this might describe any beautiful girl. Even so, it fit the girl who had come to the door, and somehow, Olivia just knew that it was her. Who else would come to them, so desperate to see Royce?

“Thank you,” she said to the young men. She turned to her escort. “And thank you too, Captain. I think I want to wander the camp a little.”

“My lady—”

“Alone, please,” Olivia said. “I need to think.”

The captain didn’t look happy about it, but he let her go off alone. Olivia wandered into the camp, and as she wandered, she came to stop here and there, asking the same thing: “What have you heard about Genevieve?”

Plenty of people gave her blank looks, or were too busy with what they were doing to answer, but being the daughter of an earl helped with that. Slowly, carefully, Olivia started to gather snippets.

“She’s the girl who broke Royce’s heart.”

“She ran off with Altfor, helped plot everything.”

“She always looked so regal, like a bird trapped in a golden cage.”

Every so often, Olivia would stop, rubbing the ring she wore and thinking of Royce. Each time she touched it, she remembered her love for him, but she also found herself worrying more. 

Olivia wasn’t sure if she believed the stories about Genevieve helping Altfor or not. From the fragments she got about how Genevieve had been before she’d been taken, she seemed far kinder and far gentler than that. 

In some ways, that was worse than if she’d been everything the boys had described. If she’d been some kind of counterpart to Altfor and the old duke, then Olivia wouldn’t have worried. She knew that Royce would never think twice about someone like that. She would know that he would fight her as surely as her husband. Olivia would feel confident that she was the only person in his heart.

As it was, she couldn’t help feeling a rush of fear about what might happened if Genevieve came back into Royce’s life. What if he had been there when she came to see him? Olivia rubbed her ring again in worry, and that made it worse, because the ballooning of her love for him also made her worry more about the potential for Genevieve to be a rival.

“You don’t know that she was here for Royce,” Olivia said. “To get him back. Maybe she just wanted his help.”

Or maybe it was more than that. The problem was that Olivia simply didn’t know, and she wasn’t sure if she could bear knowing. She walked back into the castle, thinking about the problem all the way, and this time, she did go to her rooms. She sat there for a long while, before taking pen and ink, composing messages. Then she balled them up. Messages wouldn’t be enough. Every moment that messengers were out searching for this girl, Olivia would be sitting here unable to think of anything except what had happened between her and Royce.

She knew what she had to do, it was simply that it was… stupid. Olivia touched the ring she wore again, thinking of Genevieve, thinking of Royce. Just the thought of them was enough to push her to do it in spite of how foolish it was.

She changed quickly into riding clothes, belting a dagger to her side and gathering a small selection of coins and jewelry to deal with any contingencies. She set off through the castle, pausing to snatch up a hunting bow and a few arrows, as much because she wanted this to look as though she was contributing to the foraging as because she actually thought that she would use them. She went down to the stables, saddling her horse herself so that no one else could be blamed for it.

Olivia rode through the camp, heading back for the spot where Haam, Wells, and William sat. 

“You all know what Genevieve looks like?” she said.

They nodded.

“Then I’ve got a job for you. Bring your gear and come with me.” She led them away from their tents, away from the camp as a whole. 

“Where are we going, my lady?” William asked.

Olivia shrugged. “We’re going to find Genevieve.”

Although what she would do once she found her, Olivia simply didn’t know.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Royce clambered over rocks, ignoring the way the obsidian scraped at his hands, following the marks of the stag. The path was heading upward more steeply now, so that he was climbing as often as walking, forced to drag himself ever upward in the direction of the tower that waited.

He hoped his friends would be all right as he forced his way between two outcrops of rock. Leaving them behind had been the right thing to do, the only thing, but even so, there were so many dangers on the island, and all of them were too weak to truly fight. Royce had to force himself to keep his attention on the route ahead as he climbed upward, ever upward.

Above, the volcano was spewing smoke. Royce didn’t know if that was normal, or if it portended something even worse than the rest of the lava flows and bursts of the island. He didn’t want to wait around to find out, so even though his body was starting to scream at him to rest, he kept on going. He couldn’t rest, because the longer he and the others stayed here, the more danger they were in. 

“It’s just you and me,” Royce murmured to Ember, as the hawk circled overhead. He glanced down through her eyes and saw a black shape moving across the landscape just in time. Royce spun, dodging a spear blow aimed by one of the island’s lizard-like inhabitants, drawing his obsidian sword in the same movement.

The creature snarled at him and thrust in a rapid succession of blows that came together so quickly Royce had to struggle to deflect them all. There seemed to be no space between them to strike back. 

Royce’s foot caught against a rock, and he went down, tumbling more than the height of a man down the slope. The lizard creature stared down at him, then leapt, spear first. Royce was so stunned by the fall that for a moment, all he could do was lie there and watch as the point of the weapon came toward his chest. 

Then he recovered enough to roll, feeling the point of the weapon graze him as he thrust up, his sword plunging into the creature’s heart. It fell, and Royce struggled to his feet, taking the lizard creature’s weapon and leaning on it as he continued on up the slope.

The climb seemed to take forever, the rock only offering jagged handholds that cut into Royce’s palms. He eventually made it up onto a section of path, walking and keeping a wary eye out for any more of the beasts.

Royce tried to use Ember to watch for them, but that was hard, because he couldn’t look through her eyes and concentrate on his own footing simultaneously. Watching from above gave Royce a sense of the ground ahead, and let him make sure that there was nothing coming up behind him, but there was no way for him to watch his footing while he did that. In the end, he had to settle for pressing forward a little way, then taking a brief glimpse through Ember’s eyes to make sure that he was safe, continuing on in that stop-start fashion as quickly as he could manage it. 

The signs of the stag were still there, scratched into rocks, chalked on sheets of obsidian. In one case, a scrap of cloth with the white hart device was even wedged in place underneath a stone. Royce took it, winding it around a spot on his forearm where the glasslike rock had sliced through his skin. Just having it there made him feel closer to his father than he had.

“I am close,” Royce said. “After all this, he has to be here.”

He knew as well as anyone, of course, that the world was anything but fair. Things didn’t happen just because he wanted them to, or even because he’d put in so much work that they became inevitable. The world was too cruel for that, a place in which people like Altfor’s family could just seize Genevieve, and more…

One strange thought came to Royce then: if Genevieve had never been taken, maybe none of this would have happened. Maybe he would never have been sent to the Red Isle, would never have learned what he could do, or who he was, would never have risen up… events seemed to stretch out then, as clearly as the white stags scattered along the pathway. Each one had led to the next, and all of it seemed to be leading, inexorably, to the war that was coming with King Carris.

Focusing on that seemed as dangerous right then as looking through Ember’s eyes. Royce needed to focus on the here and now, focus on the path, if he was to make sure that he would get to the tower. Royce kept walking, striding forward, using his captured spear to feel the way ahead now and make sure that it was solid.

A rumble came from overhead, and Royce ducked in beneath an overhang just in time. Rocks came flashing past, red hot and smoking, scorching the ground wherever they touched. Again, Royce had the feeling of the island almost as some kind of angry creature made of rock, determined to be rid of interlopers. 

“It’s just another reason to hurry,” he told himself.

His body complained with every step now. He was tired, and he had cuts on both his arms and legs. Where the ground wasn’t hard, slippery rock, it was deep volcanic soil in which Royce found his feet sinking. It took everything he had to keep going.

Finally, around a bend in the track, the tower came into sight. 

It looked almost as much geological as built, like a spur of rock that had somehow grown in response to the heat and the power of the volcano beneath. It didn’t look natural to Royce either, and that meant that he could only wonder at the magic it must have taken to make that happen. 

His father’s stag standard hung over its side, pinned there by iron spikes driven into the stone with a hammer. 

The route to it still wasn’t easy, though, because one of the rumbles Royce had felt must have been the ground here giving way. Only a narrow span of it was left, high above a lava flow whose heat Royce could feel even from here. 

“If the mirror is anywhere, it’s there,” he said. And if his father was anywhere, it would be with the mirror. There were too many clues pointing him this way now for it to be anything else. 

That meant stepping out onto the bridge, regardless of the danger. Tucking the obsidian sword into his belt, Royce used the spear the way a tightrope walker might have held a balancing pole, trying to steady himself as he edged his way onto the stone span.

The heat was immediate, and it was intense. It felt to Royce as if he were in an oven, baking slowly as the lava flow’s power surged up. The heat of the bridge felt as though it might burn his feet if he stayed in one spot for too long. Royce had to keep moving, and the sheer speed of it all only made him feel more unsteady.

Royce had reckoned without the wind as well. The heat created convection currents in the air, while the spur of rock stood open enough to let the wind come in off the sea, buffeting him. Royce tried to stand firm against the gusts, but the need to keep moving forward made it even more difficult. 

He was in the middle of a step when a particularly big gust caught him from the side. Royce struggled to catch his balance, felt himself slip, and the spear went tumbling from his hands. It went plummeting toward the lava, and Royce had a moment to see it catch light before it struck the surface. Then he was falling too. 

He stuck out a hand on pure instinct and managed to grip the edge of the stone span, feeling it cut into his palm. Royce hung there for a moment, staring down at the fury of the fire below him. He could feel the heat coming through the bridge starting to burn his hand. If he didn’t act quickly, it would be too hot to hold onto, and then he would fall. 

He swung his legs up like a pendulum, managing to catch a foot on the edge of the bridge. Gripping with hand and foot, ignoring the pain of the growing heat, Royce pulled himself up onto the slender length of rock. 

He managed to catch his balance and surged upright, running for the far side and all but throwing himself at the safe ground beyond the bridge. Royce landed hard, rolling and then lying on his back, looking up at the tower with his father’s symbol hanging from it. There was a small campfire and an ancient tent in the lee of the tower, as if it had been left there long ago. Had this been his father’s? He stared at it in relief, glad to be finally done with it, and then he realized the one problem with that.

There was no door to the tower. 

“Why can none of this be easy?” Royce asked. He knew the answer to that: if it had been easy, anyone could have done it. Only his father could have gotten here; only he could. Royce stared at the tower and saw the handholds there, hacked out of the black stone and left like scars upon it. Royce stood, staring up at them, then set his hand to the first of them.

His muscles shook with the climb, sweat coming from him with the heat of the volcano. His hands searched for the next handhold, and the next, and he wasn’t surprised to find that each was set almost exactly where he wanted to reach for it, falling under his fingers so that he could pull himself up yard by aching yard.

Royce hauled himself over the top of the tower, feeling the hardness of the stone, sitting at the top of it and looking down into it. He sat there and caught his breath for a moment while he looked. He’d been expecting… he didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but not this, not just a spiraling staircase that seemed to reach down deep into the earth. 

On a whim, Royce reached up to try to look down on it all through Ember’s eyes, but instead of the ground below, he found himself staring at Lori, the witch who had given him the hawk in the first place. She was sitting in front of a loom as if she were in the midst of weaving a length of cloth, yet somehow, Royce had the feeling that it was more than that. She was staring at the threads as if she couldn’t make sense of them. 

She looked over, and Royce knew that she saw him, in the same moment as he saw her. Her expression became worried.

“You must be careful, Royce,” she said. “I see your path, and I see the dangers on it. You are thinking of entering into a place where… I can both see you and not see you on the other side of it. It makes no sense to me. Stay clear of this place, boy.”

As quickly as the image had come to Royce, it was gone again. He was sitting on top of the tower once more, staring down into its depths and contemplating the staircase that led there. 

This hadn’t been the first time Lori had tried to warn Royce about his future. She’d told him that if he kept on his path, blood would follow, and now here he was, preparing for a battle that would take in most of the kingdom, and fighting his way across the islands to try to find his father. 

He knew he should take Lori’s concerns seriously. He’d seen the witch go from old to young. He’d heard her warnings. He’d felt her magic every time he’d looked through the eyes of the hawk she’d sent with him. She had the power to see these things if anyone did. And yet…

If he walked away now, all the effort that they’d put in to get this far would be for nothing. His friends had been hurt on this journey, and people had died. They’d fought and killed, left behind those they loved and been forced to endure unbelievable hardships just to get here. He’d lost both the crystal sword and his father’s armor, and in the time they’d been away, they could have been helping to prepare the armies to resist the king.

All of those were reasons, but they weren’t the one that mattered. They weren’t the reason that set Royce’s feet onto the stairs and started to carry him down into the glow-lit interior of the volcano. That reason was simpler, and would have taken him forward even if there had been an army in between.

His father might be down there, and Royce wanted to see him more than anything else in the world.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Dust guided his small vessel in toward the Seven Isles as smoothly as a man might skim a stone across a pond. He kept his eyes on the central isle, knowing with the kind of certainty only he could have now that it was where he needed to be.

Things moved around the boat in the water. Ahead, a creature with the sinuous coils of a snake rose and then fell, but its presence did not deter Dust from his path. He knew it would not slay him: that was not the destiny that he had chosen for himself. 

That destiny thrummed in his head like the beating of his heart. He was going to save the world from the violence that would come. He had seen the futures; if Royce got to be king, then there would be bloodshed on a scale that had not been seen before. The child that he would eventually have would ride through a world where Royce had brought the old magic back, and they would rule it with a fist of iron. 

What was one life now, set against all of that to follow?

Dust continued to guide his boat through the waters around the island, looking up to the clouds and down to the waves for signs that would allow him to pilot a safe course. He picked out the points where the waves showed rocks beneath, and those where all the signs suggested that to go there was to be attacked by the creatures that waited in the depths. 

None did, though. Perhaps they were satiated, perhaps Dust had picked a course that was fated not to involve that kind of attack… or perhaps they just recognized a fellow source of death for what he was. 

“I’m not a monster,” Dust said, in a tone determined to make the words a fact. “I’m a hero.”

He was doing the best thing for the world, the thing that needed doing. Yes, there would still be death, but he was Angarthim, and death was what he was in the world for. But this time, it would be the right death, the death he had chosen, rather than one handed down for the purposes of the priests.

Dust guided his way between the islands, taking down the sail so he could have the control that came from oars. He ignored the outer islands. That would not be where Royce was; every sign pointed toward the central isle, and the dangers on all the others. Even rowing past the first of the isles, Dust could feel a wave of something akin… akin to love, and that was just ludicrous. He kept rowing. 

Waves battered at the boat, but it had been designed for a sea voyage, and Dust was able to pick a route through the worst of it. After all, hadn’t he picked a safe route through the worst of the possible futures?

He rowed until he found a scuffed section of flat rocks that were almost the same thing as a beach. Dust dragged the boat up onto it, timing the moment when the waves were highest to slide it into place. He wedged it between rocks, tying it just to be sure, then hopped out and prepared to traverse the island.

Dust had gone barely a hundred yards before he found the slate, scratched with chalk marks. The words were in the old tongue of the priests, and as Dust read them, he knew they had been left for him.

Turn back, Angarthim, or it will cost you your life. Leave my son be. The words were accompanied by a small image of a deerlike creature, and Dust assumed it to be a seal or house symbol of some kind.

Dust read the words again, trying to consider what they meant and who had left them. The answer was disturbing, in its way. Someone, someone else, had seen this moment, and the possibilities attached to it. Someone was playing a game with him, and Dust hated games. Just the thought of it was enough to raise anger in him, and that was an unfamiliar feeling. Ordinarily, Dust felt nothing.

“I am doing the right thing,” he told himself. “I will not be deterred.”

Besides, if his own death were due to come to pass, he would have seen it, wouldn’t he?

Dust set off across the island, searching for the spot where Royce would have landed. He found it easily; one advantage of looking for signs in all things was that it made it easy to find those signs that let a man track his prey. Even before all he had seen, he had been trained to do that much.

It was easy to find the other boat, and to see that Royce had not been alone when he came to the island. There were three… no, four other people here with his prey, plus some kind of great beast. Dust considered that. Would he have to fight all of them to stop Royce?

“I will do what I must,” Dust said, but even so, something nagged at the back of his mind. He wasn’t even sure he could place it. Regardless, he checked his blades and his needles, his garrotes and his powders. There could be no mistake.

He looked around until he found what he was looking for: there, clear on a rock, the sign of a white hart. It matched the one that had been on the slate, and although it might have been intended to be another warning, Dust followed, making his way along the pathways of the island in pursuit of his quarry.

Around him, fire and water billowed up with almost equal vigor, bursting from the ground and spraying down around Dust. He stepped in the spots where the fire would not fall, letting it spatter around his feet before moving on, keeping his eyes on the next white symbol ahead. 

The earth began to rumble beneath Dust’s feet, and he recognized that sign for what it was. He threw himself forward, rolling clear before the ground beneath him could give way, a whole section of path sinking down into fire and destruction. He wouldn’t be able to take that route back.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I am good at finding paths.”

The one ahead of him certainly didn’t slow him. Distantly, Dust could remember a time when he had not been so inured to pain, or so fast, or so coldly strong. The memories seemed to be coming back more strongly now that he was free of the priests’ influence, and he could remember a time when he had just been a child, looking up at the gray-skinned priests and unable to understand what they were.

As he walked, Dust started to remember more than that. He remembered the lessons that had been designed to teach him to ignore pain. He remembered another child screaming, that scream cut off by the sharp, cold blade of an older Angarthim. 

“The world does not care how much you cry out,” the man had said, not in a cruel tone, simply that of a man who did not care about anything but the priests’ orders. “It only cares if we follow its signs.”

Dust had taken that as a sign that he must be silent, no matter what followed. He had also sworn that he would never be a puppet of the priests like that implacable man, but he had been. He had been everything they required of him.

“Why now?” Dust asked the world as he climbed the island’s slopes. “Why am I remembering this now?”

There was no answer beyond more of his memories, with the flicker of the first time he had read a sign. There had been three cups, all identical, two with poison. There had been no smell to give it away, no difference in color or in temperature. It had seemed little more than a guessing game, where one might survive only by chance.

He had been about to drink from one cup when a leaf had turned this way instead of that. That falling leaf had saved his life.

Now, it almost killed him, because Dust was so busy thinking about it that he didn’t notice the black-scaled creatures sneaking up on him until one was already leaping for him with an obsidian-tipped spear. Dust twisted, and that spear struck his side, the pain blooming, but quickly discarded.

He drew short blades, each barely as long as his hand. Dust sidestepped, avoiding a second attack, and then threw one of the blades, watching as it embedded itself in one of the creatures’ throats. Dust was already moving again, kicking out to knock one of the beasts back before stabbing another a half dozen times. Abandoning his short blade, he grabbed one of the spears, spinning it as he waited for the others to come at him.

He struck with the haft first, knocking one of the creatures over the edge of a sheer drop. He lanced another of the beasts, ripped the spear out, and then stamped down on the knee joint of another. Hefting the spear, Dust threw it, and it plunged into the chest of the last of them. Almost calmly, he moved to the creature he had wounded and snapped its neck.

“How many others have I done that to?” Dust asked himself as he recovered his weapons. 

His memory couldn’t supply a number, but it could supply faces. There were too many to count, too many moments that blended together as death followed death. He had broken necks and stamped through spines, sliced through throats and stabbed into hearts. By this point, Dust suspected that there was no method in which he hadn’t killed someone.

“I’m doing the right thing,” he reminded himself. “I’m saving people.”

He kept following the path, clambering where it was needed, ignoring the way the obsidian cut into him. His hands had been red with blood before, and he’d been wounded almost as many times. Ahead, he saw a gouge in the landscape where lava sat at the bottom, but it was not opening under him, so he was able to stride around it. When the landscape became precarious, Dust clung to his determination and kept following the white harts. He had to do this.

He saw a cavern mouth ahead, and the flicker of a fire within it. Without even thinking about it, he approached. Perhaps he would be lucky enough to find Royce here, even though he could see more of the stag signs continuing on around the volcano’s slope.

Dust was almost at the cave when he heard a growl, and a blade dropped into his hand automatically. A creature was there, large and wolf-like, but Dust recognized the more than human intelligence in its eyes. 

“You are a bhargir,” he said, and it wasn’t a question. The creature was healing a wound in its side, but only slowly. Dust suspected it might have something to do with the stone of the island. All creatures had their weaknesses.

The creature was still, but the growl was still there, low in its throat. Instinctively, Dust looked around for signs of death, but then he shut his eyes against the instinct. He would decide what happened next, not the creature.

“You cannot stop me from entering this cave,” he said. “And if my prey is within, you cannot stop me from killing him.”

The creature’s mouth widened slightly, baring long teeth. If Dust were capable of finding anything terrifying, he supposed that he would have feared that.

“Gwylim? What are you growling at?”

A young woman came out of the cave then, holding an obsidian blade in her hand. Others followed her, some limping, some barely standing. Dust knew who these people were: they were friends of the one he was hunting.

“I know who you are,” the girl said, looking fierce. A Picti girl behind her put a restraining hand on her shoulder.

“Careful, Matilde, he is—”

“I know what he is, too,” the girl said, but there was no give in her tone.

She lunged forward at Dust, and Dust supposed that he should have killed her in that moment. It would have been so easy, and it was nothing that he hadn’t done a thousand times. Instinctively, he moved aside from the blow, striking down on the nerves of the forearm so that she lost her grip on her weapon. He spun her, wrapping one arm around her neck, the other with a blade pressed against it.

“Let her go,” a man said. He was wounded, but even so, Dust knew he would be dangerous. Dust knew who he was, too.

“You have come a long way from the fighting pits,” Dust said. “I sought out your friend there, but he was gone.”

“Let Matilde go,” another man said. He barely seemed to be standing at all, but he held an obsidian-tipped spear the way a knight might have held a lance, ready to charge.

Dust knew he could kill them, wounded and tired as they were. He could kill them as easily as breathing; as easily as he had killed so many in his life. Above them, the signs among the rocks hinted at death, hinted at all the ways he might have killed them in moments. He increased the pressure on the blade he held to the girl’s neck almost imperceptibly, a bead of blood welling to the surface.

“No,” he said to the signs. “I will not do what you say. I will do what I choose. He must die, but only him!”

He shoved the girl away from him, into the arms of the Picti girl. The others looked at him as if he were mad, but Dust could understand that. They didn’t know all that he knew. They couldn’t see all the ways that what he was doing would benefit the world. 

“Where is Royce?” he asked.

“He’s not here,” the one from the fighting pit said. “You’ll not catch him.”

“I will,” Dust said. “I must. Everything depends upon it.”

The man started to step forward, but Dust raised a hand, and that was enough to make him hesitate, and in that moment the other man was able to catch a hold on him. 

“Do not,” Dust said. “You cannot stop me. You can only die.”

“You think we won’t die for our friend?” Matilde shouted at him.

Dust smiled at that, and it was strange that anything in the world could make him smile. He picked up a rock, seeing what he had to do now. He threw it, and the rock sang out like a bullet from a sling, striking the rocks above the cave’s entrance, dislodging just one.

It was the important one, though.

More rocks fell, and the others had to dodge back to avoid being crushed. Even so, they fell in a tangle, half pinned by the falling rubble. It would take them minutes, at least, to dig themselves out. 

“I think you would die, but I choose not to kill you,” he said. “When this is done, my boat is on a shelf of rock a little way from yours. It is larger and has more supplies. Take it. Live your lives. There may even be hope for you, bhargir, if you find someone who can replace your lost skin.”

Dust didn’t wait for a reply, but set off along the path again, following the signs of the stags until a black tower came into sight. The only way to it was across a stone span less than the width of his hand, but Dust practically danced his way across. He hadn’t killed them; he didn’t have to.

He climbed the black stone tower, all the way to the top. There was a bird there, sitting watching him carefully. Dust knew instinctively that this wasn’t its home. He held out an arm, and it briefly hopped on, claws gripping tight enough to hurt. Words whispered in his mind, distant though, because this kind of connection was not his power.

You do not have to do this, Dust. Going on will mean… more than you think. You could walk away. 

“I could,” he said. He cast the bird away from him and it took wing while he began the walk down into the depths within the tower. “But I choose this.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Royce descended the seemingly endless stairs, and only the dim light of the volcano’s interior let him see at all. The steps were old, and he had to pick his way carefully, but Royce managed to keep his footing, keeping one hand on the rock of the wall and the other on his sword, wary of the possibility of threats. 

It was hard to keep going. He was exhausted, and hurt, and more. He didn’t think he’d felt this bad since the days of the Red Isle, when the instructors had pushed him and the other prisoners to the limit again and again. 

One thing that the Red Isle had taught Royce though: you couldn’t stop, not if you wanted to live. He kept walking, down into the depths.

By the time the stairs finished, the sunlight was only a distant dot above, yet the design of the tower seemed to funnel it down, marking out a circle at the base of the tower. It was an imperfect circle, though, cut through by the shape of an archway, which seemed to lead to a tunnel whose walls were too jagged and odd shaped to be man-made. It seemed that the tower had been built up alongside this tunnel. 

Not seeing anywhere else to go, Royce set off down the tunnel. The walls closed in almost immediately, close enough that Royce had to turn sideways for parts of it, the rocks scraping at his back as he squeezed through. He felt the rock rumbling around him, and wondered if the island would choose this moment to contract and crush him. 

He kept going, the tunnel winding round and round until it was impossible to know for certain how far he had gone. The roof was lower now, so that Royce had to stoop, his broad shoulders barely fitting as he hurried along the passage. 

It opened out, a huge grotto spreading out a hundred yards or more in every direction. Light spilled in from somewhere far above, letting a few pale and strange plants cling grimly to the walls of the cavern. The floor had more, so that there were patches of grass around the edges.

In the center, Royce half expected lava, but that must have been deeper. This cavern had a lake of what looked like pure, clear water. Royce sipped it, and it was the sweetest thing he had ever tasted. Royce ran his fingers over the surface of the lake. It was warm, thanks to the energy of the neighboring volcano, but not so hot as to burn. It was also still, so sheltered from the effects of the wind that it sat like glass.

“Where are you, Father?” Royce asked, not understanding.

The grotto was empty, and that emptiness seemed to ring with despair. All of the signs for his father had pointed this way, all of the white stags had led Royce to this point. He could even see one, up above, on an outcrop of rock that might have allowed someone to look down. There was a flat section of rock on it that might have been a table… or an altar.

Royce headed up there, and he could see that his father had been there. There were the remnants of supplies in a pouch marked with the stag symbol, and papers there that must have been written by his father. 

Royce wanted to sit there and read every scrap of them, searching for clues about where his father might be or why he wasn’t there. The disappointment that he wasn’t felt like a lead weight in Royce’s chest, and exhaustion spread through him. He’d done so much to get here, and now his father was nowhere to be found. Royce had heard that his father was searching for a mirror that granted wisdom, and he’d been only too eager to abandon everything to follow him.

He found himself thinking of Olivia, stuck back on her father’s lands, trying to prepare for war without him there when at any normal time he would have been by her side. He found himself thinking of his brothers, left to try to find forces to support them, and hoping that they were able to do something more useful for the battle to come than he had managed. Royce found himself thinking of Genevieve… but he knew that he couldn’t, not here, not like this. It shouldn’t be her that he thought of. It wasn’t her that he was pledged to.

He was still thinking when he saw the shine of something on the surface of the lake. No, not on it, under it. He could see his reflection coming from deep under the water, refracted by the amount of distance between him and it, but still definitely him.

“The mirror,” Royce said, barely able to believe it. His father had been here, but he’d left the mirror behind? Had he not been able to get to it, or had something worse happened? Royce couldn’t see any sign of his father beyond the scraps he’d left behind. There was no body to suggest that he had died, no sign of where he might have gone. There was only the mirror, there at the bottom of the pool.

“If it’s everything people say it is,” Royce said, “maybe it will be able to help tell me where he went.”

The pool was broad, and it was deep. Royce knew that the only way to get the mirror would be to dive for it. Did he really want it that badly? As soon as he asked the question, Royce knew he did. The mirror was supposedly able to let its owner see all that was happening, and that, at least, would be able to help with the fight to come. It was also his best chance of seeing his father again. It might even be able to show Royce his father, in a way that he had only seen him before in dreams. That made his mind up quickly. Making sure the obsidian sword was securely tied to his side, Royce set out into the lake.

He swam with smooth strokes, keeping his eyes down where he could to watch for the position of the mirror. The water was so clear that Royce could make it out easily, round and shining, its frame golden and curling in the style of the people who had gone before. It was currently wedged between two rocks, propped up almost the way a looking glass might be on a table. 

Royce swam until he was almost exactly above it, treading water for a moment while he made his preparations. He took deep breaths, trying to get as much air into his body as possible. Taking one last gulp of air, he dove, propelling himself straight downward toward the mirror with all the force and speed he could muster. 

It was further than he’d thought it would be. The clear water made it look as though it would only be a little way, but Royce had to fight to push his body down that far, working against the natural buoyancy that wanted to make him float up again. The effort burned through the air in his lungs faster than he would have liked, making him start to strain to hold his breath.

Even so, Royce managed to get a hand on the mirror. It was cool to the touch against the warmth of the water, and as his hands closed around it, he had the same sense of power that had come from his armor, or from the healing stone. He could feel the magic thrumming through it, even as he pulled to free it from its resting place.

It wouldn’t budge. 

Royce pulled harder, setting his feet against the rocks around it. Still, the mirror wouldn’t move. Finally, his lungs bursting with the effort so far under the water, he hauled with every scrap of strength he had. He felt the mirror shift then, the rocks giving way around it to allow him to lift it upward.

Royce swam for the surface with the mirror tucked as securely as he could manage under one arm. His body fought to breathe, and Royce had to fight back against it, because to breathe now would mean taking in lungs full of water. Instead, he kept kicking for the surface while blackness crept in around the edges of his vision, and his muscles felt as though they were barely responding to him. 

Royce broke the surface with a gasp, greedily sucking in air while the darkness faded from around his sight. He struck out for the shore, swimming with one arm while the other kept its grip on the mirror. Dimly beneath him, he had the sense of something coming up through the water. Royce swam faster, determined to make it to dry land before it reached him.

He made it up onto the dark soil that surrounded the lake, pulling out the mirror and laying it face up there. Royce had no time to look at it though, because something was already rising from the water, sliding along the lake with a speed that belied its size.

It might once have been a man, although it was far larger than one now, and the patches of scales across its skin had more in common with the lizard creatures of the island than with any man Royce knew. He wore a large, ragged robe that still didn’t cover the muscular bulk of his torso, while his fingernails had become something long and clawed, halfway to an animal’s. The strangest part about him was that he seemed to have a hole in his chest, open to reveal what looked like a heart made of volcanic glass that still the beat the way any other man’s would.

“You have come to my home to try to steal from me,” he said, in a cracked voice.

“I didn’t know that this was anyone’s home,” Royce said. Why would anyone willingly live inside a volcano? He’d thought that even the tower was some long dead relic of the past.

“Didn’t know? Didn’t know?” There was something insane in the huge man’s voice. Something that clearly didn’t connect to the same reality that Royce saw around him. “They all know when they come here! They know what I have, and they try to take it!”

He let out a roar that was more animal than human. 

“I just came looking for my father,” Royce said. “The one who left the stag symbols?”

“The king who was and wasn’t,” the huge man said in a strange singsong voice. “Who came and tried to steal what was mine, and couldn’t pierce my heart with his steel. Hmm… stealing with steel, steeling to steal… he was a thief, and he fled, off about some grand task. You won’t flee, I’ll see to it.”

He moved so that he was between Royce and the cavern entrance. 

“I don’t want to fight you,” Royce said, spreading his hands wide so it couldn’t be mistaken for aggression. 

“That’s what they said in the city,” the man said. “Barihash, they said, we have our own magic. We don’t want yours. Yours is dark and evil and dread. We don’t want your mirror.”

“Barihash? That’s your name?” Royce asked.

“How do you know that?” the huge man demanded, pointing one clawed finger in accusation.

“You just told me,” Royce pointed out. He was starting to think that whatever the monstrous thing in front of him had once been, it was no longer anything quite human.

“Told you… yes… the mirror tells me. It told me that you would come. I made my mountain try to throw you off. I made it strike out at the thieves of the city.”

“Thieves?” Royce said. He thought back to the image he and the others had seen coming across the lake. “You destroyed the city there?”

Barihash’s smile was a sickening thing of lizard-like teeth. “I was a king once, and a magician. I was powerful even among the powerful, and I sought more. I wanted to make things better, I wanted to do greater things for my people than any man had done before.”

Just for a moment, there was something more human and less monstrous about the figure before Royce. That shifted again quickly.

“I sought power in all the places they dared not look. I killed, yes, but what is one life against many? I found the mirror, and knew that I would be able to see all that they could not.”

Royce could only stare at this monstrous thing that had been a man once. What had he done that was so monstrous that it had made him this?

“They called me mad, and tried to take what was mine. They tried to kill me, but my glass heart stopped them.”

Horrifyingly, he reached into his chest to tap the obsidian heart set there. 

“They battled with me, and it twisted my form, changed my fingers so I could draw no runes, but I still had the power to make my home sing its rage in fire! They sealed me here, in a place I cannot leave, but I defeated them. They are dead, and I still have my mirror.” 

“I’m not here for your mirror,” Royce said, trying to convince this madman, trying to find a way to end this peacefully.

“You’re a liar!” Barihash said. “Everyone seeks knowledge! All the knowledge in the world, hidden in the depths of a glass. Everything you could ever wish to see. You’re going to tell me that you don’t want that?”

“I came to find my father,” Royce said. “I only came here because he was looking for the mirror.”

“You see, wanting!” Barihash said. “They all say that they don’t, but I see it. The mirror shows me. It showed me my enemies back then, with all the ways that they would plot.”

“You’re mad,” Royce said, unable to help himself.

“I am not mad!” Barihash roared, striking out with one meaty fist with enough force that it snapped fragments of rock. Flames burst out, as if in response to his anger. “They said that. They said that looking into the mirror too long would drive a man mad with the possibilities, and that only the strongest could see true things there! I am the strongest, though. I am!”

As if to prove it, he picked up a rock in his hand and crushed it to fragments.

“I don’t want to fight with you,” Royce insisted. “Look, I’m not trying to take your mirror. I’m not touching it. I’ll go.”

Barihash didn’t seem convinced by that. Instead, he took a huge rock, flinging it in Royce’s direction. Royce threw himself flat and the rock thundered overhead, landing with a splash in the lake and sending water spouting up almost to the roof.

“You think you can trick me?” Barihash demanded. “You would go, but then you would come back, with those friends of yours who are so safe down in one of the caves, or perhaps with the man of gray. You would tell them about me, and about my mirror. You would plan and you would plot, and you would try to find a way to defeat me!”

“No,” Royce insisted. Instinctively, he checked the obsidian blade that he had crafted, loosening it where he had tied it tightly for the dive, so that he would be able to draw it if he needed to. “There doesn’t have to be a fight here. We can part peacefully.”

“And yet you try to draw your blade!” Barihash thundered. “All men are liars… all men… all men steal, all men covet. They make it so that I must destroy them, so that I must set them against one another and bring war. You, I will crush, and do it slowly, so that you feel each bone break and know the agony of trying to take what is mine.”

Royce knew then that there was no way to talk this monster round. Whoever he had been, whatever he had been, he was nothing more than a monster. Royce drew his sword.

“You see? You see? I knew that you would do it,” Barihash cackled.

Then he leapt, clawed fingers outstretched for Royce’s throat.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Genevieve followed her husband on horseback, trying to think of ways to kill him, even as they both headed south in the direction of the king. She could see him ahead, his horse a target that was easy to follow as they both continued down the road. 

“If I can get close, I can strangle him,” she said, but even as she whispered it to her horse, Genevieve knew it was nonsense. She’d already discovered that she simply didn’t have it in her to kill Altfor, not by herself.

“I could poison him,” Genevieve said to the horse. “But then, where would I get poison?”

Unsurprisingly, she got no reply from her mount. As a conspirator, it had the advantage that it would never tell her secrets, but it wasn’t exactly contributing to the plotting. Instead, it trotted on under her the same way that it had ever since leaving the inn, apparently oblivious to anything around them. Certainly, it didn’t seem to care that Genevieve was plotting murder upon its back. 

“I’ve tried setting people on him,” Genevieve said. “And that just got them killed. Say what you like, but Altfor can fight.”

What else did that leave? Buy a bow and shoot him? Even if Genevieve had possessed the skills to use one, it ran into the same problem as the dagger. Set up a rock fall and wait until Altfor rode through it? The land this far south was almost depressingly flat, and anyway, it would mean getting ahead of her so-called husband.

As far as Genevieve could see, her only real option was to keep riding until she and Altfor reached wherever it was he was going. She kept riding behind him, mile after mile, making sure that he never quite left her sight. Genevieve didn’t trust Altfor not to spot her and try to arrange some kind of ambush for her if he realized that he was being followed.

He didn’t seem to look back though, being more concerned either with his escape or with the prospects of where he was going. Genevieve could guess where that might be by now: Altfor’s only hope of power again was to get to King Carris and make a claim for the king’s help.

The only thing Genevieve couldn’t work out was why Altfor thought that it would be successful. Did he think that nobles were somehow more generous and charitable toward their own than they were to the common folk? Did he think King Carris would see asking for help as anything other than weakness?

The answer came to Genevieve as she rode along: the king would help, because he couldn’t be seen not to do so. A king who abandoned one lord would not be able to count on support from his others, and in any case, Altfor would make a useful figurehead for whatever action he took to try to put down Royce’s rebellion. Put like that, Altfor was almost doing the sensible thing. Genevieve wondered if he knew what he was doing.

“Probably not,” she told her horse. That was unfair though. Altfor was evil, but he wasn’t stupid. His brother had been a thug, but Altfor was clever, and had been able to keep most of his father’s lands under control until Royce had found ways to rise up. Maybe Altfor had worked out what he needed to do.

Either way, he would be dangerous.

Genevieve continued to contemplate her options as Altfor rode on past villages and over bridges, covering the open countryside without stopping. Genevieve was surprised to find how smooth the journey was now, because she had been half expecting problems with bandits or worse. Perhaps they were all scared off by Altfor’s tight grip on his sword as he rode, or perhaps it had more to do with the part where King Carris was coming north. 

Away in the distance, Genevieve saw the smoke from cooking fires, and picked out the shape of a lord’s keep at the heart of them all. It seemed that Altfor had seen it all too, because he urged his horse forward.

“We have to get there first,” Genevieve whispered to hers, before urging it off the road, heading cross country. She rode as hard as she dared, feeling the horse’s muscles bunch and release under her as it galloped. Where she came to a hedgerow, she leapt it, her horse knowing how to jump even if she wasn’t the rider to push it to do so.

She couldn’t afford to be left on the outside for this, so Genevieve rode as hard as she could, until the tents around the keep came into sight, with the wagons and the horses, looking like an army was laying siege to the place. Except it wasn’t laying siege, it was simply gathering, and this was King Carris’s court settling in around the castle and preparing.

Genevieve rode down to the encampment, and because it wasn’t a military one yet, she was able to enter it easily. Looking around, it was like a whole city there, with merchants and workers, traveling innkeepers and “companions” for the courtiers when they weren’t with their wives. Genevieve picked her way through it all, tethering her horse in a spot where she would be able to get back to it if all of this went wrong, she hoped.

She headed for the gates to the keep, both because that was where King Carris would be, and because she knew her husband. Altfor would never try to find a spot in the camp when he could insist on the finest rooms in the castle.

Sure enough, as Genevieve approached, she heard Altfor’s voice raised in argument.

“And I’m telling you that I am a duke, and have every right to see the king!” Altfor said.

“Not when it’s not open court,” a guardsman said. He hesitated just long enough for it to be insulting. “My lord.”

“The correct term of address is ‘your grace,’” Genevieve said, stepping from the shadows of the surrounding tents and walking forward with a confidence she did not feel.

Altfor turned to stare at her, open-mouthed. “You…”

“Husband,” Genevieve said, “have you not managed to gain us entrance to see the king yet?” 

“What are you doing here?” Altfor demanded.

Genevieve made herself smile, in spite of the hatred she felt for him. “I rode as fast as I could to be with you for this. I thought that after everything that had happened, you would be glad of your wife’s presence.”

Ignoring Altfor, she turned to the guards. It was the best way to establish herself, and her power, in this situation. Have the king recognize who she was, and Altfor wouldn’t be able to do anything about her. The prohibition against hurting noblewomen would be her shield again.

“What exactly is the problem?” Genevieve asked them.

“Forgive me, my lady,” one of the men said, “but King Carris is in the middle of other business, and will have no time to hear others.”

“Perhaps we can wait then,” Genevieve said. It felt strange, getting Altfor what he wanted like this, but it meant that she was at least partly in control of it. “It really is very important that we see the king.”

The guards hesitated for a moment, but then the one who had been speaking nodded. “Very well, my lady. Go in, and perhaps the king will speak with you. But I should warn you, it will not be… pleasant.”

They opened the doors to let her and Altfor in. A servant was there to lead the way to the king, and Genevieve was grateful for that too. She didn’t want to be alone with Altfor just then.

The servant led the way to an inner courtyard, and even before she got there, Genevieve could hear the screams. When the servant opened the door there, Genevieve almost cried out at the horror of what she saw.

There were men and women strapped to devices that ranged from racks to breaking wheels, each accompanied by a guard or torturer. A tall, cranelike man Genevieve took to be King Carris was moving between them, a knife in his hand. Genevieve could see that he was enjoying what he was doing. A cage toward the back held a cluster of young women not much older than herself. 

King Carris turned as she and Altfor entered, and the look on his face was something so bestial that Genevieve had to fight the urge to run. 

“Who are you that you dare to interrupt me?” he demanded.

“I am Altfor,” her husband managed before Genevieve could speak. “I am the son of the duke whose lands were usurped by Earl Undine, with the aid of a man who styles himself as the ‘true king,’ a boy called Royce.”

“I am the true king!” King Carris said. “As these peasants are learning. Do you know that they refused to hand over their grain to supply my army? Now it will cost them everything, as an example!”

“Most wise, my king,” Altfor said, with a sweeping bow. 

Genevieve took her cue from him on this and curtseyed, her face lowered. It meant that she didn’t have to keep her disgust at what was happening here from her expression until she straightened up.

“And you?” King Carris, with a look at Genevieve that said he would happily throw her in amongst the rest of the young women there.

“I am Genevieve, Duke Altfor’s wife, my king,” Genevieve said. “We were hoping to speak with you about the situation in the north.”

“I am well aware of the situation,” King Carris said, waving a hand dismissively. “Welcome, Lady Genevieve, Duke Altfor. We will speak later, after I am finished here. There are still traitors to execute, and their daughters to distribute among my men.”

He picked up the knife again, and Genevieve hurried from the room. She was hurrying so much that for a moment she forgot that Altfor was there with her. She quickly remembered, though, when he grabbed hold of her, pressing her back against the wall with his forearm across her throat, cutting off the air.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded. “Why shouldn’t I kill you where you stand?”

“Because…” Genevieve pushed his arm away just enough to answer. “Because I’m your wife, and the law…”

“You think I care about the law now?” Altfor snarled with the kind of fury Genevieve knew all too well from him. “I’ll claim that I caught you in an affair, and have you put under the headsman’s axe!”

That brought anger rising in Genevieve, partly because of the threat, and partly because of the sheer double standard involved. Noblemen like Altfor could do as they wished, take girls from villages as they wished, and sleep with any number of whores, courtesans, or others. Yet she, who was supposedly also noble by marriage, could be killed just on Altfor’s lies?

In a lot of ways, it didn’t surprise her. After all, she’d seen the man now who sat at the head of this whole rotten system. It scared her though, because what she’d thought would be her protection was now gone.

“I’m going to enjoy watching you die,” Altfor said. 

“If you do, then your child dies with me,” Genevieve said. 

That made Altfor pause. “You’re lying.”

Genevieve smiled then, because she knew that she had him. “I’m carrying your child. You married me, you slept with me, and now I’m pregnant with your baby.”

“You’re…” Altfor’s whole demeanor seemed to change in an instant. “How do I know that you’re not lying to me? How do I know that the child is mine? That you’re even pregnant?”

“I’m pregnant,” Genevieve said. “And you are the only man I’ve slept with, whatever you might think. I’m not going to pretend that I like you, Altfor, but we are bound together by this.”

“You can give me an heir,” Altfor said, looking thoughtful. Suddenly, sharply, he grabbed hold of Genevieve’s wrist. 

“What are you doing?” Genevieve demanded.

“Do you think that I’m going to take you at your word?” he demanded. “This castle will have an apothecary or a wise woman somewhere. Then we’ll see if you’re everything you say you are.”

They searched, and Genevieve went along with the search because it seemed like the best way to give herself some measure of control in this situation. They found the apothecary on one of the upper floors of the castle, the man rushing about in stained dark robes, moving between steaming pots of herbs and burning plates of powders. 

“I’ve no time!” the man said. “Whatever it is, I’ve no time. I’ve a whole encampment full of knights with training wounds, and courtesans seeking love philters, and—”

“And despite that, you will make time for us,” Altfor said. He had his hand on a dagger’s hilt.

“Ah, yes, of course,” the apothecary said. He gestured to a bench that had probably once been quite grand. “And what can I do for you both?”

“My wife claims that she is pregnant,” Altfor said. “Is there a way to determine that for certain?”

“Why yes, of course,” the apothecary said. “And my methods are far more precise than those of the so-called wise women of the villages. I can determine the size of the child, and its sex, its likely luck in all games of chance, and—”

“You can determine the sex?” Altfor said, cutting the man off. Just from the tone of his voice, Genevieve knew that things had just turned dangerous for her. “Do it.”

“Then please come this way, my lady,” the apothecary said to Genevieve. “You will need to disrobe behind this screen.”

The examination that followed was thorough and utterly humiliating. The apothecary prodded and examined her in ways that made Genevieve want to shrink away or strike him. Even so, she forced herself to hold still, to show no sign of the emotions roiling within her, until at last the man was done.

“Thank you, my lady. You may clothe yourself, and I will have the results of my examination for you in a few minutes.”

Genevieve went back to Altfor. “Why do you want to know the sex so desperately?” she demanded.

“It’s very simple,” he said. “You’re pregnant? Well, that’s only useful to me so long as the child can be an heir to me. With that, I can show the king that my line can continue in the lands he will help me reclaim. A daughter is no use.”

“No use?” Genevieve said.

“Daughters are for marrying to other nobles, and I have no lands to offer. A daughter is a hindrance. And if she’s no use, neither are you. Give me a son, and you can live as my wife. Give me a girl and there’s no reason not to say that the child is Royce’s. I will be forced to execute you as a traitor, and the king will see my devotion to his cause.”

Altfor said it all so coldly that it was hard to believe that anyone could think like that. Genevieve knew her husband could, though. She started to wish that she’d had it in her to simply stab Altfor when she’d had the chance. She found herself looking around at all the powders and potions. Would any of them be poisonous? Could she find a way to persuade Altfor to drink one of them?

The thoughts raced around her mind, mostly as a way to try to shield her from the fear. She’d come here thinking that she would be safe, yet now she felt anything but safe. She was helpless, trapped in a room with Altfor, in a castle full of people who would help to kill her almost as soon as her husband gave the order. Or worse. Genevieve found herself thinking about King Carris, and what he might do to her if he claimed the chance to execute her himself…

“I have determined my results,” the apothecary said, returning with a vial of something in his hand and staring at it. “I can confirm that you are indeed with child, my lady, congratulations.”

Perhaps another noble couple would have reacted with joy right then, but Genevieve and Altfor both sat staring at the apothecary. Altfor had an almost hungry look as he waited for more, while Genevieve sat in fear, trying to work out what to do if this all went wrong and realizing that there was nothing she could do.

“What about the sex of the child?” Altfor asked.

“Ah yes,” the apothecary said, sounding less certain than he had when he’d been making promises before. Perhaps he’d realized what he was dealing with now. “Well, taking into account various physiological factors, and the way that your lady wife’s blood—”

“Will the child be a boy or a girl?” Altfor all but snarled.

“A boy, my lord,” the apothecary said, and Genevieve almost collapsed with relief. “I believe that you will have a boy.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Royce dodged backward as Barihash leapt at him, but he almost wasn’t fast enough. The huge, twisted man was faster than he looked, his clawed hands slicing the air where Royce had been. He swung for Royce again, and Royce parried with his obsidian sword, but the strength behind the blow was shocking. 

“Weak thing, foolish thing! You do not deserve what’s mine!”

He swung at Royce again, the blow wide, with his fingers spread. Royce managed to dodge this one, striking back with a blow of the obsidian blade to his arm that cut deep, almost to the bone. 

Almost as quickly as the wound had formed, Royce saw it close again. He stood there staring in horror at the sight of sinew and muscle knitting itself back together. He stood there for so long that he only barely dodged the next blow.

Royce struck again and again, lancing his sword at the monstrous man’s torso, then hacking across his hamstrings in an effort to bring him down. He even thrust it through Barihash’s throat, as much to stop the deep cackling of his mad laughter as anything.

“You think that you can stop me?” Barihash demanded, as his throat wove itself back together, exactly as it had been. “Do you think that the thieves of the city didn’t try to kill me when they came for me? All they could do was imprison me, and you can’t even do that!”

The big man flung himself forward, and although Royce managed to avoid his claws, the sheer momentum of him struck Royce, knocking him sprawling. Royce rolled to his feet, struck out with the obsidian blade, and all but skewered Barihash. It didn’t seem to make any difference. 

“Your father tried to kill me too,” Barihash said. “Tried to pierce my heart with an iron blade, but iron knows nothing against the heat of the volcano. Fool.”

He struck out at Royce, and the blow sent Royce flying through the air, carried by the sheer force of it. He landed in the water, the impact of it knocking the breath from his body. He could see Barihash advancing, the sword still sticking from his chest. 

Royce forced himself back to his feet, feeling the pain of claw wounds burning like fire on his side. There was blood in the lake’s water now, and Royce knew there would be far more soon if he wasn’t careful.

“I’ll tear you apart piece by piece,” Barihash said. He pulled the obsidian sword from his flesh and flung it into the lake. It sank without a trace as he advanced.

Royce circled away from him, trying to think of a way to win, even to survive. He circled away, around the edge of the lake, feeling the water lapping against his ankles as he did so. With another man, he might have closed the distance and tried to grapple, but with something so huge and so monstrously inhuman, it seemed like suicide.

Even so, what choice was there? What else would work?

Royce dodged to the right as Barihash leapt again, rolling to come to his feet. It seemed that the monstrous creature had more tricks than just his raw size, though, because he picked up a lump of rock, cradling it in his hands the way a mother might have held a child. It glowed then, with all the heat of the mountain, and he flung it straight at Royce.

Royce threw himself flat, feeling the raw, improbable heat as it passed overhead. When it struck the water, it hissed and steam came up. Royce rose to his feet just in time for Barihash to seize another rock. Royce dodged again, and then again, as more of the flaming rocks singed their way past him, far too close for comfort. 

It seemed in that moment as though all Royce could do was run, and maybe that was enough. Still dodging the rocks, not even trying to move close to the mirror, he made his way to his father’s few belongings. He snatched them up, and Barihash swiped at Royce in the same moment, leaving him holding only one scrap of paper.

Whatever you do, don’t look in the mirror.

His father’s symbol sat next to the words, and Royce couldn’t decide if they were a reminder for himself or for Royce. It didn’t matter right then, because the mirror sat well away from him, on the floor of the cave. Royce had no interest in the mirror if his father wasn’t here, so there was no reason to look in it. There was no reason to stay here.

He ran for the exit of the cave, because right then, the only option he could think of was the one that the people of the city had taken. There was no way that Barihash could fit through the tunnel Royce had come through, and if he was able to get out some other way, wouldn’t he have already done it?

“Run if you want, thief!” Barihash called after him. “I’ll deal with you and your friends the way I dealt with the city. My home will wipe you all out!”

As if in response, the volcano rumbled. 

Royce stopped, turning back toward the monstrous thing that had once been a man. He had no doubt that Barihash could do what he’d threatened. He’d seen the image of the city dying, had almost led his friends right into it. He’d led his friends here too, to these islands, and to this island specifically. He couldn’t let them die, even if it meant his own death.

“You could have let me go,” Royce said. “Instead, you threatened my friends.”

He charged for Barihash, ducking in under a sweep of those powerful claws and leaping at the huge creature. He spun behind it, jumping up onto its back, using the ragged robe for handholds the way he might have used trees growing from a rock face. 

He wrapped an arm around Barihash’s neck and started to squeeze. 

Claws came back toward him, and Royce ducked his head, feeling them scrape along his back. He ignored the pain, his arm latched onto the monstrous former man’s throat, squeezing with such force that he was sure another man would have already been unconscious. Instead, Barihash stood there without seeming to care about the grip on him. He even laughed.

“Foolish thief,” he said. “Even that can’t kill me.”

He flung Royce off then, throwing him toward the lake, and not toward the shallows, this time. He flung Royce as easily as he’d thrown the obsidian sword before, and it was all Royce could do to turn the tumble into a dive, hitting the water and plunging down deep into the water.

Because it was so clear, he could see the obsidian sword sitting there, lying on the floor of the lake. Royce dove toward it, reasoning that any weapon was better than none, and thinking…

Barihash had said that his obsidian heart was immune to the touch of steel, but what about a weapon crafted from the same volcano? Royce kicked hard, swimming down toward the sword, reaching out for it.

He saw a dark shape swimming toward him through the water, and he had a moment to recognize Barihash, moving far more gracefully than he ever did on land. Then Barihash’s hands closed around him, his bulk pressing Royce down to the floor of the lake and holding him there.

The monstrous creature held him there as easily as Royce might have held onto a newborn lamb, in spite of Royce’s attempts to struggle free. Royce kicked at him and wrenched at those claw-like hands, but it didn’t make any difference. On land, Barihash had been terrifying, but here in the water he felt unstoppable.

He stared down at Royce with obvious glee, and Royce could guess what his plan was: he would simply hold Royce here until Royce ran out of breath. Already, he could feel his lungs complaining at the effort of trying to keep from breathing. His body begged for air, his head throbbing with the lack of it. 

Even as Royce’s body started to give in to blackness, the monster seemed perfectly comfortable down here, but that made sense; hadn’t the mirror been propped down here, where Barihash could stare at it beneath the surface?

Royce could feel himself fading, his body losing strength, his vision growing dark. In that vision, he found himself thinking of Genevieve. He wished he were with her, rather than here. He wished… he wished all kinds of things. He wished that things had been different, that he’d been able to pull her away from Altfor’s grasp before the battle, that he’d been able to keep her safe. He hoped she would be safe once he was dead.

No he couldn’t die; too many other people’s lives depended on it.

Royce forced himself away from the blackness through a pure effort of will. From the corner of his eye, Royce saw the obsidian sword, wedged point down into a gap in the rocks. Barihash didn’t seem to care as he reached for it, his hand wrapping around the material of its makeshift handle. 

Royce grabbed the obsidian sword and pulled, feeling it catch against the rocks. It stuck for a moment, its weight too great for his fading strength. Putting every ounce of strength he had into it, he yanked at the blade and felt the rocks around it give way.

He snatched it up without hesitating, and thrust forward. In the water, it seemed as though the whole movement was taking place in slow motion, but it was still enough to thrust deep into the hole in Barihash’s chest, and into the obsidian heart there. 

Even underwater, Royce heard Barihash’s scream. 

He felt the obsidian heart give way under the impact of the blade, shattering into a thousand pieces. Light flared in the water, in a burst of power that threw Royce away from the monstrous man, almost all the way to the lake’s shore. He saw Barihash clutching at his chest, arcing back in agony.

The monster didn’t collapse. Instead, obsidian spread up over him from the lake’s bed, covering him and transforming him even as he died. It sped over him the way frost might speed over a metal post, but this was far harder, and far more permanent. In a matter of seconds, there was nothing there except a lump of obsidian so large that no man would ever be able to move it. 

Royce was more concerned with moving himself then. He pushed up toward the surface, and even though it was shallow, it still took everything he had to bring him staggering from the lake. He crawled forward on hands and knees, and Royce realized that the mirror was just ahead of him.

A rumble came from above him, and rocks fell from the lip of the volcano, landing in the water with a splash. Despite that, Royce felt the almost overwhelming urge to sit there and stare into the mirror. Think of all the things that it could show him, all the answers it could give. It could tell him where his father was. It could tell him all of the tactics his enemies might use. It could tell him who his enemies were…

Just in time, Royce remembered the words his father had written. He’d warned Royce not to look, and Royce found himself thinking of Barihash. He’d seen how mad the former man had been. How much of that had come from looking in the mirror? Had he truly been the great king he claimed?

Maybe it was true that someone worthy could look into it, but Royce couldn’t take the risk. Running over to the scraps of his father’s belongings, he realized that the greatest gift his father had left him there wasn’t anything he’d written, or any of the supplies: it was the large cloth bag that he’d kept them in. Taking it, Royce quickly moved over to the mirror and covered it. Briefly, he thought he caught a glimpse of his own reflection wearing a crown, but he looked away. 

He lifted the mirror, and as he did so, more rocks started to fall from the roof of the grotto. Some plunged into the pool, while others slammed into the ground around Royce, shattering as they fell and spraying shards of obsidian everywhere. One nicked Royce’s arm, sending a sharp burst of pain through him as it cut him. 

It seemed that the volcano was falling apart without Barihash there at its heart, starting to collapse in on itself a piece at a time. Royce looked up once at the falling rocks and then ran, plunging into the tunnel. He thought he could feel it squeezing in toward him, and in the spots where the tunnel grew narrowest, it seemed that the whole crushing weight of the mountain was there, pushing down on his chest. Royce squeezed through, ignoring the pressure, knowing that his only hope was to keep going. 

He pushed his way through until at last the dim glow of the tunnel gave way to the brighter daylight of the tower beyond it. Royce put on one last burst of speed, rushing out of the tunnel while behind him the walls started to collapse. He threw himself out, coming out in the instant before the last of the tunnel collapsed. He stood there panting, and for a moment, Royce didn’t see the figure lightly descending the spiral staircase into the circle of daylight below.

Then he stepped down in front of Royce, and Royce recognized the man in front of him. How could he not, when the gray-skinned man had haunted his dreams? When he’d been the one to kill the people who had raised Royce, and who had caused so much other torment?

“Hello, Royce,” he said softly, almost gently. “My name is Dust. I’m afraid fate requires that you should die.” 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Garet was more than happy to follow Moira, staring at her endlessly as they made their way along large roads and small. Every time she glanced back toward him, it was like the sun came out from behind a cloud, and something in his heart melted.

“How far do you think it is now?” Garet asked.

“Not far,” Moira said. “Which is a pity. If there had been more time, we could have found a nice little inn to stay in somewhere.”

Something about her tone made it clear that there would have been one room for them at the inn, not two, and that made Garet wish he could find a way to get them both lost, drag this out a little longer. He couldn’t, though, because his brothers were depending on him. An army of the common folk would be something, one with Picti in it would be better, but in truth, to beat the king, they needed at least some nobles on their side. They had to keep going.

“You’re sure the lord we’re going to see will help Royce?” Garet asked.

“Lord Aversham was very loyal to Royce’s father,” Moira said. “When King Carris took the throne, he retreated to his lands rather than swear loyalty to him.”

“He sounds like the kind of man who will rise to the cause,” Garet said.

“I hope so,” Moira said. “We’re going to him, because once he rises, everyone else will rise as well. We have to get there first, though.”

They kept going down the road, Moira’s certainty helping to carry Garet forward. The miles disappeared beneath their horses’ hooves, the countryside around them passing from farmland into a patch of forest. 

Ahead, a tree trunk lay fallen across the track. Instinctively, Garet loosened his sword in its sheath. 

“What is it?” Moira asked, looking back at him.

“That tree has been cut,” Garet said. “It didn’t just… look out!”

A trio of men leapt from the trees, dragging Moira from her horse. Two of them held onto her, while the third of them leveled a crossbow at Garet. 

“Might as well get down, boy,” he said. “Wouldn’t want the young lady to be hurt, would you? Well, not more than she’s going to be. We’ll take what you own, and we’ll have our fun with her, and then you’ll go on your—”

Garet leapt from the saddle, throwing himself at the crossbow man. The crossbow went off, the bolt flashing past Garet so close he felt it graze his skin. He slammed into the crossbow man then, hitting and kneeing, wrestling for position. He saw a flash of steel, and Garet clamped both hands on the other man’s arm as he sought to stop the knife. He twisted away, wrenching the blade clear of the other man’s grip so it fell to the forest floor. 

He kicked the other man away, grabbing down for the blade, but the bandit kicked at his wrist and Garet felt pain flare through it. Garet pushed him back, and now there was the space to draw his sword. He lunged at the bandit, feeling his flesh give way beneath the sharpness of his blade.

Another of the men was already charging at him, sword held in both hands. Their swords clashed again and again, Garet having to parry and give way against the strength of the attacks. Then he saw an opening. Ducking low, he slashed across the other man’s belly, then brought his blade up just in time to stop the stroke aimed at his head. 

The last of the men had a knife to Moira’s throat, holding her there like a shield. 

“You stay back!” he yelled. “Stay back or I’ll cut her!”

“You should run,” Garet said. “Your friends are dead. If you stay, you’re dead. If you hurt her, you’re dead. Your only option is to run.”

The bandit hesitated for a second, and then threw down his blade to run. Garet let him go. Moira, though, walked over to where the crossbow sat and loaded a bolt.

“What are you doing?” Garet asked.

She turned and fired, the bolt striking the bandit in the back. 

“No one threatens me.” She turned to Garet, throwing her arms around him. “Thank you. You saved me. Most of the men I know would have left me to the bandits.”

“I’m not like them,” Garet said.

“No, you’re not,” Moira said, and she kissed him. Garet found himself caught, not really knowing what to do, not wanting her to realize just how little he knew about women. He was so busy worrying about the experience that it was over before he’d even worked out how to react. 

“I…” Garet didn’t know what to say.

“You know, we could just find somewhere to go,” Moira said. “We don’t have to go find the nobles. Not for a day or two.”

Garet wanted that so much it hurt to shake his head. He did it anyway.

“What if King Carris attacks while we’re doing it?” he asked. “My brothers are depending on me. We have to get to this Lord Aversham and get his help.”

“I understand,” Moira said. She looked wistful for a moment. “Pity. Come on, we should probably go in case there are more bandits.”

They made their way back to the horses, Garet cleaning his blade on a scrap of cloth before he sheathed it. He wondered if Royce would have been impressed by the way Garet had fought the men; maybe not, because Garet had seen him cut through two or three opponents easily before now. Even so, to come through something like that unscathed… Garet was starting to think that he was finally fighting as well as his brothers could.

He and Moira continued riding through the forest. The light was dappled there, the sun hard to see, so it was difficult to keep track of how much time was passing, or which direction they were heading in. Even so, Moira seemed to know where they were going, and Garet was more than grateful for that. Alone, he suspected that he would never have been able to find nobles loyal to the old king; he simply didn’t know enough about the politics involved. 

Eventually, finally, they came out of the forest, and Garet could see what had to be their destination. A motte and bailey stood on a hill, surrounded by a small town. Moira was already leading the way toward it.

“We’ll have to be careful in town,” Garet said. “We won’t know if everyone will be friendly to us. There might be people loyal to the king there.”

“Good thinking,” Moira said. “But if we keep the cowls of our cloaks up, no one should recognize us.”

They went down into the town, and it seemed similar to any other place Garet had seen. There were people going about their business, and a couple of sharp-eyed watchmen watching out for trouble. Garet and Moira tied their horses down in the town, reasoning that they would attract less attention on foot. 

This especially seemed to be the case since there was a line of supplicants heading up toward the castle. Men and women of all ages were there, some wealthy looking, some more ordinary. 

“That’s how we’ll get in without attracting attention,” Garet said. 

“Yes,” Moira agreed. “That should get us past the walls, at least. After that, we need to make sure we speak with Lord Aversham directly. We don’t want to waste time stuck talking to his servants.”

Garet nodded at that. They couldn’t afford to spend too much of their time there just trying to talk to the castle’s lord, when any delay might mean being too late to help. They needed to talk to Lord Aversham himself, get his agreement, and then move on to the next of the lords who might help.

“Thank you for agreeing to come with me,” Garet said as they shuffled forward in the line. “I don’t think I could have done all of this without your help.”

“You can thank me later,” Moira said with a smile. “I just want to show people that I belong.”

“You do,” Garet reassured her. “No matter who your husband used to be, or what you were forced to do in the duke’s castle, you’re one of us now.”

They kept on moving with the line. There were guards ahead who seemed to be asking each visitor their business. Garet felt tension rise in him at the sight of that.

“What do we say?” Garet asked.

Moira didn’t seem bothered. “We tell them the truth, or some of it. If I tell them who I am, they will give us an audience with his lordship, I’m sure of it.”

Garet wasn’t as certain as Moira sounded, but he knew he had to trust her. She’d gotten him this far, after all. 

“State your business,” one of the guards on the gate said. 

Moira pulled back the hood of the cloak she wore. “I am Moira, the former wife of Lord Nors’s youngest son. I was hoping to speak to Lord Aversham personally, on a matter of the utmost importance.”

The guard stood there in obvious shock for a moment, but then nodded, stepping out of the way.

“Of course, my lady,” he said. “I will have a servant take you and your companion to a private meeting chamber at once.”

“It might be better if this were public,” Moira said, which caught Garet a little off guard. “We will go to him, wherever he is.”

“He is currently in the great hall hearing supplicants, my lady,” the guard said. He gestured in the direction of the castle’s central keep, above. 

Garet set off on the climb to it with Moira, still not quite understanding.

“Why didn’t you want to meet with him in private?” he asked.

“Lord Aversham is a man who likes to be seen to do all the things a lord must,” Moira explained. “If we remind him of his obligations in front of his people, it makes him more likely to do what we want.”

Garet nodded. Once again, he felt as though Moira was the one making sure that everything ran smoothly here, while all he’d managed to do was kill a couple of bandits. Even so, he knew he would have a part to play soon. He would need to make the case for following Royce, and probably this man would look at him as a stand-in for his brother. If he didn’t impress, then no amount of help from Moira would make things better.

They walked through the castle, to a hall fronted by large double doors. There was a crowd of minor lords and knights in there, along with supplicants and peasants who had simply come to watch the proceedings. Lord Aversham sat on a chair at the front, a stone desk in front of him so he could make notes. He was a man in his fifties, mustached and with gradually whitening hair. He waved a hand vaguely at the last supplicant. 

“Yes, yes, I know, you’re very grateful. Please move along so that I can hear the next case. Who is next?”

“That would be us,” Moira called out, moving confidently past all the others there to stand before Lord Aversham. Garet had to hurry to keep up with her.

“And who are you that you can push past everyone else here?” Lord Aversham demanded. “I am not a lord who abides unfairness amongst those who follow him.”

“I am Moira, wife of Lord Nors’s youngest son, sister-in-law to Altfor, and noble lady of this land.”

“Ah, forgive me,” Lord Aversham said. “I did not recognize you, Lady Moira. And your companion?”

Garet knew this was his cue. He threw back his hood to speak. “I am Garet, the brother of Royce, the one who overthrew Altfor and your rightful king!”

“What is this?” Lord Aversham demanded, rising to his feet. “Is this some joke?”

That was not the reaction Garet had expected, but Moira quickly beat it.

“Forgive me, my lord,” she said, “but when the rebels took Altfor’s castle, I could see no way to escape. I had to convince them that I could help them to find allies, and when one of them insisted on coming with me, I brought him to you, the most loyal of the king’s men.”

“The most loyal…” Garet began, the sense of betrayal starting to rise in him.

“Oh, Garet,” Moira said. “You didn’t really think I was going to help you build your army, did you? Lord Aversham, I have brought you this traitor. As you’ve heard from his own lips, he is the brother of Royce, and probably of value to the king.”

“Thank you, my dear,” Lord Aversham said. “Guards!”

Guardsmen moved forward, and Garet drew his sword. He swung for one, but the man managed to parry the blow with the haft of his halberd. Another came in from the side, swinging at him with a sword. Garet managed to block this blow, but only barely.

“Alive, please,” Lord Aversham said. He made no move to join the fight. For her part, Moira stepped back from him, a coldly satisfied smile on her face.

Perhaps it was the sight of that smile that robbed some of the fight from Garet, or perhaps it was just the thought that he’d failed. His brothers had entrusted this to him, and he’d failed, not just them, but their entire cause. He’d trusted Moira because he’d been stupid, and now…

Now a spear haft slammed into his side, making Garet stumble. He struck out blindly with his sword, feeling it connect with a man, but it stuck there in his opponent’s flesh, and the falling guard’s weight dragged it from his hand. 

More guards descended on him quickly, grabbing and hitting, kicking and striking with the pommels of their weapons. Garet fell to his knees under the weight of blows, then to his belly, then could only curl up like a frightened child as the guards continued to beat him senseless.

“That’s enough,” Lord Aversham said, and the guards seized Garet’s arms, dragging him upright. 

Every inch of his body hurt in that moment. It seemed to Garet that he saw the world through a red haze, and it took him a moment to realize that blood had dripped down from a wound on his forehead. 

“Take him and put him in a tower room,” Lord Aversham said. “I think the king will pay dearly to have him.”

“And I hope you won’t forget who brought him to you,” Moira said. She walked forward as elegantly as if she’d been on a dance floor, drawing a finger down Garet’s cheek. It came away bloody. “Oh, foolish boy. You really should have gone with me to an inn somewhere.”

Garet struggled against his captors, throwing himself against their grip, but they held him easily. One struck him with something from the side, the impact hard and metallic. As he collapsed down into unconsciousness, he swore to himself that he would see Moira dead for this if it was the last thing he did.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

Royce stood there for a moment, only able to stare at the man who had killed his adopted parents. It was impossible to think that the man was here, now, after all the other things that had happened on this island. He could feel the disappointment of failing to find his father here, the fear of what might be happening as the volcano rumbled and sections started to fall inward, the exhaustion of his fight with Barihash, and his headlong flight from the grotto.

Ember circled, and Royce sent his thoughts up to her, hoping Lori would hear.

You sent me here to find my father.

There was a pause before the answer came back.

You said that your father was searching for the mirror, Royce. I merely told you where it was. And you have defeated a great evil here. Now… now you need to run. You cannot defeat the man who stands in front of you.

Royce ignored that. He couldn’t run, not now, not like this. Carefully, Royce set down the mirror he held, still covered in its bag.

Then fury rose in Royce, and he flung himself at the gray-skinned man.

“You murdered my parents!”

Dust spun away from him, dodging the first sweep of Royce’s obsidian sword. He struck back with one foot, and Royce barely twisted away in time to keep the impact from shattering his knee. Instead, it struck the thigh above, the force of it bruising.

“That was in the days when I obeyed all signs,” Dust said. “In the days when I was the tool of evil men. I am sorry.”

“And that’s supposed to make it better?” Royce demanded. He cut at Dust again, but the other man swayed aside from the blow. Royce struck twice more. Dust dodged both.

“No,” Dust said. “But it means that your death will not be without purpose. It is necessary, to save those who will follow.”

Dust struck back, blades in his hands now, and it was all Royce could do to deflect them. As fast and as strong as Royce was, the other man was every bit as dangerous. Royce parried a blow from a short blade, and Dust’s elbow slammed into him, striking him next to the collarbone, sending him spinning. 

“What about my friends?” Royce demanded, his thoughts on Mark and the others, hidden away in their cave. If Dust had followed him here, it was too much to ask that he hadn’t found them too. “What have you done to them?”

“I told you,” Dust said. “I choose now, and I did not choose them. They are safe.”

Relief flooded through Royce, and in that moment of relaxation, Dust attacked. He flung what seemed like a whole cloud of darts, and Royce had to fling himself flat to avoid them. Royce rolled, managing to avoid a stomp from the other man’s foot, then threw himself at Dust in a blind tackle that aimed to bring him down. Dust went with the movement, dropping back and planting a foot in Royce’s abdomen, throwing him away from the gray-skinned man so that Royce had to tumble to come back to his feet.

“Why are you even doing this?” Royce demanded. “Why come after me like this? Why hunt me?”

Dust stepped back, short blades held casually. “It is necessary for the future.”

“What do you mean by that?” Royce demanded. “Do you think I’m going to be some kind of monstrous tyrant? That if I find my father, he’ll destroy the kingdom?”

“Neither of you,” Dust said. “King Philip was a fair man, and a powerful one, who tried to contain his nobles and failed. You would be a good king, maybe even a great one.”

“And you want to stop that?” Royce demanded. Mostly, he’d started talking in an effort to catch his breath. Now, though, he wanted to make some kind of sense of this. This man had done so much… Royce felt as though he needed to find some kind of sense in it all.

“I want to stop what will come after,” Dust said. “You remember my attempt to destroy you in the battle against Altfor and his uncle?”

How could Royce forget? The powder that Dust had thrown into the air had caused chaos. Indirectly, it had helped to change the course of the battle. 

“I remember it,” Royce said. His hand tightened on the grip of the obsidian sword. “I remember how many people died that day. Do you?”

“I remember every death,” Dust said. “And I know every death to come. The powder let me see it, laid out like a map. I saw your victory, and I saw your reign. Then I saw what would follow.”

“You’re trying to murder me because of something that might happen in the future?” Royce said.

“Not ‘might’!” Dust shot back. “I’ve seen it! There is a child who follows, and that reign is darker than any light you can bring to the world! You have to die. This has to be stopped.”

“No matter how many people die along the way?” Royce demanded. He could feel his strength seeping back into him now, building up again after the fight with Barihash, and now with Dust. 

“It just needs to be you, Royce,” Dust said. “We can end this here. Just throw down your sword, and I will make it painless. The priests trained me in a thousand methods of death, and some of them are barely felt until they are done.”

“You want me to just stand here and die?” Royce demanded, his anger building up in him. “You want me to be one more death on your tally? You’re going to have to fight for it!”

Above Royce, the volcano rumbled, the ground shaking under his feet. It started to collapse in on itself, rocks falling, forming a tomb for the monster within. More tumbled out, a landslide starting and boulders flashing past. For an instant, just an instant, Dust looked away.

Royce leapt at him, lunging forward with the obsidian blade in a furious attack that had everything he had in it. He struck and struck again, forcing Dust to give ground even while boulders tumbled around them, making their footing uneven and threatening to crush them if they stepped in the wrong place. One slammed into the ground just where Royce had been standing before, huge enough that it could have rendered both him and Dust no more than bloody pulp.

Royce kept cutting at Dust from every angle he could think of, and now one of the attacks got through, then another. Royce nicked Dust’s arm with his blade, then managed to barely pierce his thigh. Dust struck back, and Royce felt the pain of a dagger stroke along his ribs, another slicing into his upper arm. 

“I can see the patterns in your swordsmanship,” Dust said. “You cannot win this.”

Royce dodged out of the way of another attack, then had to dive to the side as a rock fell almost where he was standing. Dust struck again, and once more, Royce found himself having to dodge the falling rocks. Could the gray man see the patterns in those falls as well?

All of which begged one horrible question: what if he really could see horrors to come in the wake of Royce’s victory? What if all of this really would lead to horrors beyond any of those that Altfor and his family could inflict?

Royce shook his head, even as he parried another attack from Dust. No, he couldn’t think like that. He couldn’t live his life trying to deal with things that might happen far in the future. Altfor, and those like him, were causing misery and death now. He had to fight against it. If the future held other threats, then he would fight against those too.

“If the future holds darkness, then we fight against that darkness,” Royce said, even as he struck back with a sweeping cut.

Dust managed to duck under it. “No,” he said. “Every action has effects. Consequence after consequence, stretching out into the future. Your witch understands that.”

He pointed up to where Ember was circling, and Royce realized then that he wasn’t alone in this fight. He reached up for Ember, sending the hawk into a dive aimed at Dust’s face. Dust didn’t flinch, but instead threw out a kind of dark powder. In the face of it, Ember pulled up sharply, and when Royce reached out for her thoughts, he heard Lori’s shriek of pain through the hawk.

He cried out in his own pain as Dust struck at him with a long, slender blade, feeling it enter just above his hip. He pushed Dust back, but the killer kicked Royce hard, sending him stumbling. Royce picked up a handful of rocks, throwing them toward Dust’s face, but the gray man saw the move coming and wheeled away from it. 

Dust moved in then, striking high and low, forcing Royce to defend desperately. Royce parried and tried to counter cut, but the other man was ahead of him, stopping every blow now, defending every attack. Worse, Royce could feel the little energy that he’d managed to recover ebbing out of him again, his movements slowing while Dust’s seemed to be just as strong. The assassin hadn’t had a fight against a creature like Barihash to sap his strength.

“I have provided your friends with a route off the island,” Dust said calmly, even as he parried another of Royce’s attacks. “They will be able to go away from this place safely. Whatever you did inside the mountain, it seems to be destroying everything.”

That was true. Now, it was more than falling rocks. Now, whole sections of basalt around the edge of the island seemed to be falling into the sea. It was an uncomfortable reminder that in one sense Dust was right: the things Royce did had their consequences. He’d defeated an evil creature here, and now, it seemed as though the whole island was starting to slip into the sea as a result.

To Royce, that just meant that he needed to defeat Dust quickly. He was feeling tired now, but he made it look worse than it was, exaggerating it so it looked as though he could barely lift his sword arm. Sure enough, Dust seemed to take that as a sign to rush in for the kill, moving forward quickly toward Royce with his weapons raised.

Royce thrust for him with everything he had, the obsidian blade singing out toward the other man’s throat, every scrap of strength he had thrown into that one blow, so that the moment seemed to stretch out, the sword moving toward Dust almost slowly.

Then Royce saw the look of amusement in Dust’s eyes as the assassin turned, sliding away from the blow, his knives catching on either side of the obsidian sword to wrench it from Royce’s grasp. He kicked Royce then, sending him down into the dirt, small rocks bruising him as they skittered past. Royce fell hard, almost crushing the mirror in its cloth bag, so that he had to turn awkwardly to keep from breaking it. That left Royce lying there, staring up at the gray man as he advanced, ready for the kill.

“You can’t trick me, Royce,” Dust said. “I can see every move that you can make.”

He advanced to stand over Royce, knives raised for the kill. 

“I am sorry,” Dust said, “but some evils must be stopped, no matter the cost.”

“You want to see things?” Royce said. “See this!”

He wrenched the cloth clear from the mirror, grabbing either side of the frame and lifting it like a shield with the mirrored surface toward Dust. The killer stood there for a moment, then stared, eyes wide, mouth slack with apparent horror.

“No,” he said, almost in a whisper. 

He stood there almost as if he had no strength to move, and Royce could see the horror only increasing on his face. 

He stared at Royce while Royce regained his footing, still holding out the mirror like a shield. Whatever Dust was staring at in it, the sight of it was enough to transfix him, the killer standing there perfectly still, until finally he fell to his knees.

“Please,” he begged Royce. “Please just kill me.”

Royce didn’t know what to say, what to do. This had to be some kind of trick, some ploy to get him to move closer. He didn’t believe for one moment that a man like Dust actually wanted to die after what he’d seen.

Of course, trick or not, the fact remained that Dust was the one responsible for his adopted parents’ deaths, and for many more besides. Royce couldn’t forgive that. Putting away the mirror in its cloth bag, he looked around for the obsidian sword, finding it just a little way away. While he lifted it, he saw Dust weeping, tears falling onto the volcanic soil beneath him. 

Royce started back toward the other man, but a rumble came and more rocks started to fall. Royce stepped out of the way, slipped as the rock gave way beneath him, and found himself sliding down the side of the mountain, fighting to get any kind of handhold. By the time he brought himself to a stop, he’d slid at least a hundred yards, and rocks were still falling.

A part of Royce wanted to fight his way back up through it all to avenge his parents, but he didn’t trust that Dust would still be there if he went back. Maybe all of this was some grand trick to get him to stay there, while the island collapsed around him. Maybe this was how Dust planned to kill him. 

Whatever the truth of it, the fact was that the island was collapsing around him. Royce could go back to kill Dust, but it would probably cost him his life, or he could go get his friends, and together they could try to find a way off of here before they all died.

Making his decision, Royce ran back in the direction of the cave.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

Genevieve waited with her husband outside the king’s chambers. Altfor seemed nervous, looking this way and that like a boy afraid of being caught stealing pastries. Of course, Genevieve knew he was capable of far more than that without flinching. Genevieve watched him closely, trying to pick up on any sign of weakness.

“His majesty will see you now,” a guard said, exiting the room. He was escorting a pair of young women who looked as though they were from the cage before. Genevieve only managed to hide her disgust with an effort.

She stood with Altfor, and they made their way into the king’s chambers together.

“Embarrass me,” Altfor said, “and I’ll make you pay for it.”

Genevieve had put up with enough of his threats. “And what violence will you visit against your pregnant wife, husband? Maybe I need to worry about you embarrassing me.”

He turned as if he might strike her, but Genevieve was already stepping past him, into a room that turned out to be an antechamber to the main bedroom, and which held a large table on which a map of the kingdom was spread out.

King Carris was waiting for them, dressed casually in untucked shirt and breeches, his tunic slung across the back of a chair. Genevieve curtseyed to him, and she saw Altfor bow. 

“So,” the king said, “you have come to my court looking for my help, Altfor.”

“My king,” Altfor said, “I think we can help one another. I provide the proof of the crimes that Royce has committed, and a reminder to your lords that Earl Undine went against your command that they are not to war with one another. I also know the lands around my father’s home as well as anyone.”

“You are right,” the king said with a nod. He turned to Genevieve. “And you will want your son to inherit, of course. I understand that congratulations are in order, my lady.”

Genevieve did her best to hide her surprise. Even so, the king laughed.

“Oh, don’t look so shocked, both of you,” he said. “Did you think my apothecary wouldn’t tell me every bit of business that comes through his door? I find out more about the petty comings and goings of my lords through their visits to him than through any number of spies.”

“Although I’m sure that you have many spies too, my king,” Genevieve said.

That earned another laugh from the king. “I like you, Genevieve of the House of Nors. Your husband chose well with you. Even so, Altfor, the crown requires more from you than just a cause and a beautiful wife. If you want your lands back, you will have to help with retaking them.”

“I will fight,” Altfor promised. “And I know which among the lords there will fight on our side. I can send messengers to them. I can also show your majesty which spots on the coast will be safe to land in, so that we can hit Royce’s forces from both sides.”

“Strike from the north as well as the south,” King Carris said. He stroked his beard. “Yes, I like it. The threat of my forces will draw them out, and then the bulk of them will strike from behind as they turn to face the threat. Show me where these places are, Duke Altfor, and give me the names of the lords who are still loyal.”

Genevieve waited quietly, listening as carefully as she could. Unfortunately, her attentiveness caught Altfor’s eye.

“Perhaps, my king,” he said, “my wife could be excused now that the pleasantries are done? After all, the planning of war is hardly women’s work.”

“You’re right, Duke Altfor,” the king said. “We have much detailed planning, and I’m sure that your lady wife will want to seek other diversions in the castle. Please go, my lady. My servants will find rooms for you. I promise not to keep your husband from you for too long.”

It was a dismissal, even if it was an elegant one, and Genevieve couldn’t think of a way to get around it without making it obvious that she was trying to spy on what followed. Altfor smiled at her in a way that made it clear he knew he’d outsmarted her.

Genevieve left the room, and when the door shut firmly behind her she had to resist the urge to put her ear to the door and listen. That would make what she was doing far too obvious. Instead, she wandered out into the castle’s courtyard. This was where she could find out more, wandering from spot to spot, listening as best she could while servants and peasants talked and gossiped. She could see the men gathering weapons and moving from place to place; maybe she would be able to piece together enough hints to learn what was happening.

“My lady?” a woman’s voice said. “Lady Genevieve?”

Genevieve turned to see a young woman she didn’t know, dressed in dark clothes and looking far more certain now about who Genevieve was.

“You are Genevieve?” she said. “Sheila’s sister?”

That caught Genevieve’s attention. “How do you know my sister? Who are you?”

“My name…” The woman shook her head. “You can call me Jani. It’s not my name, but… I have to be careful, you understand?”

“I understand,” Genevieve said. “My sister sent you?”

Jani took a letter from a fold of her clothes. “She wasn’t sure where you would be, but since you were trying to catch up with Altfor, I thought eventually you would end up where the king was.” She looked around sharply. “We can’t do this here.”

She led the way to a nook in the shade of an awning, where they couldn’t be seen by the rest of the people in the courtyard. She held the letter out for Genevieve to take.

“Sheila has found a place in Fallsport. Her people… the letter will explain.”

Genevieve wanted to ask Jani more questions then, but instead she took the letter almost hungrily, eager to have any news of her sister. She tore the seal on the letter away, opening the folded sheet of parchment and reading. She recognized her sister’s writing, careful and precise, as if Sheila had to concentrate on each letter. It wasn’t as if either of them had much call to write often, back in the village.

I hope that this reaches you safely, dear sister. I am safe, in the place that you planned for me to go. I have taken the money that you gave me and used it as best I can, building contacts in the city, and people who owe me favors. I am respected here now, and if you come, or if you need anything, I hope that I will be able to provide it. Please, do what you can to stay safe. I know you are set on what we discussed, but I do not wish to lose a sister. I am ready to come do my part when you call, or send those who can do it. You can trust the one who bears this letter. Tell her anything, and it will be in confidence. 

Your loving sister, Sheila.

There was so much in there that was couched in careful language, presumably in case someone got hold of the letter. It didn’t mention Genevieve by name, and didn’t give any indication of the deadliness of what she and her sister had planned. There was enough in it, though, that Genevieve was sure it was a genuine letter from her sister, and that made relief flood through her. Sheila had made it to Fallsport, and it seemed that she was not only safe, but thriving. 

“If you wish to go to your sister, my lady,” Jani said. “I will find a way to get you to her.”

It was tempting—so tempting that for a moment Genevieve almost took her up on the offer. But she hadn’t fled before when she’d had the chance, and she wasn’t going to flee now.

“I need to be here,” Genevieve said. “I can do the most good here, but you can do something for me. I overheard information, and I need to get it to Royce.”

“Sheila can get information to anyone,” Jani promised. She held out a quill and an ink pot. “Set it on the reverse of the letter. I will get it to her, and she will get it to Royce. Then I will return, and if you change your mind…”

Genevieve took the parchment from the courier, trying to work out the best way to set down what she’d learned. She quickly realized that there was no cunning way to say this without saying it, as Sheila had. Instead, Genevieve set down what the king and Altfor had said, hoping that it would be enough, even without the detail. 

The king and Altfor plan to use ships to attack from the north, with a southern force as a distraction. They are trying to identify lords who will join their attack. I… tell Royce that I love him.

Genevieve hesitated, and then scratched through that part. She couldn’t put it in writing, not even to her sister. Folding the parchment, she passed it to Jani. 

“Have Sheila get this to Royce, and quickly. He needs to know about this before the king attacks.”

“I will do all I can,” the courier promised. “Are you sure that you do not wish to leave?”

Genevieve shook her head. “I’m needed here. Now, I’d better go; when Altfor finishes with the king, he’ll be looking for me.”

 

***

 

Genevieve found a servant to take her to the rooms that the king had promised, and when the woman led her there, she found them to be spacious, open, and elegant. They were also far from the courtyard and the gossip that it promised, the lack of information making her fingers itch with the urge to be doing something.

Instead, she had to make herself sit, waiting for the moment when Altfor would return. It seemed like an age before he did so; an age set sitting and wondering if she’d done the right thing by sending what she had to her sister. Had she put too much in writing, or not enough? If she’d managed to listen for more…

“Genevieve, where are you?” Altfor called out, slamming open the door. He’d clearly been drinking with the king, and there was a dangerous flush to his cheeks as he entered. “If you’re my wife, then I mean to have you as my wife.”

Genevieve stood, moving to meet him. Perhaps once she would have stood quietly for him, but not now.

“Perhaps you should try treating me as your wife,” she said.

Altfor raised his hand as if he would strike her, but Genevieve stood there calmly, forcing herself to give no ground.

“The laws are still clear,” she said. “I am your wife, and a noble. Strike me, and I’ll see that every noble here learns that Altfor of House Nors is a man to beat his pregnant wife.”

Altfor paused, and then lowered his hand. 

“Very well,” he said. “But if you think that we are somehow equals in this marriage, you are mistaken, Genevieve. You are mine, as much as you were on the day my father gave you to me.”

Genevieve continued to stand there. “I came back to you, didn’t I? I sought you out. We don’t have to be at odds.”

“You make it sound as though you’re suddenly in love with me,” Altfor said. “Do you think I’m stupid enough to believe that? He’s the one you love, isn’t he?”

Genevieve couldn’t deny it, couldn’t say outright that she didn’t love Royce. Even so, she did her best to make Altfor believe that it was him she cared about.

“You’re the one I followed,” she said, hoping he would never learn the way she’d gone to Royce first. “You’re the one whose child I carry, and whose wife I am. We are stronger together. I can help you with the king, and our child—”

“The child you carry is the only reason I don’t teach you your place,” Altfor said. “That is what you are: a receptacle to carry my heir. Yes, you are my wife, and you will stay by my side, but let’s not pretend that this is a true marriage now. I will keep you, and I will treat you as a wife in public, but in private… you are mine, and I will treat you any way I wish.”

“Try,” Genevieve said, drawing her eating knife.

Altfor laughed at that. “Maybe another time, when there’s no chance of hurting my heir. In the meantime, you’re safe enough. You can watch the other women I take to my bed. As I recall, that amused you well enough the last time around.”

Genevieve gritted her teeth and tried not to think about catching Altfor with Moira. The betrayal there hadn’t been him; it had been that she’d thought Moira was her friend. Genevieve forced herself to smile.

“I am happy for you to do as you will,” Genevieve said. “As your wife, I’m sure I support you in all things.”

“Happy,” Altfor said, with a smile that said he didn’t believe it. “And since you’re my wife, I’m sure you support me in my efforts to get my lands back as well.”

“Of course,” Genevieve lied.

“So you will be happy to accompany me and King Carris as we proceed to the north to slaughter the traitors there. You will be happy to watch them punished as all traitors must be, with death.”

Genevieve made herself nod. “As you wish, my husband.”

“No, as I require,” Altfor said. “Say it.”

“As you require,” Genevieve replied, but she was already thinking of all the ways that she could use the situation to help both herself and Royce. She’d only been able to get a little information about what the king planned today, but like this, here with Altfor, she would be able to get more. 

As Altfor reached out for her, Genevieve just had to remind herself that all of this was so she could find out what was needed. She would get the details of the attack, and send them to Royce…

…and then she would stand by happily while she watched her “beloved” husband killed by the man she actually loved.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

Royce ran down the mountainside as quickly as any tumbling pebble, fighting to keep his footing, trying to pick his way among the chaos of the collapsing island. He passed one of the white stags, but his father’s signs meant nothing now; the island was a fundamentally different place in the wake of Barihash’s death, and there wasn’t a spot on it that could be trusted.

 Royce stepped to the side as rocks fell on the spot where he had just been, then leapt as a crack started to open up at his feet. He rolled as he landed, tucking tight so that he could shield the mirror he carried from the impact. He kept the obsidian sword tied tightly in place at his side, checking that it was still there as he rose up and started to run again.

Fire burst around Royce, in spurts of flames that threatened to engulf him if he didn’t move quickly enough. This wasn’t the targeted threat of Barihash’s magic though, and the spurts of flame and lava came randomly, flaring and then gone again, some so close to Royce that he could feel the barest hint of their heat on his skin.

“I have to get to the others,” he said, trying to find a route that would lead to them. The crack that had barred the way to the tower was easy to traverse now, at least, covered by a fresh layer of boulders, so that Royce could sprint his way across them. The sudden slope that a landslip had caused was harder, and Royce had to slide his way down it, struggling to keep his balance as he picked up speed. He had to leap at the slope’s end to avoid another chasm that had opened up, landing hard, but refusing to stop. To stop now was to die.

He saw the space with the cave ahead, and better than that, he saw that his friends were already on the move, making their way along the path toward the shore in a bunch, and hurrying, with Gwylim behind them, urging them along the way a sheepdog might have. Royce saw Matilde glance back, and she stopped, obviously spotting him.

“Keep running!” Royce bellowed. “I’ll catch you up!”

He sprinted after them, finding reserves of energy that he hadn’t had in the fight against Dust. Royce could see the others moving fairly quickly together; apparently, Bolis and Mark had recovered enough that they weren’t being slowed down anymore. He saw Bolis pull Matilde to one side just before rocks fell in the spot she was standing in. Royce hurried to catch up.

He leapt over the trunk of a spindly tree that had fallen, then sidestepped as a geyser erupted with the pressure of the island’s devastation. Royce made it to where the others were, running with them as the island fell apart.

“You found the mirror,” Neave said. “But not your father?”

Royce shook his head. “He’d been there, but…” He ducked as another fragment of rock flashed past. “There’s no time to explain.”

“What about the gray-skinned man?” Mark asked. He had his hand clutched to his wounds as he ran, obviously ignoring the pain.

“He’s still back there,” Royce said.

“We should have tried to stop him,” Bolis said. 

“You would have died,” Royce assured him. “You did the right thing. Now, keep running. We have to get to the boat!”

“The assassin said that he left his boat past ours,” Matilde said. “It’s… Neave!”

Royce saw the ground next to the Picti girl start to open up. Faster than the others could react, he grabbed for her, catching her arm and yanking her back from the precipice of a chasm with lava bubbling at its base.

“We have to get off this island,” Royce said. He looked through Ember’s eyes, trying to pick out a route, and saw that there was indeed a boat that wasn’t theirs beached on a shelf of rock just a little way away. They definitely had a better chance of reaching it than they did their own small vessel, and it looked as though this boat had a better chance of surviving the voyage back as well.

“This way,” he called, leading the others and trying to pick out a route through the chaos of the island. Around him, ground crumbled and rocks fell, producing a perilous pathway that he and the others had to run through like a gauntlet.

“Just like being back on the Red Isle,” Mark said. 

Royce nodded, thinking back to the field of traps and tripwires that they’d had to run through as a part of their training there. Back then, he’d been able to get some of his fellow prisoner-recruits across it safely. He could do the same here; he had to.

“This way,” Royce said, picking out the safest route he could see to the boat. Even that wasn’t entirely safe, leading through a series of obsidian pillars, sharp-edged glass ready to scratch at his skin if he so much as brushed against them. Royce picked a path through them, trying to find a route wide enough for the mirror he held, and for the bulky form of Gwylim. 

They ran through, and there was a broad expanse of glassy rock ahead. Out of the corner of his eye, Royce thought he could see movement. The lizard-things of the island were coming, and now it appeared that there were hundreds of them. 

“They’re coming for us,” Matilde said. “We won’t be able to get the boat into the water in time.”

Royce realized she had a point. The boat was large, and it was fully pulled up out of the water, wedged with rocks to keep it in place. In the time it would take them to get it back in the water, the lizard-things would be on them, and in the open there was no way that they would be able to stand against their numbers.

“Go,” Royce said, tossing the mirror to Matilde. “Get the boat into the water, and don’t look in the mirror, whatever happens! I’ll hold them here. They can only come at me a few at a time.”

Neave, Matilde, and Gwylim did as he told them, moving out across the open ground to where the boat sat. The two girls pulled away the rocks from beneath it and started to push it toward the water. The Bhargir lent his bulk to the effort, pushing along with them, and now it started to move.

Mark and Bolis stood with Royce, obsidian-tipped spears ready.

“You don’t need to be here,” Royce said.

“You can’t hold them alone,” Mark said. “No one can.”

Royce wanted to argue, and to try to keep his friends safe, but there was no time, because the first of the lizard-things was already upon them. Royce pulled out the obsidian sword and cut the creature down, then turned to strike at the next of them. Beside him, Mark thrust his spear deep into one, while Bolis deflected a blow from another. Royce cut down that one, and Mark deflected a blow aimed at him in turn.

The creatures kept coming. The pillars of obsidian meant that they could only come at them one at a time, but for every one that fell, another was there instantly to take its place. Royce felt a spear scrape along his arm, cut the creature down, and another stepped forward to try to strike at him. One grabbed Mark, and Royce saw Bolis plunge his spear into it. Royce cut another down, then another.

He heard a splash behind him, and Matilde called out, “We’re ready! Come on!”

Royce glanced back to see the boat in the water, its mast raised, Matilde and Neave holding its oars, ready to row. Only the broad expanse of rock lay between Royce, Mark, Bolis, and the others. There was just one problem with that…

“You two run,” Royce told them, even as he cut down another of the creatures. “If we all run at once, they’ll cut us down.”

“You run first,” Bolis said. He speared a lizard-thing. “The world needs you. We can’t risk you.”

“I can hold them!” Royce insisted, although there were so many of the creatures that he wasn’t sure how he could do it.

That was when Bolis hit him, the butt of his spear slamming into Royce’s jaw. Royce staggered, the obsidian sword falling from his hands. Mark caught it, and caught him too, dragging him back semi-conscious. Through half-open eyes, Royce could only watch the figure of Bolis receding as he and Mark made their way across the expanse of the rocks.

He saw Bolis spear one lizard creature, then another, parry a spear and then slash with the point of his own. He saw the knight cut down a beast on his left, drop to one knee and reverse the weapon to spear the next. For a moment, it seemed to Royce as if he might actually be able to hold against all of the creatures coming at him.

Then the spear stuck in one of the lizard folk, the point snapping off, so that now he could only strike out with the branch as a staff. Royce saw a spear lance into his side, and Bolis spun to strike down the creature, but another struck him, and another. Bolis pulled one of the spears from his flesh, striking down another of the beasts, fighting on impossibly in the face of the wounds he’d suffered.

Then he fell, buried under a swarm of the beasts.

“Run!” Mark said, and all Royce could do was try to manage it, even while his heart wanted to break at the sight of someone who had trusted him, come with him this far, getting torn apart by the creatures.

They flowed from the stand of obsidian pillars, surging toward them. Mark and Royce ran for the edge of the rocky shelf, and the boat was waiting in the water, a little way below and a dozen yards offshore. Royce had enough of his wits about him now to dive, striking the water hard and plunging down into the shocking cold.

That brought him back to himself, and he swam for the surface, seeing the lizard creatures there on the edge of the island as he surfaced, unwilling, or unable, to follow. Royce swam hard for the boat, managing to pull himself over the side just as Mark did. Behind them, the island continued to collapse in on itself, crumbling now that there wasn’t Barihash’s presence to hold it together.

“Row!” Royce yelled. “We need to get as far from the island as we can. Row!”

 

***

 

Royce sat in the boat, looking down through Ember’s eyes, using the hawk’s view on the world to pick out rocks beneath the waves and provide a safe route away from the Seven Isles. The distance of the view helped, because it also seemed to give him a hint of distance from the pain he felt at Bolis’s death, and at the failure of their attempt to find his father.

“He was an arrogant invader,” Neave said, bringing Royce back to himself, “but he was a good man. Without him, I would have died back there on the island.”

“We all would have,” Mark said.

Royce sighed. This journey had cost them so much. It had cost Bolis his life, had seen the rest of them bruised and battered, hurt and haunted. It had cost him both the crystal sword and the armor that his father had given him, and had given him back… what? A crude sword formed of obsidian? No sign of his father? A mirror so dangerous that it had driven Barihash mad, and left Dust begging for death?

“Bolis was a hero,” Royce said, “and a true knight by the end of it.”

It didn’t seem like enough to say. Sir Bolis hadn’t believed in Royce at the start of all this, and had hated the presence of both Picti and commoners among his forces. Yet he’d died fighting to save all of them. Royce could hardly believe the change that there had been in him. 

“Do you think we’ll be able to get back safely?” Mark asked.

Royce honestly couldn’t say. He thought the boat had enough supplies in it for the journey. He thought it was large enough and sturdy enough to survive the trip across the sea, even if it wasn’t on the same scale that the ship that had brought them had been. He thought the sail would carry them quickly enough to bring them back before the king could attack and they missed the fight that mattered. 

Royce found himself staring at the covered mirror, sitting in the stern of the boat just a little ways from him. He found himself thinking of the promises that it offered. With it, would he be able to see a safe way back for him and his friends? Would he be able to see a way to get back in time to help, and see the best way to win the coming battle?

He might, but he might also find himself maddened, believing lies, as paranoid about enemies who didn’t exist as Barihash had been. If the mirror had been able to twist someone who claimed to have been a great king and a sorcerer, what would it do to him?

Had his father looked? There was every sign that his father had seen enough of the future to set out a path for Royce, so had he looked in the mirror? If so, where had he gone afterward? Where was he now?

Royce didn’t know, but he did know the way that Dust had looked in the moments after Royce had made him look into the mirror. He’d stared into it, and there had been horror there, but he’d also said things that made it sound as though he thought he’d been completely wrong. Royce didn’t know what to make of that. What had he seen? 

There was only one way to find out.

Royce went to the mirror, putting one hand on the bag that covered it, trying to make up his mind. His father had warned him not to look, and he’d seen the consequences that could come from looking. The sensible thing was to take this mirror back home, find Lori, and ask the witch if there was a way to use it more safely.

Royce found himself thinking of Bolis, though. He’d given his life to try to save them. How many others would have to do it? How many people would die because Royce didn’t know what was coming, and didn’t have a way to see a strategy to win this war? If the knight could be that heroic, shouldn’t Royce be prepared to look into it?

Put like that, he knew there was only one choice, whatever his father had said.

He closed his eyes.

He knew that when he opened his eyes—if he opened them—his world would change forever. He could descend into madness. Into horror. 

Or he could rise to a level of wisdom beyond any he could ever achieve.

Either way, his life would change forever.

He stood there, trembling, knowing he should walk away. He should just turn around, forget that this mirror existed.

He knew it was the sensible thing to do.

And yet, he could not.

He took a deep breath, pulled the cloth from the mirror.

He opened his eyes.

And he stared.
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“Morgan Rice did it again! Building a strong set of characters, the author delivers another magical world. ONLY THE WORTHY is filled with intrigue, betrayals, unexpected friendship and all the good ingredients that will make you savor every turn of the pages. Packed with action, you will read this book on the edge of your seat.”
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From Morgan Rice, #1 Bestselling author of THE QUEST OF HEROES (a free download with over 1,000 five star reviews), comes a riveting new fantasy series.

 

In ONLY THE BOLD, the epic finale to the Way of Steel, Royce finds him transformed after looking into the magic mirror. Has he gained the ultimate wisdom? Or has he gone mad?

 

The mirror reveals many secrets, and Royce finds himself heading towards his father’s hiding place. Will he meet his father for the first time?

 

Genevieve and Royce’s tragic romance finally comes to a head, culminating in a surprise twist that will change both of their lives forever.

 

And amidst all of this comes the epic battle with the king’s armies, one that will determine the fate of the land—and the kingship—once and for all.

 

ONLY THE BOLD weaves an epic tale of friends and lovers, of knights and honor, of betrayal, destiny and love. A tale of valor, it draws us into a fantasy world we will fall in love with, and appeals to all ages and genders. 

 

Please visit www.morganricebooks.com for updates about the release of Morgan’s forthcoming fantasy series.
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