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CHAPTER ONE

 

Royce stared into the Mirror of Wisdom, and for the first few moments, all he could see was the reflection of the world around him. He saw the collapsing shape of the first of the Seven Isles, the flow of the waves around the boat, the presence of Mark, Neave, Matilde, Ember the hawk, and Gwylim the wolf-like bhargir. 

In those moments, it seemed impossible to understand why Dust had screamed on looking into it, why his father had warned Royce against looking, or why it had driven Barihash mad, down in his grotto beneath the volcano. It seemed like no more than an ordinary mirror. 

“Royce, is this a good idea?” Mark demanded from further back in the boat. His friend sounded worried, and Royce could understand the reasons for it. They’d all been through so much, and the dangers of the Seven Isles were more than real. Mark had at least one fresh scar from the experience, while ash from the island sat in his dark hair.

Neave and Matilde sat at the heart of the boat, controlling the sail between them. Royce could see them in the mirror, the Picti girl dark-haired and tattooed in woad, Matilde’s red hair matted with what might have been blood from one of the many fights they’d had. In the mirror, Royce thought he caught a flicker of something: the two of them in a cottage somewhere…

Royce kept looking, determined to see all that the mirror would show him. Gwylim barked a warning, but Royce ignored the bhargir. He needed to know… he needed to see what had happened to his father.

The moment the mirror started to connect with him, it felt like the whole world coming into focus, the reflection from the glass spreading out so that it seemed to encompass everything Royce could see. Looking at the world in the mirror, he realized that he could make out every blade of grass on distant beaches, understand every movement of the currents that threatened to pull the boat this way and that. Almost without thinking about it, Royce moved to the tiller, making a small course correction that sent them past a spot where rocks waited just beneath the waves.

“Why did you do that?” Mark asked.

Royce opened his mouth to explain about the rocks, but even as he did, he could feel his grip on the mirror slipping away, the patterns there too complex to both hold and explain, the sight of which could be twisted too much by any attempt to explain it. Royce clamped his mouth shut, determined to keep looking.

Royce could see now how the Mirror of Wisdom might send men mad. Possibilities tumbled through his mind like the rocks that fell from the collapsing volcano they were putting further and further behind them with every moment. Even those rocks held possibilities, with Royce seeing the ways that every breath of wind or jolt of the earth might send them tumbling in a fractionally different direction.

“And they’re just rocks!” Royce exclaimed to himself, as he continued to stare into the mirror. There was a kind of clarity and focus there that he had never experienced before, but which threatened to overwhelm him if he wasn’t careful. There was so much of everything to see in the mirror that it was almost impossible to focus on anything, and Royce had to drag his attention back to what he wanted again and again.

The flight of birds distracted him for a moment, then the play of sunlight off of the waves. Each held so many secrets, and the sheer knowing of it all made Royce’s brain feel as though it was about to burst. He saw every possibility, and trying to narrow those down to just the ones that mattered was like trying to pick a single tree out of a forest, with all its branching paths.

“Show me the fight to come,” Royce demanded of the mirror. “Show me what I have to do. Show me my father.”

He saw then, and for a moment, the horror of it threatened to overwhelm him, threatened to make him cry out in despair the way Dust had done. He saw then all the reasons why Dust had come after him. He saw the death that would follow in the battles, the ways in which the war might drag on and on. Royce saw the fight against King Carris dragging the whole kingdom into bloody civil war, and the endless, endless deaths that might follow.

He saw the potential for victory, and attempts to make the kingdom a better place, but Royce also saw all the ways that it could go wrong. He saw venal courtiers, saw a son with Genevieve who would grow and…

“No,” Royce said, shaking his head, forcing himself to look more clearly. He had to remember that this was how the mirror worked: it didn’t show one set line, merely set out the consequences of actions. He could see dark paths, paths filled with death, but he could also see ways for the world to be so much more. He was less like a seer peering into entrails for an answer, and more like a navigator, trying to pick out a path based on a hundred sets of maps.

“We should pull him away from that thing,” Matilde said, her voice sounding distant even though it came to Royce as clearly as every other whisper of sound right then. 

“No,” Royce said, holding up a hand. In the mirror, he could see that would be enough to stop her. Moments so close were easy to see, with so few decisions making the pathways branch. “No, I need to understand.”

“Leave him,” Neave said. “He made the stone sing and crossed the bridge to the tower. If anyone can make the old magic bend to his will, it’s Royce.”

Royce almost laughed at that, but he didn’t, because he could see that his friends would believe that he was mad if he did. This wasn’t about bending the mirror to his will, because that was the mistake people made with it. It wasn’t a thing of will, but a thing of clarity, of possibility. Barihash had made it seem malice filled, Dust had recoiled in terror, but Royce saw just as many beautiful possibilities.

“Maybe that’s it,” Royce mused in something that was almost a whisper. “It’s a mirror, so maybe it gives you back what you bring to it?”

“Royce,” Mark said. Royce didn’t look up at his friend, because right then there was too much to see. “Royce, we’re going to steer the ship for home. Give me a sign that you can hear me.”

Of course Royce could hear him; why wouldn’t he be able to? Royce made himself nod, but then held still, because even that small movement seemed to send ripples through some of the possibilities there, and Royce needed all of them if he was going to chart a way for them to follow.

“What happens if things continue as they are?” Royce asked the mirror, trying to shape the vague thoughts he had into a question; trying to focus.

He saw the answer to that reflected in the glass. He saw people dying by the hundreds, by the thousands. He saw blood and more blood, with a war that never seemed to end. 

He looked for a way to win that war, staring into the glass over and over, even though each attempt seemed to end worse than the last. He saw himself, and his friends, and the people who had come to support him die in a hundred different ways, and more. So many of the possibilities seemed to lead to blood.

The things he felt for Genevieve seemed to be a part of the problem. The love he felt, and the things he was prepared to do for her, only seemed to drag Royce away from doing the right thing. The paths that led to her seemed also to lead to some of the greatest pain. Despite that, Royce found that he couldn’t look away from them.

“I need to find a path where people live,” he insisted. He set his mind to it, even as he could feel his consciousness starting to fray around the edges. 

There were so few good paths left. They seemed like a slender collection of silvery strands running through a world that was otherwise cloaked in darkness. The problem was simple: people like Altfor and his family, like the king, Carris, would do anything if it meant them holding onto power. What hope was there to get them to relinquish that hold without a fight that would drag everyone else down with them?

The thread for that was so narrow that Royce could barely believe it existed at all. He could see the elements that made it up, though, the decisions that went together one after another, so many that it would almost be a miracle if they all came together. He could see where it started, though. 

He needed to find his father.

“Where, though?” Royce muttered. He could imagine his friends staring at him, thinking how mad he must look. He briefly had a glimpse of them there, looking back across the boat, their looks suspicious. What would they be thinking? What might they be planning?

Royce caught himself in time. Was that how Barihash had started? Was the sheer ease of seeing so much enough to push someone into madness? Forcing himself to focus, Royce pushed his attention onto his father, trying to see where he had gone when he left the island. It took everything he had to do it, the mirror’s view seeming to curl away from that one thing into possibility after possibility. Royce waded through them like a man through a snowstorm, trying to pay attention.

Clarity flickered through him, and he realized that he already knew where his father had gone. There had been papers among his father’s things, torn into scraps and seen by Royce for a matter of moments. There had been words on them, and now Royce knew what they meant, where they meant.

Royce could see all of it then, everything that he needed to do. He looked up from the mirror. To his astonishment it was dark when he did so, the stars glinting down, moonlight spilling over the water, and the Seven Isles no more than a dot on the horizon.

“Are you all right?” Mark asked, looking worried. 

Almost immediately, all the wondrous details that Royce had seen in the mirror started to fade. The complex web of choices and decisions was too much to hold at once. 

“I know where we have to go,” Royce said. He set his hand to the tiller, moving it and setting the boat turning onto a new course. He knew as surely as he could see the moon that this was the correct direction, and that his father lay ahead.

“What are you doing?” Matilde demanded. 

Royce didn’t have the words to explain it, or rather, he could, but even attempting to form the words made all that he knew feel soap bubble thin, ready to burst into nothingness and chaos. He wanted to tell his friends, but telling them would change things in and of itself.

“We need to go this way,” he said. “My father… I know where he is.”

“Are you sure?” Mark asked. “We thought he would be in the Seven Isles.”

“I…” Royce couldn’t explain. He couldn’t. “Do you trust me, Mark?”

“You know that I do,” Mark said. Around him, the others nodded, one by one.

“Then we need to go this way,” Royce said. “Please.”

For a moment, he thought they might argue, that they might try to turn the boat back toward the kingdom, or tell him that he’d been addled by the mirror. But one by one, they sat back in place, waiting while the boat continued on its course.

They were going to find Royce’s father, and this time, Royce knew where he would be.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Dust wandered the island while chaos reigned around him, barely comprehending what was happening. Fire burst around his feet, and he simply didn’t react. Instead, he staggered on, rocks tumbling around him, the whole island imploding in the kind of entropy that Dust would never have believed in before he looked in the mirror.

“I was wrong,” he muttered to himself as he walked on. “So very wrong.”

Once, he’d believed in a world where priests knew everything, and kept fate on its single, set course. Then, he’d been so sure that he could pick a path through fate. He’d seen the horrors to come, and he’d seen the death that was needed to stop it.

Now, Dust didn’t know what to think.

He stumbled on, while boulders tumbled on around him. Dust didn’t try to dodge them, but they missed him anyway, some hint of unreasoned knowledge putting his feet into the right spots.

“How?” he asked. “How can anyone comprehend the vastness of it?”

He understood now why the mirror was said to drive people mad, although no one had told him that, had they? It had just been another thing that he’d seen. He’d seen everything, and everything was far too much for one mind to hold. He’d seen all that he had seen before in the priests’ smoke, and a million other things besides.

Lava burst near Dust, and he turned to face it almost blankly, eyes barely seeing it. There was no room for it when he could see all the things that might be, and had been, and would never be, tangled up in such a ball that it was impossible to pick them apart.

“I’ve done so much,” he said, clambering unseeing over a stand of obsidian and not even feeling the spots where it cut into his palms. “I thought…”

He could see exactly what he’d thought. First, he’d thought that the priests were right, and he’d done what they commanded. He’d done what the signs had seemed to suggest, even when it had meant killing people who had not been his enemies, who would never have been a threat to him. Even when he’d realized the games of the priests, he’d made choices that would hurt people. He’d poured ill fortune into a ring to cause chaos. He’d come hunting Royce…

“I deserve to die,” Dust said. “I deserve it.”

He staggered on, trying to work out the best way to do it, trying to work out what he should do. He wandered through a field of glasslike shards, not caring if they cut his legs. From the corner of his eye, he saw something running at him. 

Dust turned without thinking about it, swaying aside from a spear thrust aimed at his heart. A lizard creature hissed at him, drawing back its spear for another blow. Dust stepped in close to it, striking up with stiffened fingers into its throat. It stumbled back gasping, and now Dust was on it, stabbing into its heart with a knife, so close to it now that he could feel the heat of its blood on him. It seemed to be the only thing that he could feel right then.

Even as the beast toppled, Dust cursed himself for fighting back. He could have stood still then; could have let the creature kill him the way he deserved for everything that he had done. 

“You can still do it,” Dust said. He regarded the knife in his hands, the shine of the sun off its edge almost mesmerizing in spite of the dark blood that coated it now. It would be so easy to run the edge across his own throat, or across the spots where the body’s blood ran close to the surface. Would-be Angarthim he had trained with had done it before, when the efforts of the priests had driven them to madness.

If not the knife, then there were a hundred other ways to die. He could lie down at the feet of the lizard beings, or throw himself from a cliff. He could stand in the path of a falling boulder, or walk into a field of fire. He could even simply sit where he was. On an island like this, it was harder to keep living than it was to die, and yet Dust somehow managed to keep going.

He wandered, and as he wandered, he tried to make sense of all that he had seen, but there was no making sense of it. He’d thought in terms of one pure line of fate that he could pick out, but instead, there were choices, spreading out in a latticework of possibilities, until no one could say that this thing or that would always happen. 

He’d seen all that he had seen before, with Royce’s brightness, and the darkness and blood that might follow, but Dust had also seen all the ways that it might not, and all the light that might lie beyond even that. He’d learned of his own freedom, but he’d forgotten that of every other being in the world.

He’d forgotten hope.

“Hope?” Dust demanded of the air. “What hope is there here, on an island falling into the sea? What hope is there to undo what I’ve done?”

He already knew the answer to that. He’d seen a moment more powerful than the ones he’d seen in the priests’ smoke, more certain, more crucial. He’d seen a battle, and a figure standing in shining armor, wielding a crystal sword with almost impossible skill. He’d seen that figure cut down, and he’d known that moment was the one that mattered.

Dust looked around and realized that somehow he had reached the coast of the island. There was a boat there that wasn’t his, but it was light, and it had oars, and it was easy for him to push into the water while behind him the island collapsed.

He bobbed in the boat, looking up at the sky, trying to decide what to do next, but in truth, Dust already knew what he had to do. He sat up, staring out over the water, looking at the island he had passed on his way here, and contemplating what would be needed to save the world.

He started to row.

While he rowed, he considered the central problem of the next thing that had to be dealt with: a foe who seemed so well protected that it would be impossible to defeat them, that even attempting it might destroy him.

Dust didn’t care about that though; he craved that destruction. If it came to him, he would welcome it with open arms.

“No,” he told himself, “not before I have done what I must do.”

As for the prospect of actually doing it, he would find a way. He was Angarthim, with all the training that came with that. Perhaps he was the only one who could do this. He could slip silently onto the island, and…

“That will not work,” Dust said. One glance at the clouds above the island he sought told him that. The signs there were filled with death and the prospect of it. He could be stealthy, but he would fail, and he would die. He needed to find another way.

Dust let the boat drift now, knowing that the currents from the spot he was in would take him to the island he sought. Taking one of the oars and the sharpest of his knives, he started to carve. He could make another if he survived this.

He whittled at the wood with steady hands, shaving curls of it from the oar’s haft until it started to come to a point. Dust refined that point steadily as the current dragged him in toward the island, turning it into something almost as sharp as the steel he carried, producing a javelin that was light, and balanced, and deadly.

Taking a pouch from his belt, Dust mingled the contents with sea water, then dipped the tip of his makeshift spear into the results, the wood hissing as it contacted the potion he had produced. He threw the pouch out into the water, too dangerous to touch now that the powder had been wetted.

He came in close to the shore, and already, Dust could feel the pull from the island, in the heady, sweet scent that seemed to fill every pore, making him want to draw closer. 

She stepped from the forest there, and she was the most beautiful woman Dust had ever seen, although a part of his brain also saw past that in the same moment. He saw a woman who was everything he had ever wanted, and at the same time saw the claws.

He flung his javelin. It sailed through the air, and she twisted, fast as a snake, so that his throw barely grazed her. The point did break the skin, and Dust could only hope that the poison on it did its job.

The creature didn’t fall, though. Instead, the scent around Dust intensified, and he knew that he had to throw himself forward, diving into the water and dragging his boat to the beach.

She was waiting there for him, and now he realized that she simply was. She was impossible, because her beauty hurt Dust to look upon. He would have done anything for her in that moment. Anything.

“I am Lethe,” she said, in a voice like molten honey. “What do they call you?”

“Dust,” Dust said.

“And do you love me, Dust?”

“I love you,” Dust agreed.

Lethe stepped toward him, arms open, her beauty complete, perfect, absolute.

“Did you really think that your little spear would kill me?” she asked. Her mouth was open in a smile that was both beautiful and too full of teeth, all at once.

“No,” Dust admitted.

“No?” That seemed to take Lethe by surprise.

“The poison on it does not kill. I had nothing that would kill you. But I have things that can weaken you.”

“Weaken me?” Dust heard the fear there now.

“I love you, but I am Angarthim, and we can kill what we love if the fates require it.”

Dust struck out with a knife, the blade flashing across her throat. Lethe didn’t even have time to cry out as she fell. Dust had made her end as painless as he could, because what more could he do for someone he loved so much?

He knelt there, and he wept in his grief. He wept both because of what he had lost in Lethe, and because he still needed to be the killer he had been made into for a little while longer. 

It seemed to take forever before Dust felt strong enough to stand again and make his way around the island. The place felt different now, as dead as the creature that had run it, lifeless and silent as Dust searched.

He found what he was looking for set a little way from a cabin-like home, discarded in a pile together as if they simply didn’t matter. Then, Dust guessed, they hadn’t mattered compared to the love of Lethe. Dust took the crystal sword, unsheathing it only long enough to admire how the blade shone in the moonlight before he put it away again. He wrapped it in the armor, taking both and moving back in the direction of his boat.

It took him another hour to carve a replacement oar, an hour beyond that to gather fruits and fresh water from the forest. Dust piled it into his boat and pushed it out into the water.

He started to row for the mainland, knowing that destiny lay ahead, for him, for Royce, for everyone.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Genevieve was finding that life in the king’s court was very different from life in the palace of Altfor’s father. For one thing, people actually looked at her as if she were noble, rather than giving her the looks of pity and disdain that had marked her out as a stolen peasant girl before.

For another, there was the constant sense of threat that came from knowing any misstep could get her killed.

“Will Lord Ber’s men be here before the final push against the enemy?” King Carris demanded of an advisor, standing from his throne and pacing the width of the audience chamber where he was discussing plans.

“There is no news yet, my king,” the man said.

“Which means that he doesn’t plan to be here,” King Carris snapped back. “He’s waiting to see who will win. Do our chances look so bad?”

“No, my king,” the man said. “Shall I send more messages to him?”

“Just one,” King Carris said. “Tell him that if he does not have his men with my army in time, I will kill him, and his family, and anyone else who stands with him. This is a fight against people who would take my kingdom from me; if he is not with me in that fight, then he is my enemy.”

“At once,” the man said.

More advisors and messengers came, each one with some fragment of news about the coming conflict. One lord came forward and knelt.

“My king,” he said. “I am Sir Verris of Yall. I have brought three hundred men with me to serve with your army.”

“You have my thanks, Sir Verris,” the king said. “You will be rewarded. Your place will be with the force that strikes from the north.”

Genevieve stood toward the back of the crowd of people, trying to take note of the names and the numbers as men came to swear themselves to the king’s cause. She would have written it all down to be sure that she got it, but someone would see.

Altfor would see. He stood toward the front of the room, where he could be seen by everyone there, as close to the king as possible. Even so, his eyes seemed to be following Genevieve, daring her to make a mistake in the dangerous game she was playing.

“Jani will return soon,” Genevieve said to herself. “I will remember everything until then.”

She had to hope that the spy who worked for her sister had gotten back to Sheila. With the information Genevieve had sent, maybe Royce would be able to win this without all the deaths that the coming battle promised. Genevieve had already sent information about the seaborne assault that would be coming from the north. Now, she hoped to be able to find something that would help them to win outright.

“Tell me about our flotilla,” King Carris said. 

A man in what looked like expensive versions of sailors’ clothes stepped forward, jewelry adorning him that looked as though it had been stolen from a dozen different sources.

“We are ready and waiting to carry your forces, my king. Just as soon as we are paid.”

“Money is traveling from my treasury as we speak,” King Carris promised.

Genevieve found herself wondering if there might be some way to sabotage that delivery. If she could get that information to Sheila, then it might be possible to arrange for the money to be stolen, or at least delayed. She was about to find a reason to excuse herself from the hall when she stopped, feeling a wave of something like cold spreading through her. 

It wasn’t the kind of cold that had anything to do with the physical world, though. Instead, it felt to Genevieve as though something papery was whispering across her soul, and she found herself turning automatically toward the door. Everyone else in the room did the same, moving as one mass to face the figures who walked in together.

There were a dozen of them, gray-skinned and shaven-headed, although several of them had beards, or golden chains wound around their skulls, or tattoos in the shapes of mystical symbols. They wore deep gray robes, some with the hoods up, and most of them looked around the room with piercing eyes. The one at their head was old enough that he had to walk with the aid of a staff, leaning on it with every step. His eyes caught Genevieve’s for a moment, and Genevieve shuddered involuntarily. 

“Who are you?” King Carris demanded. “And why are you here, in my court?”

“We are the priests of the Angarthim,” their leader said. “We see all that must be, and we send the Angarthim to ensure that it happens as it should. I am Justinius, highest of the priests.”

“That still doesn’t tell me why you’re here,” King Carris said. “Or why I shouldn’t have you killed.”

“We are here because your cause is ours, King Carris,” Justinius said. “The boy named Royce can never be allowed to be king.”

“You’ve come across the sea to tell me this?” the king demanded, and for a moment, Genevieve thought he might react with all the anger she’d seen before, when he’d been killing prisoners himself. 

“We looked into the futures, and we saw the destruction of our order in the rise of Royce as king,” Justinius said. If he was scared of King Carris, he didn’t show it. “We sent one of our Angarthim to kill him, but somehow, he has failed us.”

“So you’re failures?” King Carris demanded.

The air rippled, and in that moment, it seemed to Genevieve that something was standing beside her; something with claws and teeth and hunger. It took everything Genevieve had not to scream. Many of those there were not so brave. Several drew blades, and one man fell, clutching his chest.

As suddenly as it had come, the sense of creatures there faded, leaving the Angarthim priests standing still and deadly looking. 

“We are not without power,” Justinius said. “When the time comes, we will bring that power to your aid.”

He moved to stand beside the king without being asked, while the others formed a line in the first rank of the nobles. No one tried to argue.

Genevieve thought that might be it for the audience, but she saw King Carris collecting himself with an effort.

“What else?” he demanded. “What other news is there? What news is there of my enemies?”

A messenger came forward, visibly shaking. “We have news of Royce, my king,” he said. “He travels the villages, recruiting the common folk to his cause. They are calling him an ancient king returned.”

“Then they are fools,” Lord Carris said. “And what is Royce trying to raise in the villages? An army of farmers?”

The nobles laughed, but not all of them. Some of them obviously understood that numbers would count, and Genevieve, at least, knew how hard people would fight to protect their homes. 

“Still, knowing will be useful,” King Carris said. “It will tell me which villages are filled with traitors, which must be destroyed and which can be rewarded for their loyalty.” He looked around. “Have no doubt, this is a fight, not just against a usurper, but for our whole way of life. Years ago, we fought to overthrow Philip, and all his ways. We fought against a world where a man could claim kingship because of some dictate of magic, rather than because of the suitability learned from birth by a true noble. Will any of you go back to that? Will you?”

As the nobles roared their response, Genevieve began to see how King Carris had managed to become a king. He had the charisma to move people, and the ruthlessness to kill those who stood against him. It was a dangerous combination. 

“Now, go to your tasks,” King Carris said. “And—”

“My king,” Altfor said. “There is one more thing.”

“What thing, Duke Altfor?” the king asked. Genevieve saw her husband preen at the use of his title. She wondered if he noticed the king’s impatience. 

“A gift has come for you, my king,” Altfor said. “From Lord Aversham. I met him at the gate.”

“What gift?”

Altfor gestured to the door. As it opened, Genevieve’s heart leapt into her mouth. This wasn’t some collection of priests, wasn’t the deathly fear that had come with the Angarthim. This was worse.

Moira was there, along with a noble and a collection of knights. They pushed a figure in front of them, bound and bruised by violence, and Genevieve recognized Garet instantly. He stumbled, and one of the knights kicked him, sending him sprawling forward. The man at the lead of the procession offered a courtly bow.

“Your majesty.”

“Lord Aversham, what have you brought me?”

“I have brought to you what Lady Moira has brought to me,” Lord Aversham said. Genevieve’s fingers twitched as he urged Moira forward. A part of her wanted to rush out and strangle her one-time friend for all that she’d done. This… this was worse than the rest of it put together.

“This is Royce’s brother,” Altfor said. “Or at least one of the boys he was raised with. He was seeking to subvert lords to Royce’s cause. Only Moira’s quick thinking brought him to Lord Aversham, who is loyal.”

“As you are loyal, Altfor,” King Carris said. “You have my thanks. And you, Lady Moira. Now, guards… take this boy and put him in chains. I want to know everything he knows.”

“I’ll tell you nothing,” Garet said.

“Oh, you will,” King Carris promised. “Once the hot irons are applied to flesh, people talk quickly enough.”

The guards stepped in, grabbing Garet. They dragged him away, even though he struggled, and Genevieve’s heart broke as she had to watch it. It was even worse watching the way Altfor moved over to Moira, putting an arm around her out in the open as if Genevieve weren’t there. Altfor looked Genevieve’s way, and he smiled cruelly, clearly knowing exactly what effect his actions would be having on her.

Genevieve fought not to show any reaction, in spite of the way her blood boiled. She headed from the hall, but only at the speed of the other nobles doing the same, making sure she didn’t run, didn’t fight to get out into the fresh air beyond the castle.

When she got there, though, she sucked down gasping breaths, trying not to scream out with everything that had just happened. The horrors the priests had inflicted had been bad enough, but seeing Garet there, like that, had been far worse.

Genevieve knew what she was there for now, why she’d stayed in the court of the king when she could have run to be with her sister in Fallsport. She’d hoped that there would be something she could do here that would change it, and now she saw that there was something that went far beyond the information she could overhear.

She could save Garet; she had to. If she could get to him, then she could try to find a way to get him clear of the keep. If she could save Royce’s brother, then maybe, just maybe, that would be enough to make up for everything else that had happened. 

And if she could find a way to kill Moira while she was doing it, then that would only serve to make it perfect.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

“There’s nothing out here, Royce,” Mark insisted, but Royce shook his head. He couldn’t explain all that he’d seen without risking changing it, but he knew that this was the right direction. He put his hand on the bag containing the mirror, feeling the reassurance of its presence.

“We’re going the right way,” Royce assured him.

“Then tell us why,” Mark asked.

Royce hesitated. “I… can’t. Please, you have to trust me.” He looked around at Matilde and Neave. “I know it’s hard, but I know what I’m doing.”

“It would be easier if there were any land in sight,” Matilde said, gesturing to the open expanse of the sea around them. “I don’t want to drift out here until we all starve, Royce.”

Gwylim barked something that might have been agreement.

“We can always eat you if we run out of food,” Neave said. It took Royce a moment to realize that it was her idea of a joke. She looked over to Royce. “If you say that this is the way we need to go… well, you’ve been right before.”

Royce was grateful for that, although he was all too aware that the Picti girl could have pointed out the times when he’d been wrong just as easily. Royce had already led them on one false trail, finding the mirror but not his father. What if this was the same? What if the mirror hadn’t shown him the truth?

That feeling gnawed at him while they continued to sail, because Royce knew how many people had been led astray by seeing too much, viewing possibilities as certainties. Barihash had destroyed a whole city because of it. Royce could just as easily lead his friends to their deaths.

That possibility made him want to turn the boat around. He wanted the others to be safe, wanted to do the right thing for them as well as for the kingdom, yet the things he’d seen kept him pressing forward. They weren’t the wide field of possibilities and nuances that he’d seen in the mirror, but he could still hold to the central strand of it, still remember the steps that he had to take. He looked out through Ember’s eyes, the hawk circling above the boat, and in the distance, he thought he could make out the green speck of an island.

“There,” he said. “There’s an island there!”

The others seemed to take heart from that news, Mark correcting the boat’s course just a touch, Matilde and Neave waiting eagerly as the wind pushed their vessel on. Gwylim moved to the prow of the boat, the wolf-like creature standing there like a figurehead. Soon, it was possible to see the island in the distance even without Ember’s vision.

It was small compared to the Seven Isles they’d left behind, but lush with grass and trees, so that it looked like a green jewel sticking out from the sea. It was fairly flat, the interior of the island disappearing in among the trees so that it was impossible to see much more from the boat. As they got closer, Royce could make out beaches of golden sand, brushing up against the woods like the white around a green eye.

“Let’s just hope there aren’t any magic women or lizard people on this one,” Matilde said.

Neave shrugged. “As I recall, you quite liked Lethe.”

“This isn’t the time for a fight,” Royce said. “But you’re right, there could be dangers.”

He sent Ember up over the beach, using the hawk to scout ahead, wanting to be sure he wasn’t leading his friends into yet another place of danger. He could have looked in the mirror, but that was a far more dangerous option; he needed to see what was, not what might be. Through her eyes, he saw that the trees formed a kind of outer ring around the interior of the island, while there was a broad inner circle of open ground there, covered in grass.

On it, he saw a whole herd of white deer grazing, and it seemed that one stag looked up as Ember passed, antlers majestic as it tracked the flight of the passing bird. Now, Royce knew without a shadow of doubt that he was in the place that the mirror had promised. It also meant that he knew what he had to do next.

“We’re in the right place,” he said. “I need to go ashore alone.”

“Alone?” Mark said, the incredulity in his voice obvious. “After we’ve come all this way with you, you want to go alone?”

“I have to,” Royce said. “I…” Again, he felt the tension of the futures threatening to shift. If he explained, he didn’t know how, but it would change everything that he had seen. “I can’t explain the reasons, but I have to go onto this island without any other people.”

“Do you know how that sounds?” Matilde said. 

“It sounds like nonsense, I know,” Royce agreed. 

“No, Royce,” she replied. “It sounds as if you don’t trust us.”

“I would trust you with my life,” Royce said, “and when I can, I will explain, but I can’t right now.”

“And so you have to go onto an island alone, with only your obsidian sword to protect you?” Neave asked. It was clear that she disapproved as much as the others. 

“I think… I think I can take Gwylim and Ember with me,” Royce said. The shape of the potential future didn’t seem to be affected by the prospect of them being there. “Please, you’ve come this far trusting me. Just a little more.”

“Okay,” Mark said, with a sigh, “but I don’t like it.”

They brought the boat as close to the shore as they could without touching it, then dropped a small anchor to hold it in place. Royce checked that he had his sword and everything else he needed, while Gwylim moved to his side, the bhargir’s presence a sense of power and safety that Royce was grateful for. Ember flew overhead, circling the island and looking for danger. Royce set the mirror in its velvet bag at his side.

“I will be back as soon as I can,” Royce promised.

Royce stepped off the boat, into the water. It was shallow here, only up to his waist, but even so he trod carefully as he made his way in toward the land. There was still the risk of dangerous creatures being in the water, or hidden drops, or sharp coral. Royce heard the splash as Gwylim dove into the water, the bhargir paddling forward until he could walk beside Royce easily.

They made their way up onto the beach, the waves lapping gently at the shore. Looking back, Royce could see his friends still in the boat, waiting but looking worried. He knew that he would have to be quick here; leave it too long, and they would come looking for him simply to make sure he was all right. 

He stepped into the cover of the trees with Ember flying above, glancing through her eyes every so often to make sure he was still going in the right direction. The canopy was thin enough that Royce could see himself in between the trees, looking down on himself and using Ember’s vision to guide him. Royce headed deeper into the interior of the island, heading for the spot where it opened out to flat ground.

Within the trees, he could see many plants he recognized: fruits and edible roots that suggested someone could live on this island for as long as they wished without having to leave it. Royce could hear the sound of a nearby spring, and going to it he found water bubbling up from among moss-covered boulders. More than that, he saw the small, crudely made bucket that had been set beside it, obviously designed to catch water for someone. For his father?

Royce dared to hope as he stepped from the trees out into the broad, grassy clearing. The grass was short, obviously kept that way by the efforts of the deer, while there were spots where there was none at all, because great slabs of rock sat there, marked with symbols and signs cut into their surface. Most of the deer there scattered, heading back into their woodland cover. Only one stood there: a stag larger than the others, its antlers magnificent, its white fur shining in the sun. It reared up, giving a snorting bellow, then headed back in the direction of the trees with the others. If Royce hadn’t known that he was in the right place before, he would have known it then.

Now that he was out in the large clearing at the heart of the island, Royce could see the hut that had been built, sheltered in among the trees at one edge. It was simply built, but looked sturdy, constructed from fallen and cut tree trunks by hands that clearly knew what they were doing. 

Royce headed for that hut, reasoning that what he had come there to find could only be there. He stepped out over the ground of the clearing, past the stone slabs, and he found himself pausing, tracing the letters there. He found the words of the people who had gone before, and something about those words seemed to resonate deep inside him. Some remnant of the clarity he’d had from the mirror told him that these were stories in the old tongue about his ancestors, kings and queens for whom the stones had sung and whose kingdoms were filled with magic.

Royce walked over to the hut. It was simple, but he could see that someone had started to whittle carvings into the wood, working with a long life or perhaps a carefully held axe. Royce stared at those carvings, which seemed to tell the story of a man who had crossed the sea, and stared into a mirror, and…

Royce heard Gwylim growl behind him, and he spun just in time to see an axe heading toward his face. Royce threw himself aside, and the weapon embedded itself in the wood, tearing free as a large man with wild hair and a wilder beard pulled it clear. 

“Has Carris finally found me and sent an assassin?” the man demanded, aiming another swing of the axe. 

Royce leapt back, dodging it only with an effort. He drew the obsidian sword, parrying the next blow, finding the strength to keep it from his head only barely. To his side, Gwylim was growling, looking as though he might leap at any moment.

“No, Gwylim, don’t do it,” Royce said. That distraction almost cost him as his foe struck him in the stomach with the haft of the axe, then brought it up for a killing blow. Royce rolled away, the axe striking the dirt where he had been. 

“Father, please,” Royce called out. He tossed the obsidian blade away from him, wanting to make it clear that he wasn’t there to fight.

“You think I’m going to fall for a trick like that?” his father demanded. “You think that assassins haven’t pretended to be everyone I care about by now? Do you plan to get me to embrace you and then stab me? I gave my son a necklace with my seal so that I would recognize him. Do you have that? No? I thought not!”

He stepped forward, his axe raised, and for a moment, Royce feared that the magic of the mirror had made him as mad as Barihash had been, only able to see enemies everywhere. Royce raised his hands in surrender, in the hope that his father was still a good enough man to recognize that, at least.

His father stood staring at Royce’s palms, and it took a second for Royce to realize what he was looking at: the symbol burned there; the scars from when he had been a child, grabbing for the necklace amid the flames.

His father stopped and let the axe fall. “You… that’s my symbol. That’s the necklace I gave you. You are my son.”

Royce smiled. “Hello, Father.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Royce stood there with his palm outstretched, and the wild-looking man stepped back.

“Royce? It is you?”

“Yes, Father,” Royce said, and even he could barely believe it. After all he’d been through to find him, his father was standing there. This wild man, with a beard so long it brushed his naval, was his father, was the king.

It was hard to believe, but Royce knew it was true. Royce could see it now in the similarity of their features, but it was more than that. His father wore a signet ring with the royal crest, and while his clothes were worn and sun-bleached, Royce could still see the richness of them. 

“It’s you. It’s…” 

His father rushed forward, embracing him, the grip tight. “I’ve waited… so long for this day.” His voice sounded dry and cracked, as if he hadn’t spoken for a long time. He seemed to be remembering the words only with difficulty. “Are you sure… are you sure you’re you? That you’re not a dream?”

It was the kind of question that could only come from being alone for so long.

“No, it doesn’t matter. You’re you. I saw this! Saw it all! From the moment I found your mother so long ago, I hoped so much that I would see you when you were grown.”

Royce hugged his father back. There were so many questions he wanted to ask him, so many things he wanted to say.

“Do you see the stones?” his father asked, with the pride of a man wanting to show off the little that he had. “The stories of your ancestors, Royce.”

He led the way around the side of the hut, to a spot where another section of stone sat, cracked and made up of separate pieces. It had the beginnings of another story on it.

“I’ve tried to add my own life to all of theirs,” King Philip said. “On an island like this, it’s easy to find the time to do it. I talked to them, though they didn’t answer. I didn’t want to forget how to speak.”

“Why come here, though?” Royce asked. 

His father shrugged. “I looked into the mirror.”

It was an answer and not an answer, all at the same time. To anyone else, it wouldn’t have made sense, but Royce had looked too. He could understand having to do things without explaining them.

“There are things that you can’t say,” Royce guessed.

His father nodded. Pulling back from him, he moved to Gwylim, bending down to him, not the way a man would with a dog, but the way he might have with a man sitting on the ground. He held out his arm, and Ember landed on it.

“These are strange companions you have found, my son,” he said. “The tool of a witch and a thing that wasn’t always a wolf.”

“They’re not the only ones,” Royce said. “My friends are still in the boat.”

“And if they’d come onto the island, I wouldn’t have shown myself,” his father said. “I would have slipped around behind you and stolen your boat to escape.”

Royce nodded, because he knew that part. He’d seen it in the mirror.

“Why did you leave?” he asked. “Why did you come here?”

“I had to leave, or they would have killed me,” his father said. “And they would have killed you too. I came here because this place used to be ours, our family’s.” 

 “And you left a trail for me because you knew I would come after you,” Royce said.

“I’m not sure,” his father explained. “Holding onto the things in the mirror is hard. I can remember doing it, but all the reasons, and all the things that it might lead to… you looked into the mirror, even though I warned you not to.”

“I did,” Royce said. “You must have seen that I would.”

His father smiled, as if Royce hadn’t quite gotten it right. “It doesn’t work like that.”

“I saw things,” Royce said. “I saw the way this has to go. You need to come back. The king has to return for all of this to end.”

Now his father’s smile became a laugh that echoed around the open space of the clearing, scattering the few deer that had started to return to it.

“It doesn’t work like that, either,” his father said. 

“Then how does it work?” Royce asked. 

“The mirror doesn’t give you wisdom, it shows you possibilities,” his father said. “So many that it is impossible to hold them all. Your mind picks out some of them, but what you get is what you bring to it. Barihash, the thing there, must have been suspicious before he looked, so he latched onto those possibilities that showed him being betrayed.”

That made a lot of sense to Royce. He had seen those possibilities, been able to start to pick through them. He’d picked out the one shining strand of things that might work, and even now it stood out in his mind, while the rest of it was impossible to hold. 

“There was a… man,” Royce said. “I showed him the mirror in the moments before he was going to kill me and he… stopped. He begged me to kill him.”

“The gray man,” his father said. “The Angarthim.” 

He didn’t say more for a moment, obviously struggling to find the words.

“What is the most horrifying thing that you can show a man who has been brainwashed all his life? You can show him the truth. And what possibilities will his mind have shown him, a man who has been shown only fragments before?”

Royce couldn’t begin to imagine it. More than that, he didn’t really want to imagine it, because there were too many possibilities already in his head without imagining more than that. He’d seen some of what could happen if he did anything wrong here, all the ways that the world could turn to blood and death and horror. He had to cling to the path through all that he’d seen, the only way it could turn out well.

“Why didn’t it turn me mad?” Royce said.

“Because you are strong enough to see it for what it is,” his father said. “Or because you were strong enough to pull back when you needed to. I got a glimpse. I could have fought Barihash for more than that, but I knew that I could never contain all of it.”

“I killed Barihash,” Royce said. He felt a flicker of guilt admitting that to his father.

But his father nodded. “Good. Sometimes evil must be fought. He was a thing of pain and hate and suspicion, who could never bring anything but hurt to the world. It is the same with King Carris, and the war that is to come. There will be violence, but it is needed violence.”

Royce could understand that. He’d fought against the old duke for exactly those reasons, had fought against Altfor and his uncle and everyone else who had come at them. He’d hoped that he could make everything better if only he could defeat them.

Now, the possibilities his brain could barely contain hinted that there needed to be more even than that. The clarity that the mirror had given him, the ability to look at the world and simply see, had shown him that there needed to be more than just the violence. Plunge only into that, and there would be nothing but years of death. 

Of course, the balance to that was that if they didn’t fight at all, then things would continue as they were, with all the cruelty that came with it. The way between those two things was so narrow that it felt like a precipice, with danger far below.

“I’ve walked precipices before,” Royce said to himself.

“What’s that?” his father asked.

“I’m just trying to work out what to do next,” he said. That seemed wrong somehow. “Even with everything the mirror showed me, I still have to work it out.”

“The mirror doesn’t tell you what you ought to do,” his father said. “That’s the most dangerous mistake there is with it. You still have choices. You always have choices. Everyone does.” 

That made more sense than Royce could have believed it would. He didn’t want to destroy the choices of the people who came with him; even asking the others to trust him enough to come here, he wouldn’t have forced them to do it, had only been able to hope that they believed in him enough to come here.

Now, he had another thing to ask.

“Father,” he said, “I’ve hunted for you across the sea. I found the mirror in the Seven Isles, but I was looking for you. I came here because I wanted to find my father, and because I believe that the kingdom needs its king.”

His father stood there for a moment or two, then shook his head. “I’m not sure I can do that, Royce.”

The disappointment that shot through Royce in that moment was absolute.

“But I’ve come so far!”

He could hear the pain in his own voice, and it mirrored that on his father’s face.

“I looked in the mirror,” his father said. “I saw myself here, not returning to the kingdom.”

“But that was so long ago,” Royce said. “Things have changed, Father.”

His father shook his head. “You know that there are things I can’t say.”

Things that he’d seen, Royce guessed. That gave him an idea, though. He reached for the pouch by his side.

“Will you look again?” he asked. He held out the mirror.

“You know the dangers there,” his father said, obviously concerned. “A man shouldn’t look too often, because of all the things it might change.”

“Please,” Royce begged.

His father hesitated, then nodded. Slowly, cautiously, he looked into the mirror. He seemed to stare into it forever, for so long in fact that Royce thought about pulling it away, hiding it from view so he wouldn’t have to look any longer.

Finally, his father closed his eyes.

“It seems that the kingdom will have its king,” his father said, with an expression that Royce couldn’t read. It said there was more that he had seen, things that Royce hadn’t. “And you shall have your father.”

That part, at least, made Royce’s breath catch.

“Then you’ll return to the kingdom with my friends and me?” Royce asked, barely daring to hope. 

“I will,” his father promised. He went into the hut for a moment or two, collecting a small sack of belongings almost identical to the one Royce had found on the first of the Seven Isles. That seemed to be all that he wanted to take with him.

“I don’t have your armor or your sword,” Royce said. “I lost them back in the Seven Isles.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” his father said. “I saw… no, like I said, it doesn’t work like that.”

Royce knew better than to ask what he’d seen, but it was difficult as they set off through the trees on the edge of the island not to wonder about it. It was also hard not to wonder at the fact that he had finally found his father. The man who had left so long before was here, walking along beside him with Gwylim while Ember flitted through the trees.

The walk to the beach didn’t seem to take as long as the journey to the interior of the island. They covered the ground quickly, and soon, they were staring out at the spot where the boat lay anchored. His friends were still there waiting in the boat when Royce and his father returned to it, but they quickly leapt down to meet them when they saw that Royce was there with someone. They rushed to the beach, standing there expectantly. 

“A Picti, a peasant girl, and a fighter from the Red Isle?” his father said.

“My friends,” Royce replied. “There was also a knight, but Sir Bolis died back in the Seven Isles, saving all of us.” He stepped forward to them, ready to introduce them one by one. “Everyone, this is my father, King Philip, the rightful king. We’ve found him.”

His friends reacted with surprising deference. Mark bowed, Matilde curtseyed, and even Neave managed a respectful nod.

“Father, this is Mark. He helped me to survive the Red Isle, and he’s my closest friend.”

His father took Mark’s hand. “A man who has saved my son’s life has my gratitude.”

“He’s saved mine far more,” Mark assured him.

Royce moved along the line. “This is Matilde, who has been a part of the resistance to the old duke’s rule almost since the beginning. She’s fiercer than she looks.”

“Really?” his father said. He looked at Matilde. “I would say that you already look quite fierce. I will be glad to fight beside you.”

“Thank you, your majesty,” Matilde said, looking pleased.

“And you?” his father said, turning to Neave.

“Neave, your majesty,” she said, and there was a note of respect there that Royce hadn’t expected. 

“The Picti deserve a better place in the kingdom than I was able to give them,” he said. “They respect the magic that is in the world in a way people have forgotten. If you are here, does that mean that your tribe fights alongside my son?”

“We do,” Neave said. “He made the healing stone cry out. Others will join your cause too.”

“It sounds as though you have prepared quite the army,” Royce’s father said to him.

Royce nodded. “We’re working on it. By the time we get back, I hope that my brothers will have gathered enough to take on King Carris. We need a symbol though. We need the rightful king. We need you.”

“You have me,” his father promised. He waded out toward the boat. “We have a long way to go, though, and a hard fight once we get there.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Genevieve crept through the castle in the early morning light, afraid with every step, knowing that she was taking a risk just by doing this part. If Altfor realized she was here, then she would be in danger even though she was carrying his child, but he had left their rooms before she had, and Genevieve guessed that he was away somewhere with Moira.

“I’ll kill her,” Genevieve said, although even then, she knew that she would have a hard time killing anyone directly. She’d already proved that with Altfor, when she’d found herself unable to put a knife in him even when she had the chance. 

“I’ll find something,” Genevieve promised herself, the same way she’d promised it when it came to Altfor. If she couldn’t do it directly, then she would help to bring them all down indirectly, and then she would see to it that they were executed for their crimes. They deserved it, and more.

She hated Moira more, if it was possible, than she hated Altfor. Altfor had never pretended to be her friend; had only betrayed her in ways that Genevieve had expected him to betray her. Moira had been in almost the same position as her, married to another of the duke’s sons and immersed in a world that she should never have been a part of. She should have been Genevieve’s ally, her friend. Instead, she’d gone to Altfor, and she’d betrayed Genevieve. She’d done worse than that when she’d handed over Garet to the king’s forces.

At least Genevieve could start to undo that.

She continued forward, moving smoothly from hiding place to hiding place, trying to make it look as though she was running errands, off about legitimate business. Sneaking was no use in a keep building up to war, where there were too many people around and too much fear of spies to ever hope to hide completely. The best that Genevieve could hope for was to have people believe she was doing something she ought to be doing.

She approached the dungeons, knowing that her journey through the keep had been the easy part. People would imagine reasons for her to be in almost every part of the keep, and wouldn’t dare to question the noble wife of the king’s newest friend in any case, but Genevieve doubted that anything like that would work to get her into the dungeons.

She stood across from the entrance now, where a large guard sat as jailer on a stool, keys in his belt and a sword at his hip. Genevieve needed to find a way to get him away from that door, and right then, she couldn’t think of anything. What would move a man who had been commanded to remain in one spot?

The answer was that nothing would. There was no subtle way to do this, no way to distract him from his post cleanly and slip inside. The only option was the direct one, and if she took that, it would be obvious what had happened. There would be no way that she could remain there. Was Genevieve really ready to abandon everything and run, when there might still be a chance to find out more that might help to win this war?

“And what happens to Garet if I wait?” she asked herself. She could already guess at the answer to that. She’d seen what the king did to those who opposed him, and had no doubt that he meant what he’d said about the torture. She had to get Royce’s brother out of there, even if that made it impossible for her to stay. 

Maybe it would even be to her benefit. Genevieve would be able to head back to Royce’s forces if she had Garet with her. It would be proof that she was on their side, and Royce might finally believe that she cared.

“I’m actually doing this,” Genevieve said to herself, and then strode forward to the guard at the dungeon door. The guard looked up at her with the lazy slowness of a man who had no intention of moving if he didn’t have to.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“What do you want, my lady,” Genevieve corrected him, adopting the haughtiest voice she could manage. “Or do you believe that we are somehow equals?”

It was easy to think of how to do this: she simply imagined the way Altfor would have said it. It was enough to make the guard’s eyes widen in fear, or at least shock. 

“No, my lady. Forgive me, my lady.”

“Be quiet and open the door for me,” Genevieve said. “I’m here to see one of the prisoners.”

“I’m sorry, my lady,” the guard said. “But I’m not to let anyone in to see the prisoners. Not without permission from—”

“From the king?” Genevieve cut in. She summoned up the nastiest smile she could manage. “The king who is my husband’s closest friend right now? The king with whom I have spoken more times in the last day than you will have in your lifetime?”

“My lady,” the man said. He stood, but still, he hesitated.

“I want to speak with one of the prisoners,” Genevieve said. “The new one, Garet, that’s all. I’m not planning to indulge in any torture, or demand that you escort him to the gate to free him. I want to talk to him. He knows me, and he’ll tell me far more than he ever would anyone else. Do you think the king will want to hear that you obstructed something to gain us information?”

Now Genevieve could see the fear on the man’s face. There was a kind of power in that, and in the things that it was possible to do with just words. He moved quickly now, hurrying to the door, unlocking it with one key, then another, lifting a bar before opening the portal there to reveal dark depths within. There was a candle set in a bracket by the door. The guard lifted it and offered it to Genevieve. Genevieve took it, moving close to the man, close enough that she could smell the rankness of his breath.

Close enough that her hand could snag his collection of keys.

“What—”

“I will need to go into the cell with him,” Genevieve said as the guard noticed. “I will let myself out when I am done. Unless you have an objection?”

It was obvious that he had plenty of objections, but didn’t dare to voice any of them. 

“He’s in the cell at the end, my lady.”

Genevieve brushed past him before he could gather the courage to say anything. She set off into the depths of the dungeons, moving quickly, knowing that she would only have so much time before the guard realized that he should probably check if she was actually allowed down there. At some point, he would think to ask the king—probably he already wanted to—and Genevieve could only hope that it would be a long time before he summoned up the courage to abandon his post to do it.

Genevieve made her way down into the dungeons, down a winding set of stairs that was slippery in spots with mold, while she was sure she could hear water dripping from somewhere close to her. She could hear more than that too: screams came from somewhere deeper inside, and she just had to hope that they weren’t Garet’s.

Genevieve could see nothing beyond the small circle of light that the candle offered her. It was a dim and flickering thing, providing her with a view of just a few yards of stony corridor in any direction. There were doors on either side, oak and with iron bars set at eye level so that the jailer could check on the prisoners.

There were probably prisoners in several of the cells, and a part of Genevieve wished that she could free all of them, but she knew that there would be no way to do it. She might, might be able to sneak Garet out, especially if she could find a place to hide with him until her sister’s messenger returned. There was no way she would be able to get a procession of prisoners out of the place, though.

She made her way down to the last cell, grateful that she didn’t have to look into each one to try to find Garet. Genevieve wasn’t sure she would be able to keep her heart from breaking if she had to see every person they had captured and tortured. 

She reached the last cell in the line, holding the candle up and looking through the eye hole. Its light wasn’t enough to see things clearly, but she could make out that there was a figure there, lit a little more by the light coming in through a narrow window. He was huddled over, half wrapped in a cloak that Genevieve thought might have been Garet’s. That was enough to make hope rise in her heart.

“Garet?” Genevieve called out to him. “Garet, it’s Genevieve.”

He didn’t answer, but then, he and his brothers hadn’t wanted to talk to her when she’d gone to them back in the old duke’s castle. They thought she had betrayed them, betrayed Royce. Garet probably thought she was helping Altfor now.

“Garet, please talk to me. I can help.”

Genevieve fumbled at the keys she’d taken from the guard. It took her several attempts to find the correct one, and to hear the click of the lock as the door opened. Genevieve stepped into the cell, hoping that Garet would see that she was alone; hoping that he would be willing to try to make an escape even if he didn’t yet believe she was there to help. 

“Garet, I know that you think I’m helping Altfor, but I’m not,” Genevieve said. “I’m here to help you. I’m here to help you escape.”

Still, there was no response from the figure huddled in the corner. Genevieve found herself hoping it wasn’t because of what they’d done to Garet here; that they hadn’t tortured him to the point where he couldn’t speak to her.

“Garet, please,” Genevieve said. “I’m on your side. I want to get you out of here. I know that so many of the things I’ve done look like I’m with Altfor, but I can promise you that all of them have been because I love Royce. I’ve even sent messages to him, telling him about Altfor’s plans. Do you know that he plans to make the southern attack a feint; that he will send an army around to the north in ships?”

“I do,” the figure said, and just those two words were enough to make Genevieve’s blood freeze in her veins. She knew that voice, and it wasn’t Garet’s.

The figure stood up, letting the cloak fall from him. Altfor stood there in the half-light, his grin only made more evil by the candle’s glow. 

“I thought you might do this,” he said, advancing on her. Genevieve was so stunned that she didn’t even react as he plucked the keys from her hands. “I thought that the presence of the boy might get you to show your true colors, give me an excuse to do as I wished.”

Genevieve knew what he was threatening, and instantly her mind fled to the one shield she knew she had. “I am your wife.”

“A wife who loves my enemy!” Altfor roared. “And also a traitor. Being a noblewoman won’t protect you now.”

“I’m carrying your child,” Genevieve pointed out.

“Yes,” Altfor said. “Yes, you are.”

He stepped past her to the door, through it and gone before Genevieve could react. His face appeared at the viewing slit.

“I will decide what to do with you,” he said. “Maybe I’ll wait until you bear my child and then have you executed. Maybe I won’t. Rest assured though, Genevieve, that you are going to die for this.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

As they sailed, Royce was aware of the sense of hope on the boat. They’d found his father, the mirror sat in its bag in the bottom of the boat, and now they were heading for home. They’d actually done what they’d set out to do, in spite of all the challenges that the Seven Isles had put in their way. If they could do that, maybe they could do everything else that needed to be done as well.

“It’s actually the king,” Mark whispered to him, looking over to where Royce’s father was sitting, looking out over the waves. His friend sounded awestruck, and seemed to follow King Philip’s every move, as if waiting for instructions for him.

“And my father,” Royce said. As far as he was concerned, that was the important part.

“Your father, the king,” Mark agreed. “I’m sorry, I know how I sound, and you’ve done plenty of impressive things, but I know you.”

“And in time, you’ll know my father too,” Royce said. He wanted to get to know his father better too. After all this time apart, they had a lot to catch up on. Royce wanted to know all that his father had done in the time since he’d left, and wanted to learn more about what kind of man he was. 

He started to make his way forward, toward the spot where his father was sitting. That meant going past where Matilde and Neave were perched amidships. The two appeared to be bickering about some story of his father’s exploits.

“I’m telling you,” Matilde said. “He was a great hero. He fought the nobles.”

“He was a noble,” Neave countered, “and then he lost to the nobles.”

“He fought monsters.”

“We’ve fought monsters,” Neave pointed out.

“He hunted bandits to keep the roads safe.”

“Some of them were Picti.”

“Is that what this is about? You don’t like him because he’s fought Picti? Because I’ve fought Picti. I beat you, remember.”

“Is everything all right?” Royce asked, before the argument could take off into more. It was always hard to tell with these two whether they were truly arguing or not.

“Neave doesn’t think that your father is someone worth following,” Matilde said.

Neave shook her head. “You’re the one who thinks that we should just follow him blindly, without thinking.”

“Neave?” Royce said with a frown. Did the Picti girl have some kind of problem with the return of his father?

“I’m glad we found him,” Neave said, “and I know that he’ll be useful in the battles to come, but Mark and Matilde are looking at him like… it’s almost as bad as the way we all looked at Lethe. No questioning, no thinking, just awe.”

“Because the rightful king has been found again!” Matilde insisted. “What more do you want? I thought the Picti always followed those who could display the right magical signs.”

“Those who can make the stones sing and make the old magic respond have our respect,” Neave agreed. “But we do not follow blindly. Sometimes someone must lead, but that does not mean we follow without thought, without asking questions, without deciding for ourselves what is right.”

“Is there going to be a problem among the Picti with my father coming back?” Royce asked her. 

“I don’t know,” Neave admitted. “He is a man who has done many impressive things, but he was also the one who left the kingdom to King Carris and his nobles. He could have given us back our place in the world, and didn’t. He could have done more.”

“Perhaps he will this time,” Royce suggested.

“Perhaps,” Neave said. “In any case, I will continue to follow you. I heard you make the stones sing, at least, and you have shown me that you are someone who does what is right, Royce.”

Royce felt a note of pride at that, grateful for Neave’s trust after everything they’d been through. Maybe it was even good that someone was less in awe of his father than Mark and Matilde seemed to be, because it would help to keep things in check, help to make sure that they were all following along for the right reasons.

For now, he made his way further along the boat, to where his father was sitting, looking ahead at their progress with Gwylim the bhargir nearby. It almost looked as if his father was discussing something with the wolf-like beast, Gwylim’s head turning in acknowledgment as his father spoke.

“If I can return you to what you were, I will,” his father said. “But you must also know the dangers of the things that are to come. Without your skin, you may be trapped, but you are still powerful.”

“Father?” Royce said, moving closer.

His father turned and smiled up at him. “It’s so good to hear you call me that. I have just been discussing plans with our friend here.”

“And do you think he understood all of it?” Royce asked. It seemed so strange to be talking to a thing that looked like a wolf.

“Do you understand what a bhargir is, Royce?” his father asked. “A man who could take the skin of a beast imbued with magic and become it. An old thing, and a powerful one. A creature like him can heal wounds that he suffers, can fight against the most ferocious foes, and then walk back into camp as the man he was. Except that this one cannot.”

Royce nodded. He understood that. Even so, it was hard sometimes not to think of Gwylim as the creature he appeared to be.

“You have strange and powerful companions,” his father said, with a gesture up toward the circling form of Ember. “You will need to speak to your witch soon, because I would like to know what she plans to do next. As for me… may I borrow your sword for a while?”

“It’s yours, if you want it,” Royce said. He took the obsidian blade from his belt and held it out almost reverently. 

His father shook his head. “Not to keep. Living alone for so long has taught me a few skills, though, and I think that I can help make this blade better.”

“Better?” Royce said.

“A warrior should have a good sword,” his father said. “Go, speak with your witch. I will do what I can here.”

Royce wanted to explain to his father that it wasn’t that easy; that Lori was only there to speak to rarely, when she wanted. His father seemed so confident, though, that Royce reached up his senses toward Ember, calling out to Lori as he did so.

He had an image of a space out of doors, among a set of ancient stones. There was a fire set in the middle of it, slow burning with peat, but also with something that made the edges of the flames burn in shades of green and purple. Royce felt as if he were walking into that image then, moving forward to the edge of the firelight.

“I hoped you would come,” Lori said, the witch looking up at him. “Come, Royce, sit by the fire. Tell me what is happening.”

“Don’t you know?” Royce asked. He moved to sit by the fire, in a spot where a low stone served as a seat. Royce could both feel it and not feel it, there and not there, all at once. 

“No,” Lori said, and now Royce could see just how worried the witch looked. “That’s the problem.” She cast something into the fire, the color of the flames changing once again, the edges burning with the orange heat of a forge. “Look into the fire, Royce, and tell me what you see.”

Royce stared at the flames obediently, looking deeper and deeper, assuming that if he stared deep enough, it would give him visions of what was to come. Compared with the many possibilities of the mirror, it was a crude method, but Royce would welcome any guidance that he could get.

“I… just see flames,” Royce admitted after a few minutes of staring. 

“That’s the problem,” Lori said. “So do I. I should see more, I have seen more, but from the moment you looked into that mirror of yours, I have been able to catch only glimpses of things to come.”

“You’re saying that the mirror interferes with other magic?” Royce asked, thinking of the glass that even now sat safe in their boat.

“Maybe,” Lori said with a shrug. “Or maybe the fact that it has shown you so much makes my kind of prediction less certain.”

“Not being able to see anything might be disconcerting,” Royce said, “but it doesn’t have to be a problem. I’ve looked into the mirror. I’ve seen…” Even here, like this, he knew that he couldn’t admit exactly what he’d seen, and Lori was already holding up a hand to stop him.

“Don’t,” she said. “The future is too fragile. You’re treating it like some steel hawser, when it’s a gossamer thread. Be more careful, Royce.”

Now the worry in her voice seemed to have turned to outright fear. 

“Lori,” Royce said, “I know you can’t see anything, but that doesn’t mean that anything’s wrong.”

“I didn’t say that I couldn’t see anything,” Lori said. “I told you, I still catch glimpses, and those glimpses are things of shadows and blood. I see violence, Royce, everywhere I look.”

Royce shook his head. “That’s one possibility, but it’s not the only one. I have found my father. We will return, and the people will follow him. They will see the true king returned, and everyone will understand that things have changed. If we’re lucky, even King Carris will back down and run.”

Lori laughed at that. “I sometimes forget how young you are, Royce, or maybe how old I am. Not everyone has seen… whatever you have seen. Not everyone has wisdom straight from a mirror, or your certainty that your father is the perfect king. People won’t just bow down to him because he returns.”

 “I hope you’re wrong,” Royce said.

Lori smiled at that, but the smile was a brittle one. “So do I, Royce. So do I.”

The image of her by the fire faded, and Royce found himself back in the boat with the others. To his surprise, the sun had moved across the sky in the time he’d been conversing with the witch; much farther than it should have done in what had seemed like only a short time.

“You’re awake,” Matilde said. “That’s good. I think we’re getting close to shore, and we’re going to have to row when we get close.”

“You just don’t want to be the one doing it,” Royce guessed. 

“After all the rowing in the Seven Isles?” Matilde shook her head. “I’ll leave it to you.”

Royce was happy that she and Neave seemed to have given up arguing for the moment. He went over to his father, who was still sitting in the prow of the boat, working on the obsidian sword.

Royce barely recognized it. His father had worked on the edges, turning the weapon into something smooth and sharp and deadly. He’d rewrapped the grip in leather, burning in wood above it to form a cross guard. Now he appeared to be fitting something into that cross guard, and it took Royce a moment to recognize—

“Your signet ring?” Royce said.

His father nodded, finishing pressing the symbol from it into a groove cut perfectly for the purpose.

“It’s not much, but I wanted the blade to be something personal, something that could only ever be yours,” his father said.

“It’s perfect,” Royce said, taking the blade from him. He tried the blade, and he could feel the adjustments that his father had made. It was lighter now, the balance refined, the blade singing through the air when Royce made an exploratory sweep with it. It wasn’t the shining perfection of the crystal sword, but it was something else in its own right, and it moved easily in Royce’s hand.

He stood there with his father, King Philip’s hand resting on his shoulder as they looked out in the direction of the kingdom. Soon, the dark line of the coast started to come into view, and Royce looked over at his father.

“We’re going home,” he promised.

“We are,” his father agreed. “And then the fight for it will begin.” 


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Olivia wasn’t sure why the need to find Genevieve drew her south quite so strongly. Sense dictated that she should have stayed with her father’s forces, safe at the heart of a thousand men, rather than riding out here with only three. 

Haam, Wells, and William looked nervous riding out like this into spaces that were still under the control of King Carris, but part of the reason Olivia had selected them for the task of protecting her was that they wouldn’t try to go against what she wanted, what she needed, to do.

She had to find Genevieve; Olivia didn’t know why, but she had to.

“Are you sure it’s safe to be so far away from your father’s forces, my lady?” Haam asked. Olivia knew he was just voicing the concerns the others had. She didn’t even blame him for it. This was a dangerous place for all of them.

“I have you to protect me,” she said to them.

That made them instantly sit up straighter with pride. These three weren’t knights, and the difference was obvious. Their armor was battered and probably pieced together from a dozen different sources, their horses more suited to pulling a plow than to war. Their weapons were plain, functional things, and it was obvious that they were nervous, looking around at every noise from the side of the road as they continued heading south.

“How much further though?” William asked, as they reached a crossroads. They came to a halt, trying to work out which way to go. 

“We should think about turning back,” Haam said.

Olivia sat atop her steed, absentmindedly fiddling with the ring Royce had given her on their engagement; her family’s ring, but the symbol of their love nonetheless. She stroked it, and as she did so, she thought of Genevieve. She thought of the way the other girl had looked at the castle, and about how much she had obviously meant to Royce.

“We keep going, as far as we need to go until we find her,” Olivia said. “My guess is that she’s heading for the king’s encampment. We need to get to her before she reaches it.”

“And if we can’t?” Wells asked. 

Olivia shrugged, but only because she knew she couldn’t say what she was thinking: that if necessary, she would tear down any wall, find a way through any army, to find Genevieve. Just the thought of her was like a hint of grit at the back of her mind that wouldn’t go away. Olivia knew she couldn’t be happy with Royce knowing that things were unsettled with Genevieve, with her out there still feeling that way about him. She needed to find her.

“Genevieve will have gone to Altfor,” Olivia said, dodging the question. “Altfor is with King Carris, so we know where she will be going. That gives us a chance to catch up with her before she can get there.”

“I hope so,” Wells said, “but we need to think about what point we turn back at. How far do we go before we need to return home?”

“We go as far as we need to,” Olivia said, her determination absolute. Right then, she knew that she would follow Genevieve into the midst of a blazing fire if she had to. “And we’re wasting time sitting here when we could be riding. Every moment we sit still on our horses is a moment when she is getting further away from us.”

Olivia set off in the direction that their information had said King Carris’s court was in, kicking her horse into a canter. She didn’t care if the others managed to keep up or not. Their horses hurried into place next to hers, and from a distance, they probably did look like a noblewoman riding along with her protector knights. 

Eventually, they rode through some stands of trees, and then up onto the brow of a hill. From up there, Olivia could see King Carris’s army spread out below, banner after banner raised as nobles had joined him to show their support. There were thousands of men there, ordinary soldiers and knights, archers and spearmen. The nobles and the knights had their tents separate from the others, each with their small entourages of servants and hangers-on. 

There was a keep at the heart of it all, solid and imposing. Instinctively, Olivia knew that was where Genevieve would be. Altfor would have gone in there to find the king, and Genevieve would have gone in there to find Altfor. She might have spent a little time out in the camp below, but Olivia guessed that it would have been only a little. She would have marched up in the direction of the doors, the way…

…the way she had at Olivia’s home. 

Maybe that was part of what made her want to find Genevieve so badly. She knew that someone who would just come there like that, demanding to see Royce, wouldn’t stop at that. She would never just go away. She rubbed the ring she wore again… 

“I’m going down there,” Olivia declared, kicking her horse forward once more. 

Haam was there, grabbing for the horse’s reins.

“My lady, you are not going down there,” he said.

“You don’t get to tell me what I will and won’t do,” Olivia snapped back, surprised by how she sounded, even to herself. “I have to do this. I need to—”

“We need to go home,” William cut in. “We’ve come too far. We’re right outside the enemy camp!”

“You can go home if you want,” Olivia snapped. She dismounted, heading off in the direction of the keep. “I’ll find a way to do this.”

“No,” Wells said. “It’s suicide.”

He and William dismounted and grabbed hold of Olivia, holding her back. It took everything Olivia had not to fight to break free and just run down there. She had to find Genevieve… she had to.

“My lady, this is not sensible!” Haam said. “We can’t just walk into the camp of the enemy, no matter the reason. Think, we have already achieved something to get this far. We have seen the forces that they have. If we get back now, we will be able to tell the others what we will be facing in the battle.”

“We don’t even know that the woman you’re looking for is there,” Wells said.

Olivia felt herself calming a little, and she was ashamed to admit that Wells’s point had a little more to do with it than Haam’s. If she had been able to see Genevieve there, Olivia suspected that she would have run down there, and that nothing would be able to stop her. 

As it was, she could at least seek out some kind of certainty.

“You’re right,” she said. “But that just means that we can’t go back yet. We need proper sketches of what we’ve found, and we need to find out if there are any weaknesses to be seen. Come on.” 

Brushing them away, she started to lead the way around the encampment. It meant that Olivia could look down, trying to find the thing that she truly wanted: a safe way in. There had to be one; with an army that size, it was impossible that everyone would be accounted for. There would be coming and going, with people delivering food from the surrounding farms and messages from the world beyond. 

Olivia thought of the challenges that faced their army. They were gathering people every day, and that process was one that brought risks with it. Already, there had been plenty of chances for spies to slip in, and controlling the flow of people here looked as if it would be almost as bad. Perhaps if they could find some way to fit in with a group trying to join the king’s forces, she would be able to get into the keep, and from there, find her way to Genevieve…

Olivia found her thoughts interrupted by the sound of booted feet cracking twigs. She spun and found half a dozen men exiting a stand of trees, all dressed in the king’s colors. One held a bow, half drawn, another a spear, while the rest were all armed with swords.

“My lady,” Haam whispered, “you need to be ready to run.”

Olivia nodded, edging away toward her horse.

“Well, well,” the one with the spear said. “What’s all this then? Spies lurking around the edge of our camp?”

“Not spies,” Olivia said quickly. “These men are my escort. I am on my way… on my way to join my father, who is down in the camp.”

“Oh really?” the guard said. His tone said that he didn’t believe her. “And just who is your father?”

“Lord Illyne,” Olivia said, picking a lord she knew to have a daughter, and whose standard she could see down there among the king’s forces. 

“Nice try,” the man said with a sneer, “but Lord Illyne’s daughter fell in a hunting accident two days ago, and she’s been in bed since.”

Olivia cursed her luck.

“I was trying to be discreet,” she said. “The truth is that I have messages for the ears of Lady Genevieve, Lord Altfor’s wife.”

She should have thought of that before. It was a ploy that would both explain her presence here and see her safely through the cordon of the army to wherever Genevieve currently was.

It was also news that made the guard’s eyes widen. “It’s her, the one they said to look for! The one his lordship’s wife was meeting with. Grab her!”

Olivia had the feeling of something happening that she had no idea about, but she also knew that there was no time to do anything but run. Haam, Wells, and William moved to protect her.

William cried out as an arrow struck him through the guts, with a sickening sound that Olivia knew she would hear in her darkest nightmares from now on. He didn’t fall, though. Rushing forward and striking at the spearman with his sword, he managed to get a couple of solid blows in, one ringing off the man’s armor, the next embedding deep into his skull.

Then a second arrow struck him in the chest and he fell, clutching at it as he died. 

Olivia stood there in shock for a moment, her heart breaking at the thought that a boy who had come there only because she had talked him into it was dying now, gasping his last breaths on a muddy hilltop. She wanted to find some way to help him and make it all right, but she knew then that she had to get to her horse.

She took step after stumbling step toward it, hurrying as quickly as she could. An arrow flashed past her, followed by an angry shout. 

“That one alive, idiot!”

Then there was just the clash of blades behind her, the sounds of a battle that she didn’t dare turn to watch. Olivia made it to her horse, pulling herself up onto its back and looking back the way she’d come. What she saw filled her with even worse horror than before.

Haam was on his knees, parrying blow after blow, but without the skill to do more than that. Wells was trying to fight his way clear, but two men were blocking his way, each cutting at him whenever he turned to the other, so that he bled from a dozen wounds or more.

Even as Olivia watched, she saw another of the guards come up behind Haam, and although she tried to scream a warning, it was too little, too late. Steel slid in and out of her protector’s chest, as efficiently as a farmer killing cattle, more butchery than war. She didn’t even see the moment when Wells fell, because he died somewhere in the long seconds that she was staring at Haam’s demise. By the time she looked back, he was down, and all of the remaining guards were advancing on her.

Olivia turned her horse to run, and she heard the bow sing out again, heard that horrible, wet thud as it struck flesh. Olivia looked down, half-expecting to see the shaft sticking from her chest, but no; instead, it was embedded deep into the flesh of her mare, the horse crying out in pain and rearing.

It fell, and Olivia threw herself clear, striking the ground far harder than she would have wished and knocking the air from her lungs. By the time she had enough for a gasping breath, strong hands were already taking hold of her, dragging her to her feet.

“The king will want this one,” one of the remaining guards said. “Let’s get her to the dungeon with Duke Altfor’s traitorous wife.”

The worst part, the very worst, was that even among all of this, a part of Olivia was pleased by that. Pleased to be taken to Genevieve, even while good young men lay dead in the mud behind her, and while the only thing that could come from all of this was her own death.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Raymond was starting to get a sense of what it must be like to be his brother. Around him, people walked expectantly, the crowd of them, the army, following from village to village. With every step, Raymond could feel their eyes on him, their expectations, and their adulation.

“Royce, Royce!” a boy called out, far too young to be there.

“What is it?” Raymond asked him.

“I want to be just like you when I’m older. I want to fight the king’s armies and save everyone.”

Raymond smiled at that. “But when you’re older, we’ll already have won. Roy… I’ll be the king. Are you going to fight against me?”

The boy looked horrified by the prospect.

“It’s a good thought,” Raymond said. “But you’re too young to fight now. You need to go back home and make sure that your parents are safe.”

He ran off, and Raymond cursed himself for his near slip. It was so hard, pretending to be his brother, because his instinct was to be honest. It wasn’t as if the two of them even looked that similar. Royce was taller and broader, younger and clearly different from all of the brothers. If they’d been side by side, it would have been easy to see which of them was the heir to the rightful king.

“If he were here,” Raymond pointed out to himself, “there would be no need for any of this.”

No need to lie to people, no need to pretend. Raymond wished it could work like that, but he’d tried it that way, and he’d quickly found out that people had no interest in joining a cause when its leader wasn’t there. They thought that it was just another noble sending out whoever he could find to round up peasants to die to him. Raymond needed to be Royce, because it was the only way he could find the people they needed.

“Where are we heading next, my king?” one of the peasants called out.

Raymond had to resist the urge to flinch at being called the king and simply pointed onward. “To the next village. We need everyone to rise, up, so many that King Carris can’t hope to stand against us.”

“Won’t he send an army anyway?” the man asked. “Men like him don’t let go of power easily.”

“He will.” Raymond hesitated a moment, then held up his hand. It was still astonishing that everyone there halted when he did it, listening to him while he spoke.

“Listen to me, everyone. We are going from village to village, and we are gathering people, but I want you to be clear why we are gathering. We are an army, and we will be fighting the king.”

Astonishingly, that got a cheer from the people there. 

“We will have allies,” Raymond said. “Earl Undine has lent his forces, and even now my brothers are out gathering those knights and Picti who will fight with us, but we will have to fight.”

Another cheer echoed around him, and Raymond swallowed. Couldn’t they understand what he was saying?

“This will not be safe,” Raymond said. “Some of you will die in this; we may all die. There was a boy here before, and he should not have been with us at all. If there are people here who cannot fight, you should go home. If any of you are having second thoughts, you should go home. If you think that this will be easy, or that King Carris will not fight, then you should go home.”

Yet another cheer sounded from the people there, and Raymond couldn’t understand it. He’d just told some of them to go home, and they were treating it as if he’d just given them a rousing battle speech. Raymond gave up and continued on the road toward the next village.

It wasn’t long before a figure stepped from the crowd: a young woman in dark clothes, who offered him a curtsey as she approached that was far too courtly for most villagers. 

“Your Majesty,” the woman said. “King Royce, my name is Jani. I have been sent by the Lady Genevieve.”

Genevieve’s name made Raymond instantly suspicious, because while his brother might trust her, he didn’t. On the other hand, she had helped to save him, Lofen, and Garet from the duke’s torture.

“What does she want?” Raymond asked.

“Actually, I was originally sent by her sister,” Jani said. “But Lady Genevieve sent me with news about the king’s intentions.”

“He’s coming north with his army already?” Raymond asked. He’d hoped that they might have a little more time.

“It’s more than that,” Jani said. “He is coming, yes, but he has a plan to encircle you, sending most of his forces by boat to strike from the north while you turn your attention to the south to meet him.”

Raymond took a sharp breath in at that news. It was the kind of thing that could turn around the whole direction of the fight. More than that, if the king was coming now, that meant that they’d run out of time to gather forces.

“If what you say is true, then we need to gather together,” Raymond said. “I need to send messengers to my brothers; it’s time for us to meet back at the healing stone.”

 

***

 

Raymond rode ahead of his forces, back in the direction of the healing stone, hoping that his brothers would be there by the time he got there. He had with him those farmers who had horses of their own, those men who could move quickly, but there were few enough of those. 

They’d picked the healing stone both because it was a good marker and because it seemed safer to gather Picti troops there than it was to bring a whole horde of them down through the villages, where people might react to them in fear. As he rode through the forest that covered the hillside below the healing stone, though, Raymond couldn’t help wondering if they could have found a better place to gather than here.

His memories of this place were not good ones. This was the place where he and his brothers had been about to be executed. This was a place where they’d been surrounded by Picti, having to run for their lives.

As he made his way through the forest now, he saw that there were Picti there again, and Raymond couldn’t tell if they were friends or foes, happy to see him there or about to attack. They stood silently, simply waiting as he and the villagers passed, moving closer to the healing stone and the tower that it sat below. 

Raymond came out into the clearing that housed it, and there were still more Picti there, several of them wearing the golden torcs of leaders, their tattoos proclaiming them to be of different clans. Raymond could only guess at how many there were there, and how many more there would be in the woods beyond.

Around him, he could see some of the common folk he’d brought with him growing nervous.

“When you said that your brother had gone to the Picti, I didn’t think there would be this many,” one man said.

Another had his hand on the hilt of his sword, looking round as if expecting the Picti to attack at any moment. “They say that a man walking into Picti lands can have their entrails wound around a tree.”

“They come onto our lands and they steal. They kill anyone who tries to stop them.”

Raymond held up his hand. “Stop it! These are our allies. There is to be no violence here.”

He dismounted, finding one face he’d hoped for among them. He ran forward to hug Lofen, his brother squeezing him back so hard it hurt.

“Lofen, you did it!”

“It seems like you did too, Raymond,” his brother replied.

Raymond winced, hoping that people wouldn’t hear, but he could see several of those closest glancing at one another and frowning. 

“Where’s Garet?” Raymond asked, hoping to distract attention from the rest of it. 

“I was hoping he might have joined up with you,” Lofen said. “He went to get the nobles, with…”

“Moira,” Raymond said, shaking his head. He hadn’t trusted her even when she’d set off with Garet. Now he was sure something must have happened. 

“We have to hope that he’s just delayed,” Lofen said.

They had to hope it, but Raymond couldn’t help thinking about all the dangers Garet might face. He was going to try to recruit nobles who were supposed to be loyal to the old king, but it would only take one who had switched his loyalties, or who didn’t believe in the cause. It would only take one bandit along the way, one rogue group of deserting soldiers.

“He’s old enough to make his own choices, Raymond,” Lofen said. “He gets to take this risk.”

Raymond was about to answer when one of the villagers came forward.

“That’s the second time he’s called you that, Royce,” the man said. “What’s going on here?”

Lofen looked at him blankly. “Royce?”

Raymond knew he should have found a way to get to Lofen before the others arrived. He should have explained the subterfuge that he’d been forced to employ, should have made sure that Lofen was willing to go along with it, at least until the real Royce arrived. Now it seemed that there was no time.

“Royce,” the man said, loud enough for all the others there to hear him. “That’s who this one has been claiming to be while he went walking through our villages to recruit us! Now here you are, calling him… what was it? Raymond?”

“Keep your voice down,” one of the Picti said, stepping forward. He was an older man, dressed in the furs of a bear. “This is a holy place, an old place. Show some respect, invader.”

“Invader?” the man said. “I’ve lived in this land all my life, mostly with filthy Picti stealing around the edges of my farm! I’ll not stand by and be insulted!”

His hand went to his sword, and Raymond saw the Picti reaching for his own weapon. Instinctively, Raymond knew that if those two drew their swords, all the others would soon be fighting. Initially, that would mean an advantage for the Picti, but there would soon be more of the villagers coming, and more after that. They and the Picti would wipe one another out before they ever saw battle against the king’s forces.

“Stop this!” Raymond yelled. He stepped between the two men, his arms outstretched to prevent them from coming at one another. “Stop this at once! We are gathered here to fight the enemy, not one another!”

“We’re gathered here in Royce’s name!” the villager shot back. “And you’re not even him!”

“You’re going to deny the rightful king?” the Picti man said. 

“He’s not the rightful king,” the villager shot back. “He’s some man pretending to be him!”

“Liar,” the Picti said. He looked over to Raymond expectantly. “Show him, my king. Show him who you are, and show all of us.”

“How can I do that?” Raymond asked, but even as he said it, he knew what the other man had in mind. He could remember what had happened when Royce had truly been here at the stone.

“When you were last here,” the man said, “they say that you struck the great stone, and all the pain that had been caught up in it sang out in a scream. Strike it again, my king. Show those who doubt that you are everything that has been promised.”

Raymond stepped back, trying to think of a way out of this, while around him, every face stared at him expectantly. He knew he couldn’t admit his deception, yet he couldn’t do what was being asked of him either, and if the Picti thought that they had been tricked…

Every direction he looked, there seemed to be the prospect of violence, and Raymond couldn’t think of a way out.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Altfor couldn’t contain his happiness as he watched Moira dressing at the far side of his chambers. Part of that, of course, was that she was there, and his dead brother’s wife was the most perfect creature he could imagine. Part of it was what she had brought him, both in Royce’s brother and the status that came from giving him to the king. Part of it was all that he’d just achieved and gained.

“How does it feel to have Genevieve locked away safely?” Moira asked over her shoulder. 

“It feels good,” Altfor said. “It feels right. If her heart is with Royce, then she deserves all that she gets.”

“And where is your heart, my duke?” Moira asked. She was still lacing the stays of her dress, doing it slowly, in a way that Altfor was sure was designed to emphasize to him how easily they could be unlaced again.

“It is with you,” Altfor said automatically, and although he’d intended it as the kind of platitude that lovers seemed to need to keep them happy, he was surprised to find that he meant it.

“As mine is with you,” Moira said with a smile. Did she mean that in the same way that Altfor meant it? This was always the danger of caring about someone: the vulnerability that it meant showing. Right then, though, Altfor wanted to believe.

At the very least, Moira made a more suitable match than Genevieve did.

“So, she’s alone in a dungeon now?” Moira said, seeming to relish the prospect. 

“Not alone,” Altfor corrected her. “Since she was so eager to find the boy, Garet, I’ve had the guards throw him in with her. And Earl Undine’s daughter.”

“His daughter?” Moira asked, the surprise in her voice obvious. “How did you catch her?”

Altfor could barely believe it either. “She was foolish enough to actually approach our camp, spying around the edges. The men with her died, but she will spend her time in the dungeon with her fellow traitors.”

“I’m surprised she wasn’t executed out of hand,” Moira said. She looked thoughtful for a moment. “I’m surprised they all weren’t.”

Altfor could hear the hint of jealousy there, and he knew what Moira wanted: she wanted Genevieve gone, so there would be proof that Altfor was only interested in her. On another day, with another prisoner, Altfor might even have done it; might have had her brought out and killed just so Moira could see that he meant what he said. However, there were things that stood between Genevieve and death.

“You’re not worried about them being nobles, are you?” Moira asked.

Altfor laughed at that. “Traitors die, noble or not.”

“Then what?” Moira asked. She looked quite prim and proper now, fully dressed in the elaborate outfit of a noblewoman. It made her look almost demure, and that was, itself, highly desirable.

“Well, there’s the fact that Genevieve is carrying my heir, for one thing,” Altfor said.

“Any woman can give you a child, Altfor,” Moira pointed out. “So why bother about one that will have the blood of a known traitor? Why be seen to defend anything of hers?”

In that, she had a point. Altfor claiming the child as his own had seemed like the logical thing to do, but it was also something that would make it seem as if he still had feelings for Genevieve, as if he somehow had sympathy for her in spite of all that she had done.

“I mean, can you even be sure that the child is yours?” Moira asked. 

Altfor grabbed her hard, pulling her back against him so sharply she let out a gasp of breath. It took him a moment to turn his anger into something else, kissing her neck.

“And would a child I have with you be mine?” Altfor demanded. “I’ve seen the way the king looks at you; the way everyone looks at you.”

“It would if we were married,” Moira said. 

“Married?” The idea hadn’t occurred to Altfor, even with all that he felt for her.

“It makes sense,” she said. “We make a good match, and you will need someone who is liked at court after… her. Someone who has proved her worth, and her loyalty.”

Altfor had to admit it made a lot of sense. He could marry Moira, produce an heir with her, and cement his place as a loyal subject of the king, all at once. 

“So, you’d marry me?” Altfor asked.

“Well, it’s hardly the most romantic of proposals…”

Altfor spun Moira, pressing her back against the wall and pinning her there. “Don’t play games with me. Will you marry me?”

She kissed him. “Of course I will. The question is when. When will you make it possible? When will you kill her?”

“When she’s served her purpose,” Altfor said. 

“But you don’t need her to produce an—”

“Not an heir,” Altfor said. “She, Garet, and Undine’s daughter are all people that Royce cares about. We can use them to make him think emotionally, to make poor decisions. They will all die in due course. When that’s done, then we will be together.”

Moira seemed pleased by that; sufficiently pleased that Altfor found himself looking at her hungrily, thinking about those stays on her dress again. He forced himself to pull back though, because there were still things he needed to do. He had to speak to the king.

 

***

 

Altfor strode through the keep toward the king’s private chambers. The guards at the door stepped back for him, opening the door ahead of him. That pleased Altfor; things were going well for him now.

King Carris was in there, behind a table set with maps and markers designed to establish what forces were where. Altfor wasn’t surprised by that, but he was surprised to find that the leader of the Angarthim priests, Justinius, was there too.

“My king,” Altfor said, offering a deep bow. “I had thought that we were to meet in private. There are… delicate things that I must discuss with you.”

“About your wife being in a dungeon at your hands?” Justinius asked, with a faint smile.

“You can speak freely in front of the priest,” the king assured him. “He is proving most helpful in producing our battle plans.”

Altfor frowned at that, not just because he didn’t like the idea of magic being involved in this, but because he suspected that the closer the priest got to the king, the less room there was for him in King Carris’s good graces.

“You have no reason to be worried by me,” Justinius said, with a cold look that made Altfor want to shrink away. “I am merely here to assist in the destruction of the boy Royce.”

“Do you plan to read the entrails and tell us everything that he plans to do?” Altfor demanded.

Justinius seemed to take the joke seriously, shaking his head as solemnly as if he were debating a point of religious doctrine. 

“We attempted to look, but something has changed around him. All the futures that include him are blind to us now.”

“So you can’t provide any help?” Altfor said.

“There are many forms of help that we can still provide,” Justinius said. “You saw, you felt, the things that we will be able to provide for the battle.”

“And they will be able to do more than frighten people?” Altfor asked.

“Very much more,” Justinius said, in a tone that promised the possibility of a demonstration if Altfor continued to question him.

“Enough bickering,” King Carris said. “Last time that you fought, Royce won because of magic. He had the magic of the people who went before, and he had something that Justinius tells me is from his people.”

“The powder that helps us to see the unseen,” Justinius said. “Sadly, the Angarthim we sent to kill Royce used that weapon… unwisely.”

“And this time, we will use these magical weapons wisely?” Altfor asked. He wasn’t sure he believed it. The truth was that he didn’t trust magicians, or priests, or those who claimed powers beyond the ordinary. It wasn’t that most of them were frauds, although that was bad enough. The truly worrying ones were the ones who had power, because they’d done nothing to earn it, they were nobody to deserve it. It was a power that had nothing to do with nobility, or strength, or armies.

“We will use them as the king directs,” Justinius said with a bow. “With your advice, of course, Duke Altfor.”

Altfor didn’t believe that suddenly helpful attitude for a second. He didn’t believe that this man was going to listen to anything except his own thoughts. He would worm his way in close to the king, and probably soon he would be the one giving the instructions.

Altfor had his own news though.

“I need to inform you that my wife attempted to betray us, my king,” he said. 

“I know that,” King Carris said, waving it away. “No doubt you plan to kill her for it?”

“Once she has served her purpose,” Altfor said. “Royce cares about her, so if we hold her as a hostage, that will sap his will to fight.”

King Carris looked at him with something approaching respect. It was as if, in that moment, he recognized something in Altfor that was willing to do whatever it took to win, and that could put aside any kind of human concern when it was needed.

“So you would have no problem if I were to put her out in front of my armies and torture her for Royce to see?”

“I would wield the knives myself,” Altfor promised, and he knew that he would do it gladly. It would be a suitable punishment for someone who had betrayed him so many times.

“Good,” the king said. “We have the brother as well, so we can threaten them one by one.”

“And Earl Undine’s daughter,” Altfor said. “She was foolish enough to come where guards could grab her.”

That got a surprised smile from King Carris, and Altfor realized that the guards had told him without telling the king. That pleased him. 

“Then we have another way to make them scared,” the king said. “We might even be able to persuade Earl Undine not to fight on Royce’s side. Not that it will save him. He has already gone against my commands.”

That was good; for a moment, Altfor had been worried that the king might leave Earl Undine be. The man had played a part in taking his family’s lands, and he deserved to die for it.

“There is one more thing,” Altfor said. “Something that my dear wife let slip before I imprisoned her.”

“Something that you can trust?” Justinius said.

“She believed that she was saying it to Royce’s brother,” Altfor said. “She sent a message out, telling Royce about our plan to strike from the north as well as the south.”

“So they will be waiting for us when we land?” King Carris said. “That is bad. A landing from the sea is one of the hardest things to do when there are enemies.”

Altfor nodded. “I understand, my king, and that is why I want to suggest a change to our plans.”

“What kind of change?” the king asked.

Altfor set it out, piece by piece. By the time he was halfway through it, the others were smiling at the thought of it. By the time he was done, they were nodding along, already shifting the pieces on the maps around. 

Their patterns looked beautiful to Altfor, because they looked like Royce’s destruction.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Lofen wasn’t sure how things had gotten out of hand quite so quickly. He turned to his brother, wanting answers from Raymond, because Raymond seemed to be the one who knew what was going on here.

“What’s happening, Raymond?”

“You see, he calls him Raymond, not Royce!”

Lofen stared at Raymond, trying to understand what was happening.

“You pretended to be Royce?”

“I…”

When his brother didn’t deny it immediately, Lofen knew it was true. He winced at the sheer… stupidity of what Raymond had done.

“You… you’re meant to be the clever one!” Lofen shouted at him. 

“I was doing what I thought I had to,” Raymond shot back. “They wouldn’t come here for me, only for Royce.”

In the background, Lofen realized that he and his brother weren’t the only ones still arguing. The old Picti and the villager were still arguing with one another, and by now, the fight had gone well past whether Raymond was Royce or not. Instead, they were shouting about wrongs that Lofen didn’t even know about.

“You burned a village out on the western edge of the old duke’s lands!” the villager shouted.

“That wasn’t our tribe,” the Picti said.

“Your tribe? You’re still all Picti filth!”

Lofen started to step back in between them, but before he could do so, he found Nils standing in front of him. The Picti leader had almost killed him, testing him before he brought his tribe in to help. Now he looked just about ready to finish the job.

“We followed you because you proved that you were not a liar, like other invaders,” he snapped. He pointed a blade in Lofen’s face, and it took all of Lofen’s self-control not to knock it aside. “Yet you’ve brought us to a man who even lies about who he is!”

“That’s my brother Raymond,” Lofen said. “I’m as shocked as you are that he’s done this, but—”

“You are an honorable man,” Nils said, “but this… we are being lied to, and I will not allow that!”

“Raymond has been lying,” Lofen said. “But Raymond is not Royce, and it is Royce we’re following.”

“He says that he is Royce,” Nils said.

Lofen wished he had the time to keep arguing, but around him, he could see too many other fights starting to break out for that. He saw a farmer and a Picti starting to draw weapons, and ran over, knocking them from their hands.

“Stop this!” Lofen shouted. He ran over to another pair of fighting individuals. “Stop this at once. We’re meant to be on the same side.”

“And he’s meant to be Royce!” a burly farmer said. He shoved Lofen. It didn’t make much of a difference to Lofen, because he was big enough to simply stand his ground and shove back, but when the farmer stumbled and struck the ground, Lofen knew he’d made a mistake. More men rushed in, and it was all he could do to start to shove his way clear of the pushing, arguing scrum.

“Raymond!” he called out, trying to seek out his brother. He spotted him at the heart of another knot of arguing people, but Raymond didn’t have Lofen’s strength, and couldn’t slip clear in the same way.

Cursing to himself, Lofen shoved his way into the brawl, pushing men aside in every direction, not caring if they were Picti or common folk. The main thing was that he needed to get to his brother. Lofen saw Raymond ahead and managed to clamp one hand on his arm. He pulled Raymond clear of the melee, pushing more people aside, hunching his shoulders against them the way that he might have done in a storm.

“Thanks,” Raymond said.

“Don’t thank me yet,” Lofen said. “You’re still an idiot, and you still need to find a way to make this right.”

“There is no way to make this right,” Raymond insisted, but Lofen didn’t believe that. For the sake of all that they were trying to do, they had to think of a way. 

Lofen pointed to the old tower beside the stone. “There.”

“What about it?” Raymond asked.

“That’s where you’re going to speak from. They’ll hear you from up there, and they might even listen!”

“Listen to what?” Raymond asked. “What can I possibly say that can stop all of this?”

“You can tell them the truth.”

Raymond looked horrified by that prospect, but Lofen kept his grip on his brother’s arm, all but dragging him up the tower. The stone steps were crumbling, but Lofen kept going anyway, even when a stone gave way beneath his feet, tumbling to the ground below.

“This won’t work,” Raymond said. “If I tell people—”

“When you tell people,” Lofen corrected him.

“They won’t be any happier. They’ll desert.”

“Maybe,” Lofen said. “But maybe not, and if you don’t, the Picti will leave. Trust me on this. You have to do this, Raymond. Maybe if you’re honest, people will stay around long enough for us… well, for us to think of something else.”

“It doesn’t look as though I have much choice,” Raymond said.

Lofen shook his head, continuing to head upward. They reached the top of the tower, and Raymond stood there silently until Lofen nudged him in the ribs, hard enough that his brother winced.

“All right, all right,” he said. “I never meant for it to get this far anyway.” 

He took a breath.

“Listen to me!” Raymond called out. “All of you, listen! You need to hear this. You’re right: I’m not Royce! I’m his brother Raymond. I have lied to you, and I’m sorry about that, but there is no reason for you to fight one another now. I only lied because people needed to see Royce to believe in him. I thought…” He turned to Lofen. “It isn’t working, Lofen. They aren’t listening.”

Lofen could see that his brother was right. Below, people were still scuffling and arguing. A few were even throwing punches. The best that could be said for it was that at least nobody was dying just yet. No one had drawn their weapons, but Lofen suspected that it was only a matter of time. They needed to find a way to stop all this, to get people to listen.

Then things got worse.

“The villagers are here,” Raymond said. “The ones who didn’t ride.”

Lofen could see a large group of common folk approaching through the trees, the bulk of Raymond’s army starting to catch up with the vanguard. If things had been different, Lofen would have been happy to see so many of them coming in, because in spite of his lies, it meant that his brother had managed to bring a huge number of people to fight at their side. Even as it was, Lofen was impressed, but at the same time, he knew what those people would see as they came closer to the clearing.

They would see Picti attacking others like them.

Lofen cursed to himself and set off running back down the steps of the tower, with Raymond in his wake.

“We have to stop the villagers,” Lofen said. “We have to get to them before—”

“For Royce!”

As one, the nearest villagers gave the battle cry and charged at a group of Picti fighting with other common folk. The two sides slammed together with the force of a great wave hitting the rocks, and Lofen ran for the fight, hoping that he could stop it before things went too far.

He saw the first blade rise and fall, one of the Picti in the clearing collapsing in its wake. He heard the screams, first of pain, then of anger and outrage, ringing out around the clearing.

“Betrayal!”

“Invader scum!”

“Picti thieves!”

Lofen ran down into it, throwing himself into the fight in the hope that he could do something, anything, to prevent this from getting worse. He caught a man’s arm as he tried to strike out with a sword, feeling the resistance of his muscles as he tried to stab one of the Picti.

“Stop this,” Lofen said, as the man started to turn to him, fury in his eyes. “We’re supposed to be fighting the king’s forces, not one another!”

For a moment, just a moment, it seemed as if the man might say something. Then the blade of an axe split open his skull, blood spraying over Lofen and the Picti beyond the villager baring his teeth in something that might have been a smile. 

Instantly, he was swept away in the violence, and so was Lofen. Lofen found himself battered like a pebble tumbling along the course of a river, people smashing into him, pushing him, striking him with fists and feet and clubs. One raised a sword and Lofen barely moved aside in time, the weapon striking the dirt beside him.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this!” Lofen called out over it, but no one listened; no one even tried to stop. The violence had reached the point where there was no reason for it, no sense to it. It might have started because of the lies Raymond had told, and the old grudges between the Picti and the people they saw as invaders, but now the violence had a momentum of its own, keeping going only because every person there found themselves in a space filled with enemies.

Would the violence burn itself out? Lofen didn’t know, but somehow he doubted it. He suspected that this would keep going, with death after death, more hatred building, and the whole fight not stopping until—

The scream that rang out around the clearing was impossibly loud, ringing through Lofen’s being so that he shook with it, the sound bringing him to a halt. He wasn’t the only one. Every single man and woman, villager and Picti in the clearing stood still, turning to stare at the spot where the healing stone stood, the echoes of the scream still coming from it.

A figure stood there on it, the sword with which he’d struck it dark rather than crystalline this time. He lifted it again and struck downward, so that this time, the healing stone rang out with a clear, bell-like tone, the last of its agony purged. 

Royce stood there with Neave, Matilde, Mark, and an older man who could only be his father. Lofen stood there, feeling both awestruck and guilty, ashamed that he hadn’t been able to stop the violence even while he admired the impossible thing that his brother had just done. Royce spoke, and now it was easy to see the difference between him and Raymond, because every single person there listened.

“We are not here to fight each other,” Royce said. “We are here to fight the king and reclaim the land, for all of us. You want to know where the true Royce is? Well, here I am. I couldn’t be here because I was searching for the one thing we all need.” He gestured across to the older man beside him. “This is my father, our king, the true king. I searched for him, and I found him. Stop your fighting, and bow before King Philip, the true king!”

“The true king!” Lofen called out, and others took up the chant. 

“The true king! The true king!”

Lofen wondered how many of the rest of them were staring at Royce while they chanted it, rather than at his father.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

The only light in the cell was the glimmer that came in through a high window, casting a pool of brightness on the floor. By it, Genevieve could see the other figure who had been forced into the cell with her.

She was worried about Garet. He sat in one corner, wincing every time he moved, with occasional hissing intakes of breath when the wrong part of his skin touched the wall or floor.

“What did they do to you?” Genevieve asked, moving to crouch beside him.

Garet shook his head. “It’s not as if you care.”

“I’m in here because I care,” Genevieve said. “I came down here to free you, and Altfor was waiting.”

She reached out a hand to rest it gently on Garet’s shoulder, but even that was enough to make him recoil in pain. On his arms, she could see burns, and the bloody marks of shackles fitted too tightly to hold him. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, removing her hand quickly. 

“So am I,” Garet replied. “I haven’t always believed in you. But then, it turns out that I’m pretty bad at knowing which women to trust.”

“Moira,” Genevieve said. “She fooled me too. She pretended to be my friend, while she was sleeping with Altfor.”

Garet looked as though he might say something, but in that moment, they both heard footsteps approaching their cell. Genevieve saw Garet flinch reflexively, and resolved to put herself between him and any guards who had come to take him.

“Don’t,” Garet said. “You… you don’t want the kind of things they would do to you.”

“Altfor might be planning to execute me,” Genevieve said, “but I’m still carrying his child. They won’t risk harming him.”

Garet didn’t look sure about that, and the truth was that Genevieve wasn’t sure either. If he was going to kill her anyway, it was only a matter of time before Altfor realized that he could have an heir with another wife just as easily, maybe even Moira.

The door swung open, and Genevieve’s heart was in her mouth, expecting guards to come storming through at any moment. Instead, only one figure stumbled inside, and Genevieve recognized her instantly. So, it seemed, did Garet.

“Olivia?” he said, the shock of it propelling him to his feet. He quickly fell again, the torture having taken too much out of him.

Genevieve saw Olivia look around, first at him, then at her. When her eyes locked with Genevieve’s, there seemed to be something more intense in them than there should have been, something that refused to look away before Genevieve did. Genevieve looked down just to avoid the intensity of that stare and saw her fiddling with a betrothal ring that Genevieve knew Royce had given her. It was only a small pain compared to all of the others that might be inflicted on her in this place, but it still hurt.

“Why are you here?” Garet asked Olivia. “Has your father’s castle fallen somehow? Did something happen?”

“No,” Olivia replied. “I… I had to come here… I…” She returned her attention to Genevieve, the stare just as intense as before. “Why did you come to my father’s castle?”

“You came here to ask that?” Genevieve countered with a laugh, dismissing it. “Why are you really this far south? Is there going to be some kind of attack? A rescue mission for Garet?”

It was the only thing Genevieve could think of that made any kind of sense. Perhaps someone had realized just how dangerous Moira was, and sent soldiers to find out what had happened to Garet after he’d gone off with her. Perhaps some spy had told them about Garet’s capture, and Olivia had wanted to come along with the attempt to free him because he was Royce’s brother.

That explanation made sense; certainly more sense than the alternative.

“I… no,” Olivia said. “I just need to know.”

“But that’s…” Genevieve couldn’t think of a word for what it was. It made no sense at all. “You came all this way to know why I came to your uncle’s castle? You got caught by the king for that?”

“Stop dodging the question,” Olivia said, even though the only reason Genevieve hadn’t answered was because she couldn’t believe that Olivia would do something like this. Who came all this way just to find out why Genevieve had been there?

“Why did you want to see Royce so badly?” Olivia asked. “Why were you crying? I know who you are, Genevieve.”

“If you know that, then you know the answers,” Genevieve snapped back. It was strange, seeing Olivia like this. From what Genevieve had heard about her, she was kind and noble and good. Now, she just seemed like a jealous rival and nothing more.

“Oh, I know what’s happening,” Olivia said. She held up the ring she wore, as if in triumph. “But Royce gave me this ring, not you.”

“And that’s why I left,” Genevieve said. “You’ve won, if that’s what you want to hear.”

For a moment, that seemed to take Olivia aback, and she went quiet.

“We need to focus on finding a way out of here,” Genevieve said, even though she knew the odds of actually doing that were low. They were trapped, not just in a dungeon, but at the heart of King Carris’s army. The prospect of getting Garet out before had been daunting enough, but now that she and Olivia were locked up too, it seemed impossible.

“Will there be any help coming for you?” Genevieve asked Olivia. “You must have had men with you.”

“They were killed,” Olivia said. “And there weren’t many of them. Just enough… just enough to get me here.”

Again, her response seemed to make no sense. Why would anyone come all this way, put themselves in this much danger, just to ask Genevieve about her connection to Royce?

“There has to be a way,” Genevieve said. “Once people realize that Garet is missing…”

“They’ll assume that I’m still with one of the northern lords,” Garet said. Even talking seemed to hurt him, his voice hoarse, as if whatever tortures he’d suffered had made him scream to the point where it hurt his throat. “They won’t know I’m here.”

“There’s a chance,” Genevieve said. “My sister sent a messenger. I’ve had her give information to Royce, and—”

“So you’re still in contact with him?” Olivia asked, a sharp edge in her words. “You’re still trying to get his attention?”

“What?” Genevieve said, genuinely puzzled as to how Olivia could keep jumping back to this conclusion. “Royce and I aren’t—”

“I know everything that you are,” Olivia shot back, nervously touching the ring she wore again. “Do you think I don’t know that he’s only marrying me for my father’s help? That he’d be with you in an instant if he thought it were possible?”

Despite everything, a note of hope surged in Genevieve’s heart at that thought. She’d been so certain when she’d visited Earl Undine’s home that Royce had given his heart to Olivia, and that there was no way back for the two of them. This, though… no, Genevieve knew she shouldn’t even be thinking about it now, not after everything that had happened.

“Tell me,” Olivia said. “Tell me that you have no interest in him.”

“I…” Genevieve began, but she couldn’t lie to Olivia, not like that, not then. 

“You see!” Olivia said in something like triumph. “I knew it. You’re working to get Royce back; you’re working to trick him away from me. Maybe you even did all of this to get me locked away here, knowing that you’ll be able to break free and go to him.”

“That’s insane,” Genevieve said. “I don’t know what’s happening here, but none of what you’re saying makes any sense. Do you understand that Altfor is planning to kill all of us at some point in this? That the king is probably going to torture all three of us? Do you get that what I do or don’t feel for Royce doesn’t matter right now, when we’re all probably about to die?”

“Of course it matters!” Olivia yelled out, and she leapt at Genevieve.

The best that could be said for that moment was that at least the guards had taken away anything they might be able to use as a weapon. Even the small knives most people carried for eating were gone, and that was a good thing, because Genevieve had no doubt that Olivia would have stabbed her right then if she could have. As it was, she slammed into Genevieve instead in a tearing, grabbing mess.

The two of them fell to the floor, and Genevieve did her best to fight back, but the truth was that she’d never spent any time learning to fight; she was only a girl from the villages, where fighting back when the nobles came for you was more likely to get you killed than to do anything to let you escape. She struck out as best she could, but it didn’t seem to do anything except fuel Olivia’s unreasoning anger, making her attack Genevieve even harder.

It seemed that Olivia did have some training in combat. Maybe, as the daughter of a lord, she had been permitted to learn enough of the skills of war that she would be able to lead one day. Maybe she had simply watched the knights and soldiers of her father training to fight. Whatever the explanation, she quickly struck Genevieve with a blow across the face, then came up on top of her, holding her down.

“You’re trying to steal Royce from me, admit it!” she cried out, and now her hands fastened around Genevieve’s throat, her nails digging in while her weight bore down to shut off Genevieve’s ability to breathe.

Genevieve fought to buck her off, then scrabbled to try to grab Olivia’s fingers. None of it worked. Olivia was too strong, and the pressure of her grip was too great. Genevieve heard herself gasping, trying to suck in air past the pressure of Olivia’s crude choke, but there was no gap for it to pass through. 

She could see her vision getting darker now, the already dim surroundings of the dungeon cell fading to blackness around the edges. Her struggles were growing weaker, her body refusing to do what she needed it to do in order to fight back. If Genevieve had possessed a weapon then, she was sure she would have used it, but she had nothing but her own fading strength.

Then Garet was there, crying out in pain as he grabbed hold of Olivia and pulled her from Genevieve. It seemed to take him an effort, because there was enough madness in Olivia’s eyes now that she wasn’t going to let go without being made to. Garet pushed her away from Genevieve, collapsing to his knees with the effort and holding his hands out as if he could keep them apart just by willing it.

“Stop this,” he said. “Olivia, stop. We can’t fight among ourselves. We need each other if we’re going to survive this.”

Genevieve fought to get air inside her lungs again, gulping it down as she struggled to sit up. Across the cell from her, she could see Olivia crouched, and although she seemed to be calm now, there was something almost animalistic about the way she waited. Genevieve knew in that moment that Olivia didn’t care if the three of them survived or not, didn’t care about anything but what she thought lay between Genevieve and Royce. 

Genevieve was sure then that they wouldn’t survive this. With all three of them working together, the chances of escape would have been nearly nothing. With Olivia like this… there was no way that they could hope to live.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Royce stood with his sword at one side, and the velvet bag with the mirror on the other, the mixed crowd of villagers and Picti staring at him. He could feel how fragile this moment was, and how easily things could erupt back into violence if he did nothing in the next few seconds. He stood there, the obsidian sword raised high so that everyone could see it, Gwylim standing by his side, and he spoke as loudly as he could to ensure that everyone there heard him.

“Quickly, bring the injured to the healing stone,” he said. “Let’s use it for its purpose for once, rather than the twisted way King Carris’s people have used it. Help the person nearest to you. I don’t care if they’re a villager or one of the Picti. Help one another.”

There was a moment’s hesitation, but then people started to come forward. One by one, they laid people down on the healing stone, and Royce could feel its magic as it absorbed their pain, knitting their wounds back together. Some of those came to it with gashes and shallow sword wounds, while others were so close to death it seemed they weren’t even breathing. It didn’t make a difference. Whatever the damage, the stone was able to repair it. 

He even saw Gwylim go up to the stone, stepping onto it and waiting a moment, and then stepping off again while Ember fluttered down to sit on his shoulder. Royce could guess what the wolf-like creature was hoping: that the stone would be enough to let him return to who he had been. Nothing changed, though.

Royce continued speaking while the healing went on. “Together, we are able to help undo the damage caused by anger and mistrust, but when we fight with one another, we cause more pain in a world already too full of it.”

He looked around at the few spots where bodies lay, people whom even the healing stone wouldn’t help. 

“People died today because they got caught up in hatred, and division, and anger,” he said. “And yes, because they were lied to. My brother should not have done that. But if your first instinct when faced with a lie is to tear apart the people around you, people who could be your friends, then that is a far more dangerous thing.”

He looked around the assembled people, and he could see the shame on some of their faces, but also the awe that was still there. Apparently, many of them were still caught by the spectacle of him making the stone cry out. 

“This is my father,” Royce said, gesturing to the spot where he stood, still wild-looking from his time on the island. “I went to find him, and with the help of brave friends, I did so. King Philip stands before you.”

A murmur of surprise went around the crowd. Many of the villagers fell to one knee, bowing their heads. Royce gave way to his father, who stood up to speak.

“My friends,” he said, “I left this kingdom because I thought that it was the only way to prevent disaster. Now my son has convinced me that I must come back. I know that things have been hard for you, well, now is the time when we will make them better. We will work together, and between us, we will strike King Carris from the throne!”

That got a cheer from many of those present, but Royce was busy looking around to where his friends stood. Mark seemed ready for the possibility of more violence, one hand on his sword. Matilde was conversing with a small knot of villagers, obviously friends of hers, while Neave appeared to be listening to one of the Picti leaders.

Royce was aware that his father was done speaking, and was moving through the crowd now, talking to people a couple at a time. Royce hurried to catch up with him, reaching him while he was talking with an older group of villagers, who seemed to remember him from the time before he left.

“I remember you came to our village,” one man said. “You were glorious and shining.”

“Which village was it?” his father asked.

“Lower Hereton,” the man replied, and perhaps to everyone’s surprise, his father nodded.

“I remember the inn there,” he said. “The owner used to make the most beautiful mead.”

“He was my grandfather,” the villager said, and smiled. “I want to say, my king, that we will follow you wherever you go, and give you whatever you need.”

“Right now, a mirror and a razor would be good,” Royce’s father said, stroking his long, straggly beard.

“That, I think we can find,” the man said, leading Royce’s father off into the crowd. Royce wasn’t sure whether to follow or not, but didn’t get much of a chance, because there were so many Picti and villagers around him. Where the villagers who had been speaking to his father seemed to be thinking about old memories and looking at him with fondness, the people around Royce had expressions of almost perfect awe.

“You’re really him?” one younger man asked. 

“Of course he is,” another man said. “Didn’t you hear what he did with the stone?”

Royce could understand the suspicion, after all of the lies that had gone before. 

“I’m really me,” Royce assured them. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t be here before. I had to go to find my father.”

“And he’s… really King Philip?”

“He is,” Royce said. “I went to the Seven Isles to search for him.”

“And you found him,” the man said. “He’s been missing for so long, and you found him. That’s… it feels like destiny.”

Royce wished he could explain to the others that things weren’t as simple as that; that the world would become whatever they made it, not something that was set in stone. He wished he could just hold up the mirror by his side for everyone to see. He knew he couldn’t though; the line of events he’d seen in the Mirror of Wisdom already felt far too delicate. 

“The important thing is that he’s here now,” Royce said, “and he will lead us to victory.”

Royce looked around with Ember’s eyes for his friends, then started to make his way through the crowd, heading back to the spot where they now stood with his brothers. People stepped out of his way, and he couldn’t tell if it was out of respect, or because Gwylim padded at his side, glowering at anyone who got too close. The spot where they sat seemed to have become a kind of central hub for most of what was going on around them. People were coming forward with questions, concerns, or just the need to say something, and it seemed that his brothers were having to work as hard as they could just to keep up.

“…that we’re here, how do we organize the supplies?” one man was saying to Raymond, who didn’t look as confident as he usually did about giving an answer.

“You brought food with you, didn’t you?” Mark said, moving in to help.

“Well yes, but…”

“And we won’t be here long.”

“My people will help forage, as well,” Neave assured him. 

“We have to rely on the Picti?” the man said.

“Unless you want to starve.”

Royce came forward to all of them. The first thing he did was to hug his brothers. The second thing he did was to step back and stare at both of them seriously.

“Pretending to be me was a bad idea,” he said to Raymond.

“I know, I’m sorry.”

“So am I,” Royce said. “It shouldn’t have been necessary. I should have been here.”

“But then you wouldn’t have found King Philip,” Lofen said.

That was true. Royce wouldn’t have given up finding his father for anything. Even so, the dead and the injured were a reminder that, for him, every choice he made would have consequences for people’s lives.

“At least everyone seems to be working in harmony now,” Royce said. He caught Neave’s frown from the corner of his eye. “What is it?” he asked the Picti girl. “Is something wrong?”

“Perhaps,” she said. “My people are ready to follow you.”

“Well, that’s good,” Royce said.

She shook her head. “You don’t understand. They are prepared to follow you, not your father. You’re the one who has done the things that were promised.”

“But that’s stupid,” Matilde said. “He’s the king.”

“And if I were to say that Carris is the king and we should all bow down to him?” Neave countered.

“The rightful king then,” Matilde insisted. Royce had the feeling that this had the potential to turn into another of their arguments. “The common folk understand that.”

“They follow kings easier than we do,” Neave replied. She looked over to Royce with an apologetic shrug. “We follow the ones who can spark the old magic. You can. You have a sword that is a thing out of myth and a mirror that can show the future. We follow you.”

Royce guessed that didn’t matter so much right then. He and his father were on the same side, after all. Whatever their reasons, it at least meant that people would be marching under the same banner, fighting against King Carris and his forces. Searching for a way to turn away from the argument, Royce asked his two brothers what seemed like the obvious question.

“Where is Garet?”

Raymond’s expression turned even more serious. “We don’t know. He hasn’t come back to us, and if he heard about the armies gathering, we’d have thought that he would.”

“Unless he can’t,” Lofen said. “Because he’s been captured, or worse.”

Or worse; Royce didn’t need his brother to spell out what that might mean. It had obviously been dangerous for all of them while he’d been gone. Even now, Garet’s body could be buried by the side of a road somewhere, cut down by bandits or eaten by wolves. That thought had him glancing across to Gwylim, not that the bhargir was likely to eat anyone.

“There was also a messenger,” Raymond said. He hesitated just a moment. “From Genevieve.”

Her name made Royce’s heart skip a beat. He knew that he ought to be thinking about Olivia right then, and a part of him was indeed looking forward to the moment when they would be reunited after all the time he’d been away. Still, he couldn’t escape thoughts of everything that had been between him and Genevieve before.

“What did the message say?” Royce said.

“That the king’s forces were coming north, but that it would only be a feint. The real force is trying to land by boat to our north, and strike from behind while we turn to face the threat.”

That was a lot to take in, and it fit with some of what Royce had seen in the mirror. Flashes of it came to him now, and he had to cling onto the path that he’d picked out, forcing himself not to be distracted either by those remembered possibilities, or by thoughts of Genevieve. He focused on Olivia to push those thoughts from his mind, and thoughts of her led immediately to the next thing that needed to happen.

“There is too much to do, and not enough time to do it in,” Royce said. He closed his eyes, trying to focus on one thing at a time, rather than on the hundreds of possibilities that swam around in his head. He knew this would prove to be another of those moments that he couldn’t explain, because explaining it would change everything that happened next because of it.

“I need you to find me two messengers,” Royce said. Almost instantly, a sea of hands went up around him, with people trying to volunteer. Royce looked around the crowd, trying to find faces that matched the ones he’d seen in the mirror. It was getting harder and harder to remember all of it. The temptation to look again was there; he still had the mirror safe in its pouch, but that was too big a risk.

“You,” he said to one young man. “You were a champion rider back in your village, weren’t you? And you…” He pointed to another, slightly older man. “You used to run the length of the fells.”

“Um… how did you know?” 

Royce shook his head. “That doesn’t matter.” He pointed to the younger man. “I need you to ride fast to Earl Undine. Tell him that the king’s forces are coming, and that we will meet him on the fields outside the village of Boroworth.”

“Isn’t that in the south of his lands?” Raymond said. “Shouldn’t we be sending people north, if they’re coming that way?”

Royce knew that he would need to, but at this point, he wasn’t sure if he was doing things because he needed to do them, or because he’d seen himself doing them. 

“We will deal with that once we meet,” he promised. He turned to the messenger. “For now, ask Earl Undine to come and meet us. Tell him it’s time for this to finish.”

“And me, my lord?” the older man asked.

“I need you to carry the same message,” Royce said. “But I need you to go south with it, all the way to King Carris.”

“You’re sending an invitation to the king?” Mark said, his surprise obvious. Around him, plenty of others were muttering about the madness of giving away any chance of surprise like that.

Royce turned to his friend, touching the mirror by his side and wishing he could explain what he was certain of: that by the end of this, King Carris would step down from his throne peacefully. All they had to do was get him to that meeting place.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

By the time Dust arrived at port, he felt as if he were nothing but his hands. His blistered, bleeding, painful hands. His whole world had narrowed down to the spot where they gripped the oars, so that he had to force himself to make each stroke, pulling himself onward past the ships and the boats.

His previous craft, with its sail, had made the journey to the Seven Isles seem easy. This boat did not have a sail, did not have space, did not have provisions. All it had were the oars that cut into Dust’s hands day and night while he rowed, and the chafing of the sea salt against his gray skin. He hadn’t slept since he’d left, had run out of fresh water long enough ago that his thirst was vying with the pain in his hands for control. 

Dust was in control, though. He had his duty to complete.

He looked back to where the armor and the sword lay in the boat, now well wrapped against the elements. He knew where he had to get them to, knew the spot where he had to hand them to Royce as surely as he knew the blisters that covered his fingers. The mirror had shown him.

Dust came up to the quayside with a bump, the jolt of it bringing him out of his focus, the sudden return to reality making him all but collapse back in the boat. He knew he shouldn’t fall, because Angarthim were not so easy to stop, but he no longer wished to be Angarthim, and collapsing there felt so… peaceful.

“Hey there,” a voice said, sounding distant.

Dust looked up and saw a man standing over him. Two men, both looking like sailors. He was on the dock, and Dust couldn’t remember getting there. Had he blacked out? One of the men was manhandling him up to sitting, and for a moment, a part of Dust’s mind thought that they must be trying to rob him, kill him, steal from him. He wrenched free of the man’s grip, ready to strike, and saw that he was not holding a knife as Dust might have expected, but a water bottle.

“Easy there,” the sailor said, holding out the water bottle for him to take. “You look like you’ve had a hard time of things. I’ve never seen a man out in the sea rime so long that his skin is gray with it.”

Dust drank greedily from the bottle. 

“Slowly,” the other sailor said. “Your body won’t cope with more than a little.”

Dust knew he was right. Besides, by then, he had other concerns. 

“My things,” he managed, looking round frantically. “The mirror…”

“There’s no mirror here,” the first sailor said. “Just a long thing that looks like a sword, and some sort of bag of clothes.”

“I need them,” Dust said. “I… I’m supposed to deliver them.”

“You’re a messenger?” the sailor said.

“A messenger,” Dust repeated. He hadn’t thought of it that way. Perhaps he was. Perhaps that was a part of why he’d been through all this. Could a man be a messenger and a hero? “Yes… yes, I have to deliver it… the mirror…”

“Still no sign of any mirror,” the other sailor said. “I’m Brant and this is Neely. What’s your name, stranger?”

“Dust,” he said. “My name is Dust, and I am…” He almost said Angarthim, but stopped himself. “I am here to deliver these items to Royce, the one who is fighting against the king.”

“That’s a dangerous thing to say,” Neely said, and for a moment Dust thought that he might have to fight. He looked around for signs of death, but he couldn’t see anything, couldn’t work out how any of it would go. Maybe that was the danger of having to choose.

“It’s all right,” Brant said, “you’re among friends here, but there are still men of the king around on the roads. Come on, you can come to my house and recuperate a little.”

Dust found himself almost overwhelmed by the generosity of that simple offer. In his world, those who were weak found themselves cut down, and there was no mercy for those who stood in the way of anything the priests had commanded. 

“You are kind,” he said, “but I cannot. I have to get to Royce. I have to bring him what he needs. The fate of the world depends on it.”

“That’s a little strong,” Neely said. “This fight will decide who runs the kingdom, but will it really change anything? We’ve had battles—”

“The outcome will change the world,” Dust said. “I have seen it.”

They looked at him as if he were mad, but they didn’t say it.

“If you need to get there that badly,” Neely said, “I guess we can help. I know some friends who are heading in that direction.”

That caught Dust a little by surprise. “You… you’re prepared to help me?”

“Of course,” Brant said. “Though we’ll have to hurry if it’s the farmers’ convoy.”

They led the way through the small port, out to a spot where there were more animals than Dust had ever seen in one place before. There were cattle and sheep, even a man herding what seemed to be ducks. There had to be a dozen or more farmers there, some with wagons full of food, some walking.

Brant led Dust over to one of the wagons, which a middle-aged woman was driving. It looked to have butter churns in the back.

“Flori, are you heading over to Royce’s army with the rest?”

“Aye,” she said. “Come to donate some fish to the cause, lads?”

Dust saw her looking him up and down. “Who’s this? He doesn’t look like he spends much time catching hake.”

“This is Dust,” Brant said. “He’s a messenger who needs to get to Royce. Can you get him there, Flori?”

“Aye,” she said again. “Well, what are you waiting for? Jump up. We’ve no time to waste.”

“Thank you,” Dust said. “Thank you all.”

He hopped up onto the wagon, which started to rumble forward when Flori cracked the reins, sending her horses moving forward. Around them, all of the farmers started to drive their flocks and herds forward, the group moving as one great mass.

“What is all this?” Dust said.

“Not all of us can fight,” Flori said. “But we can help feed those who can. An army will need feeding, and if it starves, it falls apart. So we’ll bring them what we can spare. It will save them from having to forage.”

And would stop them from picking the land bare. Dust hadn’t considered all the things that it took to keep an army going, just as he hadn’t considered the possibility that there could be people kind enough to help him in what he was doing. It felt good to be a part of all this, among people who knew that their roles in things would not be great, but who were performing them anyway.

“Can we move faster?” Dust said. “It is vital that I get to Royce before the battle.”

“To give him… what? Those?” Flori nodded to the wrapped shapes of the armor and the crystal sword. “What are they?”

Dust considered not telling her, but he suspected that she had earned the right to be a part of it, and maybe showing her would help. He unwrapped just enough of the crystal sword that she could see it.

“But that’s…”

“His sword,” Dust said. “His armor too. He needs them, so you see why we have to move quickly.”

“Then we’ll see how much quicker we can get these old horses to move,” Flori said. She flicked the reins again, and the horses pulled the wagon forward quicker, so that she and Dust started to pull forward through the mass of farmers, out along the road, heading inland.

Soon, they were alone, which gave Dust plenty of time to think. He hadn’t thought before about all the small things that people could do to contribute to making things better, all the tiny actions that added up to far more. It made him think about all the people he’d killed; the villagers and the ones he had thought to be unimportant. He had done so much harm in his life, with all those deaths, all those rippling small effects that he’d brought to an end. 

He was still thinking about it when he felt the wagon starting to slow. He looked up to see that there were men in its way: half a dozen of them, all wearing the colors of King Carris, standing behind a makeshift barricade. Two of them held crossbows.

“Hold there!” one of the men said. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Flori held out a hand, as if to hold Dust back. “Just off to market, milord.”

“To market, or to give aid to the king’s enemies?”

“I can’t imagine that the king’s enemies would have much use for milk and butter,” Flori said. “What would they do? Fire it out of catapults?”

“Or use it to keep from starving in a siege,” one of the soldiers said. “Still, if you’re not off to aid the king’s enemies, you won’t mind handing some of it over to him to feed his armies, will you?”

“Of course not,” Flori said.

“We’ll search your wagon then,” the soldier said. “Take our share, and make sure that you don’t have any weapons there.”

Dust tensed at that, but he forced himself to sit for a moment. The man came closer, moving around the back of the wagon. The ones with the crossbows came close, wanting to look intimidating, even though they were more dangerous at a distance. One man reached out toward the package that he was taking to Royce. 

“Do not touch that,” Dust said. 

“You think you get to tell us what to do?” one of the crossbowmen demanded.

Dust alighted from the wagon as smoothly as he could, picking his spot carefully, judging all the angles involved. “I am trying to save your lives. I am trying to be a better man; to kill only those who deserve it.”

“Stupid peasant,” one of the crossbowmen said. “You think I won’t put a bolt in you?”

“No,” Dust said with a sigh. He extended his arms, standing between the two crossbowmen as if he could hold them apart through sheer will.

“Die, idiot!” the man said, and the twang of his crossbow sounded above the silence of the road.

Dust was already moving though, swaying back so that the bolt passed him and thudded into the chest of the soldier opposite. That made his crossbow go off as his finger jerked spasmodically on the trigger, the bolt coming out to impale the first soldier.

Dust turned as another of the men ran at him, moving inside the sweep of a sword and throwing the man to the ground, wrenching his arm hard enough to break it and ripping the sword from his grip. Dust spun with it, parrying blows from two more of the men one after another, then lanced the blade through a man’s throat. A blow from the second grazed him as he did it, but Dust ignored the pain; he just thrust his stolen sword into the man’s side.

“That’s enough!” the soldier who had gone to search the cart shouted. Dust could hear the fear there. He turned to see the man standing behind Flori, a blade to her throat. “Throw down your weapon or I’ll kill her.”

Dust did it. An Angarthim ignored threats, but he would not see another die for him. 

“That’s better,” the soldier said, pointing with the blade. “Now, I’m going to…”

Flori twisted free of his grip, and in that moment, the soldier turned to her, weapon ready to strike. Dust dropped to one knee, picking up the sword again and flinging it. There was no way to control the throw of an object so badly designed for it, but even so, it caught the soldier edge first, making him cry out and drop his blade. He ran, and Dust let him.

Calmly, Dust set about dismantling the barricade.

“You took on a whole squad of soldiers,” Flori said, the awe in her tone obvious.

“I’m sorry,” Dust said. “I know you wanted to talk your way past them.”

“Are you joking?” Flori said. “They were parasites who would have stopped the whole convoy back there from getting to Royce. I just didn’t see what I could do about it. You… you’re a hero, Dust.”

A hero.

“Not yet,” Dust said. “But I am trying.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

When the guards came to seize her and the others, Olivia didn’t struggle. Her eyes were where they’d been almost since she arrived: on Genevieve. Garet’s presence had stopped her from doing what she needed to do, but now, if they left any gap for her to act…

The thought of what she would do terrified Olivia, because she had never before felt the urge to simply murder someone. She had learned to fight, but her father had told her that she should fight only to protect herself and her subjects. Maybe that was it. Maybe it was the fact that Genevieve threatened all of that and more. She had the potential to ruin things for Olivia, but also to expose everyone to danger. If she would just go away…

“Hands out, I said!” one of the guards demanded, and Olivia realized that he’d been talking to her. She stuck her hands out, and he fastened shackles to her wrists, a long chain connecting her to Garet and then to her hated rival.

Olivia rubbed the engagement ring she wore absently, reminding herself that it was her Royce had chosen, but that only seemed to make it worse. 

“Now you’ll move,” the guard said, “or we’ll beat you until you do move.”

He yanked on the chain, and Olivia had to stumble along in his wake with the others following behind her. The guard led them up to the courtyard of the keep, and then out to the space in front of it, where it seemed that King Carris’s entire army was ready to move. All of the tents were down, and even his courtiers were waiting on horseback. The whole court seemed ready to process to wherever the king was going next, following him all the way to the battle to come.

“Here,” the guard said. He fastened the chains to a ring attached to one of the carts. “You’ll march with the train, and if you don’t keep up, you’ll be dragged through the mud.”

“The king won’t be pleased if we’re dead,” Olivia guessed.

The guard laughed. “You think your corpse won’t do the same job that you will alive, girl? Oh, I’m sure the king would like to have you alive enough to scream, but he can stick your head on a pike just as easily.”

He turned and left then, just left, like Olivia, Garet, and Genevieve didn’t matter at all. Like it wasn’t vital that Olivia found a way to kill Genevieve before she got back to Royce and ruined everything. Olivia pulled at the chains in frustration, but they didn’t give, even a little.

Somewhere far ahead, a horn sounded, and the long train of the moving army lurched into motion. 

“We need to find a way to break free,” Garet said. Glancing back, Olivia could see that he was walking with difficulty after all the torture that he had endured.

“I’m not sure we can,” Olivia said.

“We need to at least try,” Genevieve replied from the back of the line. Instantly, Olivia found herself reacting.

“You’re trying to get us killed, aren’t you? Persuade us to break free, and hope that we’ll be slaughtered by the hundreds of soldiers between here and any way out.”

“That’s… there’s no point in talking to you,” Genevieve said.

To Olivia, that only confirmed her suspicions. Genevieve wouldn’t even answer when Olivia accused her, so wasn’t that as good as a confession. She wrung her hands together, feeling the give of the chains.

The pace of the cart was slow enough that they could walk, but fast enough that there was no hope to pause and think. Olivia could see how someone who fell might truly be dragged, and not through the mud that the guard had promised, but over the unforgiving cobbles of the road instead.

She started to plot, trying to work out if it would be possible to trip Genevieve without it being obvious. There didn’t seem to be any way to do it, though, with Garet in between the two of them. There was the same problem when it came to simply strangling Genevieve with the chain.

“I’ll find a way,” Olivia promised herself, even though a part of her couldn’t believe she was thinking that way.

The truth was that Genevieve would be a threat for as long as she lived. It was clear that she’d come north to Olivia’s home to try to steal Royce away, and that nothing short of death would stop her. It was the only way to be truly safe, the only way to be certain that Royce would stay with her. Besides, it was obvious by now that Genevieve was a horrible choice for Royce; just think of all the ways that she had betrayed him in the past. She’d been right there with Altfor through all the worst things that he’d done to Olivia’s husband-to-be.

As if the thought had summoned him, Altfor came riding up, seated on a black stallion and looking utterly regal. Olivia barely needed to glance at the others to know that they looked anything but, and guessed that she didn’t either. A night in the dungeons, and a rough ride across open country before that just to get to the king’s court, had left her disheveled and dirty.

“Look at you all,” Altfor said, tutting as if the three of them had any say in the way they looked. “Such a sorry little group.”

He went to Genevieve first, and a part of Olivia found her hoping that he would kill Genevieve for all she’d done. Maybe he would draw his sword and strike her down, ending all the problems she had caused, and the misery. But no, it seemed that he only wanted to taunt her.

“Three prizes, all set to be dangled in front of our enemies,” Altfor said. “First, we have my faithless wife, the traitor. Tell me, Genevieve, do you think that Royce will charge in to try to rescue you? Do you think he’ll fling himself forward into the jaws of death? Maybe he’ll even surrender; give his life for yours.”

Just the thought of Royce doing that for Genevieve made the anger rise in Olivia again. She rubbed her engagement ring, trying to remind herself that she was the one marrying Royce, but, as much as she hated Altfor, she knew in that moment that he was speaking the truth: Royce would come for Genevieve, and, if it turned into a choice between Genevieve and Olivia, it was obvious which of them he would choose. 

“Then we have the brother who isn’t really a brother,” Altfor went on, riding forward until he was level with Garet. “I must say, your screams yesterday were very loud. I would have expected more strength from someone claiming to be the brother of a king-to-be.”

He laughed, and there was a cruel edge to it that said that there would be more torture to come, for all of them.

“Come close and I’ll show you how strong I am,” Garet promised.

Altfor rode close, kicking Garet from his feet. Since the cart hadn’t stopped, it dragged him, and Olivia turned, trying to help him up. With the awkward angle of the chains, there wasn’t much she could do, but somehow, she managed to help him to his feet. She only noted once she’d done it that Genevieve was also helping, and Olivia jerked her hand away in case she had to touch that… no, she didn’t even have words strong enough for what she was.

“And then there’s you, Lady Olivia,” Altfor said, moving to ride beside her. “I wonder, will your father withdraw his forces rather than see you hurt? Will he do it as soon as he sees you? Will we need to torture you in front of him to get him to react?”

“My father would know that you didn’t plan to let me live,” Olivia said. “He would hunt you down and crush you, not back down.”

“And Royce?” Altfor demanded. “Ah, don’t think that I didn’t see the way you reacted when I said he would try to save my dear wife. I suppose in some ways we’re in the same boat, you and I. In others… if I didn’t have a new and very jealous lover, I would probably have you myself, just as he has had my wife.”

“Royce will kill you,” Olivia assured him.

Altfor kicked out at her as he had at Garet, but Olivia was fast enough to dodge aside, hooking his leg in the chain and threatening to unhorse him. Altfor wrenched his leg back, and for a moment Olivia thought he might kill her. Maybe that would even be better because it would at least stop her from being used as a hostage by men who clearly never intended to let her go.

Altfor seemed to compose himself, as if remembering that they still needed her.

“Your screams will call Royce forward,” he said. “But with your father, I want to take a more subtle route. I will give him a reason to switch sides, maybe even let him think that the king is prepared to forgive his treachery.”

“My father won’t believe that,” Olivia said. “He won’t even believe that you have me unless you take me to him.”

“Trying to get me to bring you to where you might be rescued?” Altfor asked. He laughed. “Such an obvious ploy, but there’s an easier way for me to do this. That ring you’ve been toying with… I imagine there isn’t another like it in the kingdom. Maybe I’ll send him that, or maybe I won’t, and I’ll just keep it as a reminder of you once you’re dead.”

“Come near me again and I’ll kill you,” Olivia promised, but it was clear that he didn’t have any intention of doing it. Instead, Altfor signaled to a pair of guards. 

“Get the ring from her finger,” Altfor said. “I want it.”

They came forward, and Olivia tried to struggle. She tried to ball her hand closed, but they wrenched it open. One of them held her hand splayed, while the other ripped the ring off her finger, hard enough that it took some of the skin with it, leaving Olivia’s hand bloody. The guard passed it to Altfor, who pocketed it.

“There,” he said. “Now, keep up. There’s a long way to go before your deaths.”

He rode off, the guards going with him. Olivia could only stare after him for a moment, tears stinging her eyes at the loss of the ring Royce had given her: her family’s ring, an heirloom. 

But as the minutes passed, she started to realize something: her head felt clearer than it had in weeks. Before, there had been emotions flitting around inside her uncontrollably—from the absolute need to be around Royce to the jealousy that had come when she had seen Genevieve. Now… Olivia still liked Royce, still even thought that she loved him, but it wasn’t this all-consuming fire that threatened to kill anyone who got between them. She didn’t know him well enough for that yet. She didn’t feel the same hatred for Genevieve, or the same need to remove her. She could look back at her journey south and see that there had been no reason for it, that her insane jealousy had gotten good men killed.

“Magic,” Olivia whispered, because it was the only thing that made sense when it came to such a complete and sudden change in everything she thought and felt. 

It didn’t make sense, though, because the ring was something that had been in her family for generations. Surely her father would have known if there were some magic connected with it, and no one could have easily swapped it for an enchanted version. How could it do this? How could it have that hold on her?

It made no sense to Olivia. All she could do was shake her head. No, all she could do was keep marching, because that was the worst of it. It didn’t matter now if she could think clearly, or if she knew how stupid she’d been, because now she was in chains. It didn’t matter if the magic was gone, when she and the others were still marching behind King Carris’s army, still destined to die when they reached their destination.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Royce was one of the first to reach the spot where the battle was due to happen; he made sure of that. He rode forward from the mass of the army with Gwylim loping at his side and Ember flying overhead. He wasn’t going to send anyone to fight in a place that he hadn’t been before. Yes, he’d seen it all in the Mirror of Wisdom, but with so many lives on the line, he wanted to be sure.

The space south of the village formed a vast open field. By the fading light of the day, he could still see all of it. There was a road leading north and east, toward the coast, and Royce found himself thinking of the message his brothers had received from Genevieve. If the battle were going to happen, he would have to send people to defend against the threat coming from there. Perhaps he would have to anyway, because he suspected that even his friends wouldn’t trust him that much.

“It’s flat,” Mark said, riding up next to him and looking out over it. For the moment, Royce had given him the mirror to look after. It took away the temptation to look again.

Royce nodded. The field was large and only undulated a little with plowing. Through Ember’s eyes, he could see the spread of it, taking in the small high and low spots, the ways the landscape could be used to an army’s advantage. There was a small stream to one side that would slow those trying to cross it, but not stop them, and a couple of patches of woodland to either side.

“That means plenty of space for knights to charge,” Mark said. “We’ll need stakes.”

Neave and Matilde walked up next to them, also looking out at it.

“It looks so peaceful,” Neave said.

“By this time tomorrow, it won’t,” Matilde replied. “There will be so much blood.”

“There won’t,” Royce said. “King Carris will give up his throne.”

“You really think that’s going to happen?” Mark asked.

Royce nodded. “I know it will.”

They didn’t look entirely convinced, but they had at least been there when Royce had demanded that they change course on the boat and had found his father. They knew that his strange demands might have good outcomes, but there were so many others here who hadn’t been with him, who couldn’t see what he had seen.

 Behind him, his army was starting to make camp, tripling, quadrupling the size of the village behind it easily. Tents sprang up like mushrooms, while fires became firefly hordes, so many that it was hard for a moment to believe that they had managed to gather so many people there. There were Picti and common folk, knights from Earl Undine’s lands, and even a few minor nobles who had come on the strength of his summons. 

Royce could see the ways they might need to be used to make the most of the ground beyond in a battle. If he thought that King Carris wouldn’t step down, it would mean digging pits and running lines to slow down the enemy’s cavalry, setting stakes and preparing ambushes. Perhaps he would have to do it; he could already feel some of the knowledge from the mirror slipping from him.

“Excuse me, my lord,” a man said, approaching. “King Philip asks that you join him in his tent.”

Another king would have commanded it. Royce thought it was a good sign for the rule that would follow. He would be different from King Carris in so many ways. Royce had to believe that things would change under him, and already he could think of all the ways that he would change things if he were in his father’s position. He was sure his father would find a way to bring peace with the Picti, and do away with the cruelty that had gone before. He would stop nobles from simply taking what they wanted. 

Royce could see the spot where his father’s tent was going up: someone had found a pure white marquee, and had bedecked it with the stag banner to proclaim its occupant. Royce hurried through the camp, Gwylim following close behind, while Ember landed on his shoulder for the ride. It seemed that Royce wasn’t the only one wanting to hear what his father had to say.

There weren’t guards exactly outside the tent, but there was a small group of mostly older men, wearing the symbol of the stag. They looked like men who were old enough to have fought for his father before, or at least to remember the last time he had still been king. They stepped aside respectfully to let Royce inside.

His father looked so different than when he had been on the island. His hair was shorter now, and he was clean shaven. Royce could see the wrinkles and the weathered skin that spoke about his life as an exile. He was dressed in plate and chain armor now, with a white surcoat emblazoned with the stag symbol. In one corner of the marquee, a two-handed sword sat in its sheath. In fact, he looked just the way Royce expected a king would look.

He stepped forward past Gwylim and hugged Royce, his embrace just as firm as it had been on the island. 

“I’m glad that I can be here in this moment,” his father said. “I’m so proud of you.”

“This couldn’t have happened without you,” Royce said. “Everyone is here because the rightful king has returned.”

“They are,” his father said. “But this isn’t about me.”

Royce stepped back, looking at him. “You really do look every inch the king.”

“I don’t feel like one,” his father said. That struck Royce as strange, when his father had been a king before, and soon would be again. He was the beating heart of what they were trying to do. Something like this needed a leader like his father—someone who was going to bring people together and change things for the better.

“Gwylim,” his father said. “You have been a good friend to my son. I thank you.”

It still seemed strange to Royce that his father would talk to the wolf-thing like that: like another human.

“And you,” he said, looking toward Ember. Royce knew he wasn’t talking to the bird. “I’m still not quite sure what part you have played in this, but still, you have my thanks. Can I ask you both to step outside? I need to speak with my son.”

To Royce’s surprise, both Gwylim and Ember left, leaving him alone with his father.

“You seem to know how to make the people of the magic do what you want,” Royce said.

“I just remember that they’re people,” his father said. “While you… you can make the magic itself respond, even more than I ever could.”

“You were able to use the mirror,” Royce pointed out.

His father nodded but didn’t say anything. They both knew they couldn’t discuss the details of what they’d each seen.

“You’ll need some armor of your own,” his father said at last. He gestured to a stand, where a suit of chain hung with fragments of scale covering the most vulnerable areas. It seemed lighter and more flexible than his father’s armor, obviously pieced together from several separate sources. 

“It’s not quite the armor I left in the tower,” his father said, “but it should suffice.”

“It’s perfect,” Royce said. He tried it on, fitting it to himself piece by piece. His father helped him, fastening the straps and ensuring that it sat right. It didn’t feel like the second skin his first set of armor had, but it still fit well, and Royce could move smoothly in it.

“I should have been here for more than this,” his father said. “I wish that I could have been here for your whole life, and brought you up as my son.”

“That would have been a very different path,” Royce said.

“It would have,” his father said, “and I don’t know if it would have led where we all need it to. I felt as though I had no choice but to leave.”

“I know,” Royce said. “I understand. Everything will be as it should be, I’m sure of it.”

His father looked less convinced than Royce felt, even though he had looked into the mirror as well. That was the problem with it: everyone saw something different in the mirror, getting from it what they brought to it. 

It looked as though his father wanted to say more, but in that moment, one of the men from outside stepped in. 

“Earl Undine, your majesty.”

Earl Undine stepped in without waiting for more, and Royce was glad to see him again after so long. Earl Undine clasped his hand, then went to his father and bowed, before pulling him into a hug.

“It has been too long since we last saw you, old friend,” Earl Undine said.

“And you,” Royce’s father said. “I’m glad you are on our side.”

“What other side would I choose?” Earl Undine countered. “In fact, there is one thing that we should do…”

He fell down to his knees, holding out his sword to Royce’s father, to his king. 

“There is no need for this,” Royce’s father said. “You have pledged to me once.”

“And I mean to do it again,” Earl Undine said. “Now, will you ask the question, or do I just say the words without?”

Royce heard his father sigh. “Very well. Earl Undine, do you pledge to be the bannerman of the king? To be loyal to the crown, and to defend the people of the lands you hold from it? Will you serve them as much as me?”

“I will,” Earl Undine said. “I will serve you and your heirs for as long as there is breath left in my body.”

He passed his sword to Royce’s father, who took it and passed it back.

“I give you back your sword with which to serve me, and your lands with which to serve the kingdom.”

Earl Undine stood, and they clasped hands again. Royce waited until they were finished, but even so, he could feel himself growing restless, because as important as this was, there was something—someone—more important to him.

“Is Olivia here with you?” Royce asked. “Or did she stay back at your keep?”

Earl Undine’s expression darkened. “That was what I was hoping for your help with. A grave thing has happened: my daughter is missing.”

“Missing?” Royce said, feeling his heart tightening in his chest.

“She went missing a few days ago, just rode out of the castle and left with a small group of men. I sent riders to try to find her, but she obviously managed to keep ahead of them. I don’t know what she was thinking.”

“Were the men taking her against her will?” Royce asked.

Earl Undine shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think… she was asking people about Genevieve before she left.”

That was bad, and Royce felt an immediate burst of fear at the thought of it. He knew where Genevieve had gone, because her message to him through Jani made it clear. If Olivia had followed Genevieve all the way to Altfor…

He was already terrified for Garet, but now Olivia joined those fears. Royce wanted to tell himself that she would be all right, that she was safe somewhere, having followed a wild goose chase. Somehow, though, he knew: Altfor and King Carris had her.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

As he stood a little way from the proposed battlefield, Altfor watched King Carris’s armies making camp for the night. Their scouts said that the enemy’s forces were only a little way away, exactly in the place that they’d said that they would be. 

“Will we attack tonight?” Altfor asked King Carris as the king approached, flanked by advisors. “If they’re all gathered there in one place, maybe we can take them by surprise.”

The king looked over to the dark-robed figure standing to his left. Justinius shook his head. “Their magic still makes it hard to see what they are doing, but I know that they have the means to see things from the air. They would see such an ambush coming.” 

“Justinius is right,” the king said. “We will proceed according to the plan we have made.”

Altfor suppressed his anger at how easily the king took the priest’s side. He suspected that, in time, he and Justinius would find themselves as enemies. For now though, he nodded. 

“As you say, my king,” he said. “And will this ability to see so far make the changes to our plan easy for them to spot?”

“I believe not,” King Carris said. “Our plans are set. Thanks to you, Altfor, we know about your wife’s treachery. We have adjusted our plans. They will not see through them, whatever trickery they have.”

Altfor hoped he was right, and felt a burst of pride at the acknowledgment of his role in uncovering Genevieve’s actions. But he wanted more.

“I’ll ride beside you when you go to parley tomorrow?” he asked.

The king nodded. “Of course.”

“And the three prisoners?”

“Have them lined up where the enemy can see them,” King Carris said. “It will help to concentrate their minds on why they should surrender.”

Altfor nodded. “And do you think any of them will?”

“It is possible that Earl Undine might withdraw his forces. The main thing is that they will be uncertain and slow to act. And they will see what happens to traitors.”

Altfor was happy to have a king who thought the way he did. With King Carris on the throne, he could act in the ways he knew he needed to; the ways he wanted.

“And what about Justinius?” Altfor asked, with a glance across at the priest. “If he is there to be seen, it might let the enemy know too much about what they face.”

“Justinius, you will hang back,” King Carris said. “I agree with Altfor: I don’t want them to know what they are truly facing until it is too late.”

“As you command,” the priest said. The worst part was that he didn’t seem bothered by the instruction in the slightest. 

“If you will excuse me,” Altfor said, deciding he’d had enough. “I should get some sleep before the battle tomorrow.”

“Of course,” the king said.

Altfor left, and to his surprise, Justinius left with him, keeping pace.

“You think that we are enemies, perhaps rivals,” the priest said.

“As if an old man in a robe could be a rival to a true noble,” Altfor shot back.

“You didn’t find my demonstration in King Carris’s hall very impressive?” the priest asked.

Altfor shrugged. “Magic is a thing for those without strength in their arms. You can do all the parlor tricks you want, but it will be strength that wins the day.”

“And yet you carry a piece of magic with you,” the priest said. “There, in your pouch. I can sense it from here.”

Altfor reached in and found himself taking out the ring he’d seized from Olivia. He held it up to the light of the nearest fire, where it glowed.

“You should give that ring to me,” Justinius said. “It has magic I know the feel of upon it. It was touched by the rebel Angarthim.”

Altfor laughed at that. “This ring came straight from the finger of a noblewoman who has never been near your kind. Trying to trick me, Justinius?”

“I have no need, just as I have no need to play petty games for the favor of a king. My order acts to secure its survival, and I have no interest in the games of men.”

“Unless you’re the one moving the pieces,” Altfor said.

Justinius shrugged. “I will say it again: give me the bauble.”

Altfor closed his hand on it. “No.”

“Very well.”

The priest stalked off into the camp and Altfor held himself back from throwing a tirade of abuse the man’s way only because he knew it would make him look like the weak one, the petty one. He placed the ring back in his pouch and set off about the camp instead.

Everywhere he went, men saluted or offered bows. They had clearly seen him with the king, and now Altfor’s reflected authority was almost as great. He had no doubt that these men would follow his commands almost as readily as King Carris’s. There was a sense of fulfillment, and of power, in that which Altfor loved. 

He liked the strength of their armies as well. The armies that his father and his uncle had pulled together had been impressive in their ways, but this… this was on a different scale entirely. There were men here from a dozen lords, each in their own small encampment within the larger army. There were knights in huge numbers, their armor reflecting the orange of the flames so they seemed to glow. There were common-born archers and foot soldiers, well away from their betters, crowded around their fires and waiting to be sent forward.

Altfor didn’t know how many men there were in total; to count them was a job for a clerk or a quartermaster, not one of the commanders of the army. All he knew was that there were more men there than he had ever seen gathered in one place to do violence, more men loyal to the king than there could ever hope to be on the other side. These were trained soldiers too, not whatever rabble Royce had been able to gather to him.

They had magic on their side too, and for all that Altfor had said to the priest about it, he suspected that it would help to turn the tide. If Royce thought that he could use magic to his advantage, then it made sense to bring their own to bear, just as long as it didn’t cost them too much afterward. Whatever he’d said, Altfor didn’t believe that the priest would be content with walking away.

“I’ll deal with him later,” Altfor said. Already, he was planning the space that he would carve out for himself in the wake of it all; thinking about whether he would be able to persuade the king to hand him Earl Undine’s lands once this was done. He would take his dukedom and make it strong, and then…

That was a thought for the future, though.

For now, he was content to keep walking the camp. Briefly, he considered going to torment the three prisoners some more, but Altfor realized that he didn’t care at this point. His traitorous wife would be dealt with soon enough. The others… Altfor didn’t care about them. Their screams would mean nothing to him.

He took out the ring that Justinius had wanted. Briefly, he’d considered sending it to Royce to rile him, but he would see that he had Olivia soon enough. It wasn’t something to give away like that, when he could think of at least one better use for it. He replaced it in the pouch once more.

He set off back toward the tents of the nobles. In an ideal world, it would sit at the heart of a block of soldiers belonging to him and only him, but his father’s men were scattered or dead. Now, there was only one tent in the colors of the House of Nors, out to the side of the others, sitting waiting for him.

He went inside and his hand went to his sword at the sound of movement, but then Moira stepped out of the shadows and moved to him, wrapping her arms around him. Altfor kissed her deeply, claiming her, reminding her that she was his. 

“How was the king?” she asked. “Is he still well pleased with you?”

“You say that as if you’ll run off the moment he isn’t,” Altfor said.

Moira laughed. “Or maybe I just have a vested interest in making sure that things go well for my husband-to-be.”

Altfor knew that they were a far better match than he and Genevieve had ever been, or her and his brother. If his father had only wed them in the first place, perhaps so much of this could have been avoided. 

Moira seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “How soon can we be married, Altfor?”

“As soon as Genevieve is dead. Maybe even tomorrow. We can do it in the aftermath of the battle, give the common soldiers something to cheer for.”

Altfor liked that image: he and Moira wed in the wake of the battle, his bride in a silken dress that the servants there would have to create from whatever material was on hand, him in still bloody armor. 

“Where would we even find a priest for that?” Moira said. She laughed. “Maybe we could have one of those old gray ones marry us. Maybe they do that when they aren’t killing goats and looking at their entrails.” 

“Not them,” Altfor said decisively. “I’m not having them think that they have any power over me. I’ll find another priest; a better one. And we’ll be married.”

“And I will give you a real heir,” Moira said, leaning in close so that she could kiss him again. “A true one.”

Altfor liked the sound of that. He liked the sound of all of it. Things would be perfect in the dukedom. He would rule it with his new wife at his side. He would have an heir to teach to be strong, and the people would learn to be grateful that he had managed to stop Royce, the usurper. There would be happiness for him in that. Perhaps it would, finally, be enough. 

Altfor knew that nothing would ever be enough to make things perfect, but for now, this would be enough. It would be the perfect ending to everything that had happened, with all of the traitors dead, and people back in the places they should be. It was the way things should work, the way the world worked. It was orderly, it was peaceful, and it gave Altfor all the prestige he could desire.

One thing occurred to him that could make this moment even more perfect.

“I have brought a gift for you,” Altfor said. He reached into the pouch he wore and took out the ring. Here, there was a strange beauty to it. “Spoils from the enemy.”

“You’ve taken it from someone’s dead finger?” Moira said. She didn’t make that sound like a bad thing. It was just one more wonderful thing about her.

Altfor shook his head. “Better. I snatched it from Olivia, Earl Undine’s daughter. They say that it is magical.”

The priest had wanted it, so it must be something powerful. He would give that power to his wife-to-be, and she would want him all the more for it.

“Magic?” Moira said. 

Altfor nodded. “I want you to have it. Wear it while together we destroy our enemies. Wear it while we stand over their bodies and look forward to the world to come. Tomorrow, we will be married, our enemies will be dead, and all of this will be perfect.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Royce saw the sun creeping over the horizon and knew that the time had come. This was the day when, for better or worse, it would be decided. Around him, he could already hear the sounds of the camp rising, the people strapping on armor and readying weapons. 

Royce strapped on his armor and slung the obsidian sword at his side, before walking out into the camp. Gwylim was waiting for him outside, moving in to step by his side, while Ember took flight from her perch atop a stack of spears. He could see the different groups starting to form up, ready to move to the battlefield, and he went toward his father’s tent, ready to help in any way he could.

When he got there, his father was already making plans, looking down at maps and moving blocks about. He looked up as Royce entered. 

“I’m trying to decide the best ways to divide up our forces,” he said. “With the threat we know is coming from the north, we will have to send substantial forces to meet it. But only if it is actually coming.”

“I can check,” Royce said. “Although it probably won’t be easy.”

He sent Ember out, looking through her eyes. Always before, he’d kept her fairly close to him, close enough to swoop back in a minute or two. Now, he pushed her to fly north and east, to the coast, and beyond it. It was an effort, maintaining his connection to her at that distance, and Royce could feel his body shaking with it, the trembling itself a distraction as she flew high above the waves. 

At first, he saw nothing but the waves, thought that maybe Genevieve’s message was wrong, or that the whole thing was a deception. Then, just on the edge of sight, he saw the ships. There were dozens of them, enough to disgorge a whole army onto land. They were coming in from past the horizon, heading straight for the shore. Unable to push Ember any further out, he pulled her back, and soon found the spot where they were likely to land: a long beach with a wood hiding it from view, and a road leading straight down toward the battle site. The enemies could land there and be in the battle in perhaps ten or twenty minutes, able to strike at his forces from behind.

“They’re coming,” Royce said. He pointed down at the map. “So many ships… I think they’ll land here.”

“Then we need to send people to stop them,” his father said.

“King Carris will abdicate,” Royce said. “That will sap the heart from them.”

“I know you have reasons for feeling that certain, but we still have to treat the battle seriously. We both know that the future isn’t fixed. Who would you send to counter this threat, and where?”

“Some of the Picti,” Royce said, gesturing again to the map. “There is a wooded area in front of the beach. They can fight in woods better than anyone alive. I would send some knights too, in case the fighting gets heavier.”

“Both good thoughts,” his father said. “What about the rest of the battle?”

“Have we laid tripwires on the ground between and set stakes the way Mark was suggesting?” Royce asked.

His father nodded. “That should take away some of the advantage they have with so many knights,” King Philip said. “And many of our common folk know how to use a bow, so they don’t have the advantage there.”

“I will fly Ember above them,” Royce said, “so that I see any changes in their formation.”

“That’s good, although keep her out of arrow range, and keep your concentration on the fight,” his father said. “What about the ground? Flat ground like this doesn’t leave much room for cleverness.”

“There’s a little undulating ground on the right side,” Royce said. “It might be enough cover to avoid arrows, or we could use it to slow them.”

Mostly though, he had to agree with his father: this would be a straightforward clash of armies. It would come down to which side had the numbers, and the heart. Royce could only hope that—

“My king!” one of the men outside called. “There is a woman to see you both.”

For a moment, Royce hoped that somehow Olivia might walk through the flap of the tent and show that she was all right after all. The woman who walked in, escorted by guards, wasn’t her, although Royce thought he recognized her.

“You… you’re Genevieve’s sister, aren’t you? Sheila?”

“That’s right,” she said. “I received a message from Genevieve.”

“About the ships?” Royce asked.

She nodded.

“Then Jani did her job.”

“Were you just here to deliver that message?” King Philip asked.

Sheila shook her head. “When I left, I went to Fallsport, but I promised my sister that I would come back if ever there was a chance to gut Altfor and help her. Today seems like the best chance any of us is going to get, so here I am. I’ve brought people with me, too: two dozen of the toughest mercenaries coin can buy in Fallsport. I’ve brought more information too: a dozen Angarthim priests have journeyed here, specifically to kill you.”

“Me?” Royce said. He thought about Dust. He’d just been their servant, but he’d already been dangerous enough to nearly kill him. Twelve priests would be far more dangerous.

“We welcome your contribution,” King Philip said.

“But I don’t think that you should be in the battle,” Royce said.

“And why not?” Sheila asked.

“Do you know anything about fighting?” Royce asked. “You didn’t before you left. You went to Fallsport. Did you learn to fight there?”

With obvious reluctance, Sheila shook her head. 

“Then you’re safer back here,” Royce said. “And Genevieve wouldn’t forgive me if I let something happen to you. Altfor will die today, and we’ll settle this, but you’ve already done your part bringing us all that you have.”

Sheila didn’t look happy about the thought of being left behind, but she seemed to accept it. 

“You’ll have your chance,” Royce promised. “When this is done, we’ll settle things, and Altfor will pay for his crimes.”

 

***

 

Royce walked with his father to the spot where the army was lining up, ready for the violence that might follow. There were so many people spread out around him, the common folk at the center, the knights of Earl Undine’s forces spread out on the wings, ready to close in if King Carris’s forces tried to strike the soft heart of the formation.

To lure him and the others deeper, Royce and his father moved to the very center of that line, where horses waited for them. So did Royce’s friends. Mark was there, leaning on a spear while holding Royce’s horse. Royce clasped his hand.

“Thank you,” he said. “Thank you for all the times you’ve saved me, and for just… being there for all of it.”

“I’m glad I was,” Mark said, “and I’m glad that I’m here for this, as well. I believe in you, Royce.”

“And is what I asked for in the saddlebag?” Royce asked.

Mark nodded. “It’s all ready. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Raymond and Lofen were there too, hugging him. His brothers looked ready to fight, Lofen with an axe and shield, Raymond with a longsword.

“Stay safe,” Royce told them.

“It’s not about staying safe,” Raymond said. “It’s about winning this.”

“It’s about making things better,” Royce said. “Don’t go getting yourselves killed trying to be heroes.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t be trying to be you again,” Raymond said.

Royce was glad of that, at least. He turned to the next ones in line. Matilde and Neave were there, both armored and ready for battle. Neave was covered in swirls of blue paint, with knives and a spear ready for use. Matilde had two short swords and had also smeared her face with blue paint, apparently in imitation of Neave.

“Are you two ready to do your part?” Royce asked. 

“We’ll lead the Picti against the forces to the north,” Neave promised. “We’ll slaughter them.”

She made it sound so simple and so obvious. Matilde looked almost more ready for battle than she was.

“I’m happy you were both able to travel with me,” Royce said. He took their hands. “Stay safe, keep each other safe.”

“Don’t worry, we will,” Neave promised, grasping Matilde’s hand in hers.

“It’s not us you have to worry about,” Matilde promised, before she and Neave mounted horses and headed off to the north. A large group of the Picti was already heading that way, marching in the direction of what might prove to be the largest battle, while a group of knights rode with them, lances ready.

“Our forces look much smaller without them,” Earl Undine observed from his spot in the line. 

Royce nodded. Their army did seem a lot smaller with such a large part of it missing. It was necessary, though, if they weren’t going to be caught in King Carris’s pincer movement. 

“We still have enough,” he promised the other man.

“We won’t know that for sure until we see them,” his father said, but Royce shook his head.

“However many it is, we will make it enough.”

King Philip nodded. “That is the difference between us, my son. I left, hoping that it would make things better. You are prepared to stand and fight, whatever the odds. I am proud of you. You are everything I could have wished.”

It seemed strange to say it then, but maybe it was important to say everything before a battle like this. Even having looked into the mirror, Royce couldn’t know everything that was going to happen. He had clarity, knew the steps that he needed to take, but none of that would protect him from a stray arrow or a sword blow.

“What now?” Mark asked.

“Now we wait,” Royce said. “They’ll come. King Carris will come.”

He stood there as the sun rose higher, baking the ground so that it turned into something hard and unforgiving. Behind him, the last fragments of his father’s army moved into position, people waiting. He could see them shuffling in place, their nerves obvious.

“You should say something,” he said to his father.

King Philip shook his head. “You should say something, my son. This is your moment.”

Royce wanted to argue with that, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good. Instead, he rode out in front of his father’s army, looking at the people there as he raised his voice.

“By this point, some of you will be scared. You will be wondering why you’re here, and wishing that you could be home. Let me tell you something: we’re all scared. As for why we’re here… that’s so complex that it would take a hundred years to explain. We’re here because of so many decisions that it’s impossible to keep track of them all. All I know is that this is where we need to be, and this is where we need to make our stand.”

He raised his obsidian blade. 

“Today, you will watch the armies of our enemies come, ready to fight, but you will also watch something else. You will watch King Carris come out, and you will watch him lay down his arms. I promise you this, just as I promise you that together, we can defeat any foe that comes at us!”

Some of the men cheered, while others just looked nonplussed by the promise that King Carris would give in so easily. Royce knew they would understand soon, though, because now, through Ember’s eyes, he could see the enemy army approaching.

It came into sight on the far side of the field, and it was vast. Royce could see the banners of lord after lord there, while Altfor and King Carris rode at its head, along with a figure in dark robes who had to be one of the Angarthim priests. Royce found himself staring across that gap, hoping he’d judged all of this right.

Then he felt his stomach clench in fear, because he saw the three horses immediately behind the king and the others. Three figures sat upright on them, bound in place. From so far away, it shouldn’t have been possible to work out who it was, but Royce could see. A gasp from Earl Undine told him that he’d seen too.

Genevieve, Garet, and Olivia rode bound behind the king.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

At the sight of the three of them caught like that, Royce wanted to leap from the saddle and go to them. He wanted to cut Altfor down just for daring to harm them. He wanted… it didn’t matter what he wanted. He had to think, had to be calm. Royce forced himself to take deep breaths, forced himself to think.

Around him, he could hear the murmurs and the distress of the others who had recognized them.

“They have Garet!” Raymond called out.

“I know,” Royce said.

Lofen spoke up. “How can we fight if they have Garet? They’ll kill him.”

“The same is true of my daughter,” Earl Undine said, and Royce could hear the strain in his voice as he turned to King Philip. “My king, I know that I swore to serve you, but my daughter is there. If I don’t withdraw my forces…”

“He’s going to withdraw his forces!” one of the common folk in the ranks called out.

“Who is?”

“Earl Undine! They’re all the same, these nobles. Well, if he’s not sticking around, neither am I!”

The wave of discontent started to spread through the ranks, and Royce could see how easily their army could fall apart. There was still too much mistrust between too many of the factions there, and now there were too many people who were scared that if they fought, half of those with them wouldn’t hold their ground.

“Hold!” Royce called out, loud enough for the others to hear him. “I can see what’s happening. I can see that they have three of the people I care for the most. Do you see me running though? Do you see me wanting to surrender?” He looked around at them, then over to Earl Undine. 

“My lord, your daughter is the woman I am going to marry, and I will marry her, because she will survive this day.”

“You can’t be that sure,” Earl Undine said. “The only way to be sure is to pull back, I’m sorry, Royce, but—”

“What do you think will happen if they win?” Royce asked. “Do you think they’ll let Olivia go? Do you think they’ll let any of them live?” He looked around at his friends, at his brothers. “I’m asking you to trust me. After all that we’ve been through, after all that you’ve seen from me, I’m asking you to trust me, just one more time. I have a plan.”

“The plan where King Carris throws down his weapons?” Earl Undine said.

“Yes,” Royce said. He took a breath and reached down to pat the saddlebag, checking that what he needed was indeed there. “I promise you that he will. If he does, will you believe me? Will you trust me, and be ready to fight?”

“If he throws down his weapons, then will there even be a fight?” Lofen asked.

“I… don’t know,” Royce admitted. “I have seen things both ways. There are too many choices involved. But I know that he will do this. Will you do this for me, Earl Undine? You know I would never risk Olivia’s life.”

“I…” Earl Undine hesitated, and then nodded. “I’ll hold, for now. But if he doesn’t do this, I will have to pull my men back.”

“I understand,” Royce said. He started to ride forward, his father at his side and Gwylim padding along next to them.

“You know that the mirror only shows you possibilities, not certainties?” his father said as they rode.

“It shows them what they bring to it,” Royce said. “I’m counting on that.”

They waited in the center of the field, out of arrow range of both their side and the enemy. There was a pause, while the figures at the head of King Carris’s forces discussed things, then the king rode forward with Altfor at his side. They paused just a little way from Royce and his father.

“So you’re here, Philip,” King Carris said. He looked pleased by that fact. “I should have known that you would be the secret heart of this rebellion.”

“If you think that,” King Philip said, “you haven’t been paying enough attention to my son. This is his cause, and his army.”

“If you really believe that, then you won’t mind leaving the army without you,” King Carris said. He gestured back to where the three horses stood, and now Royce saw the figures of three guardsmen there, all with drawn blades. “You see that I have people who matter to your son, and to your allies. I’m told that at least one of the women there matters very much to him, although it’s hard to keep track of which one.”

Altfor glared at Royce in that moment, his hatred obvious.

“What do you want?” King Philip asked.

“Our terms are these,” King Carris said. “You will hand yourself over in exchange for these three prisoners. If your armies disband, they will be allowed to leave this day, although I make no promises about what will happen to traitors afterwards, if they are found.”

“You want me to hand myself over in exchange for three lives?” Royce’s father said. To Royce’s horror, he started to nod. “Very well. I have always known what this day would involve. Bring them over, and I’m yours.”

King Carris started to wave the prisoners forward, and the guards who might be their executioners actually took a few steps with them.

Royce looked at his father. “You can’t do this.”

“I can,” he said. “I must.”

Royce shook his head. “You know as well as I do that there is nothing anyone must do. You’ve seen it in the mirror.”

“You know I can’t tell you what I’ve seen,” his father said.

“What are you talking about?” King Carris demanded. “What mirror are you babbling about? Delay much longer, and I’ll have my men kill one of your friends.”

“I’ll cut you down if you order it,” Royce promised. 

“And then they all die,” Altfor said, sounding as if he was enjoying the prospect. “You really have no choices, Royce. You might have gathered together a few people, but we have a real army, full of real soldiers.”

“I have magic on my side,” Royce said. He held out his hand and Ember alighted, shrieking once before taking off again. He half drew the obsidian sword, letting the others see the blade.

“We have our own magic,” King Carris said, with a gesture back to where his priest stood. “And in any case, I am not impressed by magic. This land is too full of it, and what good has it ever done anyone? The Picti cling to it. I was told that they were on your side, but I do not see them here.”

“People rarely see the Picti until it is too late,” King Philip said.

“True, but I don’t need to worry about them if you come with me.”

“We could fight with champions for this,” Royce suggested, wanting to distract the king from his first plan. He drew the obsidian blade fully. “Me against you, Altfor. The loser’s side withdraws.”

“Why would I fight you, when I have an army to do it?” Altfor asked. “Take a step towards me with that blade, and everyone you care about dies.”

“You’d still be dead,” Royce said, but he didn’t mean it. He couldn’t sacrifice Olivia’s life like that, or Genevieve’s, or Garet’s. Slowly, he returned the sword to its sheath.

 

King Carris looked over to them. “The beauty of this situation is that I don’t really care what you choose. If Philip comes with me, I will behead him while you watch, and your army will realize that it has no real king to fall in behind. If he doesn’t, then I will kill your friends, and Earl Undine’s daughter. Your army will fall apart as people argue over why you didn’t save them. So, rather than asking Philip, I’ll put it to you, Royce; you choose. Choose who you want to live, and who you want to die. Does your father go with me to die, or do the others die now? Three deaths or one?”

Royce had known that this moment would come. He’d half hoped that it wouldn’t, and it was clear from the way he’d offered to go with the king that his father had hoped the same. That was part of why Royce had offered to fight Altfor; that, and it was a more certain way of making sure he ended up dead. Altfor was one person Royce wouldn’t allow to leave this battlefield, after all he’d done.

He took a breath and then spoke up. “No, we do not accept. I have a counteroffer for you, King Carris. Put down your weapons. Hand your crown to my father. Do it now, and this doesn’t need to go any further.”

King Carris laughed at that. Of course he did. He didn’t understand. “Why should I do a thing like that?”

“Before, you asked me about the mirror I’d looked into,” Royce said. “It was a mirror that people claimed granted the ability to see the future, to see everything.”

“Nonsense,” King Carris scoffed.

“Not nonsense,” Royce said. “But do you know the problem with seeing everything? What you actually see is what you look for. You see yourself, reflected again and again. Here, let me show you.”

His hand darted down to the saddlebag beside him, coming up with the mirror and holding it out toward King Carris the way he might have held a shield. 

“What is this?” King Carris demanded. “What…”

Royce saw the moment when the king caught his own reflection in the mirror, and he saw the blood draining from the king’s face as he looked. Royce knew what King Carris would see, because the mirror had let him understand exactly what kind of man the king was. Royce had looked to the possibilities of the future and tried to pick out a course for all of them, because he wanted to keep everyone around him safe. His father had looked and seen fragments of things that would try to help Royce, because he cared about his son.

King Carris only cared about himself.

“No,” he said, in a haunted voice. “No… I can’t die.”

What did a man like him care about in the future? All the ways that he might die. All the ways that he might lose everything that he’d built with violence. Royce could see the mirror stripping away his illusions, showing him all the ways that he could die here today, showing him all the ways that he was unfit as a ruler.

“No,” King Carris said. He drew his sword, tumbling from his horse in the process, so shaken did he seem by what he had seen in the mirror. For a moment, Royce thought that he had miscalculated—that he had been misled by the mirror as surely as the monstrous Barihash—but then King Carris threw his sword down so that it stuck point first in the ground.

“No, I will not fight. I will not die here today!” He practically tore the crown from his head, thrusting it up in Royce’s father’s direction. “Here, take it. I saw… I saw a king falling and hooves, so many hooves… if I’m not a king, then it can’t happen. It can’t happen. There will be no battle. I won’t allow it. I give you my crown, just… let me live!”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Altor stared in shock as King Carris handed over his crown and threw down his weapon. It seemed impossible; something that no one who had gained that kind of power would ever do willingly.

“What are you doing?” Altfor demanded, uncomprehending. “These are our enemies.”

“I saw my death,” Carris said, and he was weeping like the weakest of men. “I saw it so many different ways. 

“What are you talking about?” Altfor snapped at him, heedless of the fact that this was supposed to be his king. “All he did was blind you with the flash of a mirror, and now you’re willing to give up everything?”

It made no sense. Altfor couldn’t let that happen. Without King Carris on his side, he didn’t have the support that he needed to take back his own lands. Those were his armies waiting behind them, not Altfor’s. Without the king, every hope he had melted into dust. He would have to run, because otherwise Royce would catch him and kill him, probably slowly.

It was what Altfor would do in his place.

“Get up,” Altfor demanded, sure that he could snap the king out of this if only he tried. “Get back on your horse, ride back, and fight!”

“No,” Carris said, looking horrified by the suggestion. “No, anything but that. I cannot die here. I cannot.”

He knelt on the hard ground, looking up at their enemies, at the pretenders. Altfor wanted to drag him up onto the back of his horse, or strike him down as a weak fool, or both, but there was no real chance to do either.

“I pledge my fealty to you, King Philip,” Carris said. “To you and to all your heirs. I swear to defend you against your enemies, to obey your commands, and to hold my lands safe in your name.”

“What do you think you’re doing?” Altfor yelled at him, unable to comprehend it. He looked around at the others. “What did you do to him?”

“I didn’t do anything,” Royce said, but he looked satisfied in the way that a man could only when an enemy had fallen to some plan of his. Altfor knew that look, because he’d seen it reflected in his own features plenty of times before.

“You knew,” Altfor accused him. “You knew that this would happen.”

Royce nodded. “I saw the possibility when I looked into the mirror. I saw everything with clarity. King Carris saw all the ways he would die. Would you like to see what happens when—”

“No, Royce!” his father called out to him, as if he were committing some grave mistake just by speaking. Altfor couldn’t see what the mistake was, but he was sure that it was too late, just from the way the color had drawn out of Royce’s face.

“The pattern,” Royce said. “I can’t hold onto the way things are meant to…”

He spun with the mirror raised, but he’d just told Altfor the danger of it, and Altfor screwed his eyes shut, not caring that it left him blind in the middle of a battlefield with two of his worst enemies just yards away. There were worse dangers than the swords of his foes right then. 

“Father, seize him!” Royce called out. “Things are changing.”

Altfor wheeled his horse on instinct, guessing the direction of his own lines and heeling it into a gallop so there would be no chance for Philip or his hateful son to get close to him. He only dared to open his eyes once his horse had gone a dozen strides, leaving him well clear of his foes. Seeing that he was heading for the edge of King Carris’s army, he corrected his course and headed back toward the knot at the heart of it where all of the king’s key nobles and advisors stood.

For the first few strides in that direction, he thought he heard the sound of hooves following, but he didn’t look behind, because looking was the most dangerous thing in the world right then. He heard the hoof beats fall off as he came closer, moving within arrow range. A pity; it would have been satisfying to bring his enemies down with a volley of broad-headed shafts.

“King Carris is betrayed!” Altfor yelled out as they came within earshot. “The enemy has broken the truce!”

He wanted the whole army to hear this, not just the few nobles nearest. 

“They have used magic on the king!” he called out, to all the men who might listen. “They have made him into their puppet!”

He rode up to the nobles. Most of them looked shocked, although the priest, Justinius, looked as dispassionate as ever.

“Why didn’t you warn us about this trick, priest?” Altfor demanded.

Justinius shrugged. “I have told you that the power of the magic around him clouds my own abilities. I would guess that the mirror he carries—”

“The mirror is a thing of the vilest sorcery!” Altfor snapped back. “One glance in it and King Carris went from mighty to meek, willing to throw down his sword at their feet.”

“If the king has surrendered…” one of the nobles nearby began.

Altfor drew his sword and levelled it at the man. “Are you a traitor, Lord Terres? Are you a man who would abandon your cause, and your king, simply because the enemy has used sorcery to trick him?”

“I… no, of course not,” the man said.

“They have made the king into their puppet, and forced him to swear allegiance,” Altfor said. “It is everything that the old days were, where magic was more than nobility, more than the natural order of things. Do any of you wish to return to that?”

He looked around the nobles, watching their faces one by one. These were men whose natural instincts were to disagree, to try to take command, to seek control. Altfor knew he couldn’t give them any time to think, or they would fall into petty disputes about which of them got to command the army, and which of them had precedence.

“Go back to your men!” Altfor ordered, before any argument could even develop. “Go to them and be ready for the order to move. We will strike our enemies down this day, and watch the true order of things preserved!”

To his surprise, the nobles cheered, and in that moment, Altfor knew he had them. They turned and rode, each one heading toward the regiment he had brought. Justinius looked up at him, face still calm.

“You speak most eloquently about the evils of sorcery,” he said. “Am I to take it that you no longer wish the services of myself and my priests?”

Altfor had the impression that the man was sneering at him, wanting to make him beg for help. Thankfully, he didn’t need to do that.

“I would like nothing more than to throw the twelve of you down a well and leave you to starve,” Altfor said, “but thankfully, we both need one another. I need your powers for my army, and you still wish to avert this prophecy of yours. Or am I wrong?”

“You are not wrong, Duke Altfor,” Justinius said, with a small bow. “Your army, though?”

“King Carris is unable to command,” Altfor said quickly. “I have been his trusted second on this campaign, and it seems that the other lords are prepared to listen to me. Do you object to that?”

“Not at all,” Justinius said.

“Go and ready your magic, your creatures. I will check that everything else is in order.”

Altfor often thought his greatest strength was that he thought coolly under pressure. Perhaps there were times when that wasn’t true, but he was anything but stupid. A stupid man would have run from the fight completely, or worse, would have ordered the bulk of the king’s army straight forward with no thought. It would have charged with no order, with no calculation, with no discipline. Altfor wasn’t going to let that happen.

He stood before the forces there. “We will proceed with the plan as it is set,” he shouted, so that all could hear. “We have firm ground, but we know that the enemy will have trapped it against riders, and that the woods will be full of Picti scum. We will hold here, and then strike at them as they come to us.”

“What makes you think they’ll come to us?” one of the lords yelled out. Altfor made a note of his face, resolving to stab him in the back if the opportunity arose in the battle, just for the interruption. 

“They’ll come,” Altfor promised. “They’ll charge at us like a wild mob, undisciplined and stupid.” He looked around at the others there. “Today is a day to remember! It is a day that the lowest among you will find your grandchildren’s grandchildren talking about. They will speak of the day with awe when the false king and his son were killed, their army of betrayers scattered to the wind! For the highest, it will be the day when those of us who picked the right side saw the benefits of doing so! Today is the day when the world becomes what it should be!”

The men cheered. Altfor both loved the praise and despised them for it. Were all men so easy to manipulate? That didn’t matter right then. What mattered was that he had an army that would charge at his command, kill at his command.

There was just one more thing to do.

He rode out to the spot where Olivia, Genevieve, and Garet stood waiting and shooed their guards a pace or two back.

“It’s time,” he said. “Royce has betrayed us, and now you die for it. Who first, though?”

“You were always going to kill us,” Genevieve said. “You think I don’t know you by now, husband?”

“And I know you,” Altfor said. He lifted his sword, letting it hover just an inch from her throat. “Every moment we spent together you were thinking about him, as he is probably thinking about you now. What will he think when he sees your head roll?”

Altfor could see the fear in her eyes then, and he had to admit that he liked it. He liked what he saw when he looked back toward Royce even more.

“Then there’s you,” he said to Olivia. “Earl Undine doesn’t seem to have pulled back, does he? You deserve to die just for that, but when it will also hurt Royce so badly… I wonder if he will mourn you more, or her?”

“Kill me,” Garet called out from the third horse. “Leave them alone and kill me, if you need to kill someone.”

Altfor could see that he was trying to be brave, but he could tell that there was fear underneath it. Altfor had heard the screams of his torture, knew that there was something weak and broken there now.

“I plan to kill all of you,” he said. “As for being first… well, you’re the least important of them, aren’t you, Garet? The youngest brother, the one who never achieved much. Royce sent you on a mission to recruit nobles and you rode straight to one loyal to the king. Do you think he even cares about you as much as he cares about the other two?”

Altfor could see that struck home. He was glad of that.

“Of course,” he said, cutting away some of the ropes that held Garet to the horse. “For the reaction I want, I need the threat of these two dying more than I need you.”

Garet seemed to realize what that meant, glancing up at Altfor just as Altfor swept his sword across in a broad arc. That arc connected cleanly with his throat, tearing through it and sending blood spraying. For good measure, Altfor drew his blade back and thrust it through the boy’s heart. 

Garet toppled, and over the emptiness of the field, Altfor could hear Royce’s cry of anguish. 

“Now, for the rest of you,” Altfor said, turning to Olivia and Genevieve.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

Royce stood there in stunned horror as his brother toppled from his horse, his blood on Altfor’s sword.

“I did this,” Royce said. “I changed things.”

Just a few words had done it; just a few words that he never should have said, explaining himself to his enemy in the way he’d been so careful not to when it had come to his friends. That warning had been enough for Altfor to turn away in time, rather than being caught by the mirror’s possibilities. 

“You didn’t kill him,” his father said, placing his hand on Royce’s shoulder. “Altfor made his own choice about that.”

“But if I’d caught him with the mirror… it showed me a way that didn’t involve blood, Father!”

“The mirror tricked us all,” his father said. “It shows us the truth and turns it into lies. We have to act now, son.”

Act? How could Royce do anything when he didn’t know what to do next? He flung the mirror from him. It landed, but didn’t shatter—whatever magic lay upon it was too strong for that. Carris wandered off in the direction of it, reaching out for it as if he could somehow see a way through all this.

Royce didn’t care. The hurt inside him was too great for that. He stared up at the spot where his brother lay crumpled on the ground, thinking of all the times he and Garet had spent together as boys. Garet had always been the one following the rest of them around, always been the young, impulsive one. Now he was dead by Altfor’s hand, and Royce felt as though his heart had been torn from his chest. 

Royce dismounted from his horse. Gwylim padded up to his side, but right then, Royce had no time even to speak with the bhargir. The wolf-like creature stood ready, as if expecting to charge forward, but Royce simply stood there. He stood there and he cried out the rage and the frustration he felt to the heavens, the sound of it echoing out around the field. Even as he did it, he saw Altfor moving toward Olivia, and toward Genevieve.

“No,” Royce said. “Not them as well.”

Behind him, he heard cries from his own side. He heard Earl Undine’s voice calling out above the rest, booming as it covered the space over the field.

“They will not kill my daughter too! Forward! Charge!”

Royce turned to see the combined forces of his side moving forward, knights and common folk and Picti charging in one huge wave of people. Royce could see Lofen and Raymond near the head of that charge, the fury obvious on their face, swords drawn and people following behind them. From the sides, Royce saw Picti pouring from the two wooded areas, joining in the charge so that their army looked as though it might encompass the whole of the enemy’s forces.

“No,” Royce said as they came charging forward. “This isn’t what I had planned!”

He turned to them as if he could halt their charge simply by holding up a hand; as if he could still stop this day from turning into a thing of blood and darkness. He’d been so sure that he could stop this, win without the battle that had seemed so inevitable. 

His army flowed around him smoothly, parting to move past him and his father, still heading for the enemy’s lines. Somewhere in it, even his horse was caught up in the charge, riding away from Royce with all the speed of the rest of the army. 

“No!” Royce called out to them. “Stop. Wait. It doesn’t have to be like this.”

“It’s too late,” his father said.

“But it isn’t even good tactics,” Royce said. Altfor had managed to provoke them into a headlong charge, with no heed for the preparations they’d made. There would be no hidden strike by the Picti at the flanks of the enemy’s army, no pits or wires to slow down the enemy’s knights. There would just be one army slamming into another, with no tactics and no skill, just numbers and heart and death.

“It’s not about tactics now,” his father said. “Tactics won’t save Olivia or Genevieve, and nothing will turn them back.”

Royce knew it was right, even as he hated it. There was no stopping the army now, no holding back from what was to come. Worse, if they did hold back, then what had happened to Garet would happen to Genevieve and Olivia too. 

Altfor wouldn’t do it, because Royce saw him moving to the heart of his lines, behind a wall of his own men. He was moving to safety, using them as a shield even while his own men started to move forward. Royce saw knights couching their lances, foot soldiers leveling spears, archers raising bows. Here and there among them, dark-robed priests seemed to be praying, whether to inspire them or something else, Royce didn’t know.

Arrows came first, in a rain that seemed to flow from both sides at once. Caught up in the charge as they were, his side’s efforts came in scattered bursts, men and women firing as best they could as they ran, or standing for a moment to let shafts loose. One company of them paused and then fired, sending a ribbon of black death up into the sky. From Altfor’s army, the arrows came in organized blocks, sent forth at the bellowed commands of more senior soldiers.

For a moment, the arrows seemed to hang in the air, then they came down seemingly all at once, turning the field into a sea of carnage, punctuated by the screams of the dying and the exhortations of those who urged the soldiers forward. Royce saw Mark narrowly missed by a shaft, saw a man go down screaming with an arrow in the guts, saw Lofen take one to the shoulder and simply tear it out, his anger or his armor protecting him.

There were arrows coming toward Royce then, and he realized that he and his father had strayed too far forward in their attempt to catch up with Altfor. His father moved in front of him, shield raised, and a trio of arrows slammed into it, heads poking through the wood of the thing. His father snapped them off, throwing them in the dirt. One had struck Gwylim, and Royce pulled it out. The bhargir’s wound healed almost instantly.

“I should be the one protecting you,” Royce insisted. His father was the king. He was the one who, if he fell, would mean defeat for their forces.

His father shook his head. “This is battle, Royce. You do what you can, for who you can.”

“It wasn’t meant to be battle,” Royce insisted.

“It was always meant to be battle,” his father shot back. “Some men don’t understand anything else.”

The tail of their army was still passing around them, so many of them were there. In that moment, even above the screams of the dying, Royce heard trumpets blare. Altfor had obviously ordered his forces forward. Drums sounded, and the enemy’s army marched like one great, inhuman thing, their feet stomping into the earth with each drumbeat, the rhythm getting faster as they built toward the charge.

The moment when the armies met was like two waves slamming together on either side of a rock. The knights on both sides were the first wave of it, their lances plunging into unprotected bodies, their horses trampling over people as wedges of them rode deep into the formations on the other side. Some went down, their horses crying out in agony as spears pieced them. Others found themselves dragged from their saddles and killed at close quarters.

The cacophony of those first few moments was like nothing Royce had heard before in his life. It seemed to be a single sound in that moment, composed of steel and mingled human voices. There were screams in it, and roars of anger, orders that meant nothing in that kind of chaos and exhortations to push on. 

Above all, there was blood. Everywhere Royce looked ahead of him, there was blood. There was blood on the edges of weapons and blood covering the tabards of knights so that in a few seconds it was impossible to see whose knights they were. There were wounds caused by swords and axes and spears, and already so many bodies that they seemed to form a kind of wall over which the others had to climb.

“Dust was right,” Royce said, hating it as he said it. “He was right.”

The Angarthim had told Royce that the course he was on would lead to blood, and maybe to worse beyond it. Royce had thought that he’d seen a way past it all, but now, seeing the battle, he knew that there was no way past this. From the moment he’d set himself on a collision course with Altfor’s father, this had been coming.

He stood there a moment or two longer, staring at the battle. Carris wandered through it now, holding the mirror, staring into it while around him no one seemed to pay him any heed. They knew he was the one person on that battlefield who truly was no threat to them, and they seemed to ignore him for it. 

Royce reached out to Ember, trying to find any sign of Olivia and Genevieve amid the chaos, but by now the battle was too much. There was no chance of picking them out when everything below was death and more death. He saw the armies there as two huge, pushing, shoving masses; two teardrop shapes pushing into one another, with men and women dying at their edges. 

In that, Royce didn’t know how either Olivia or Genevieve could survive, bound and helpless as they were atop their horses. Had they already been dragged down to have their throats cut by members of Altfor’s forces? Had stray arrows pierced them, or the wave of the battle simply swept over them, crushing them?

The thought of any of it happening to them was worse even than the thought of what had happened to Garet. In a way, that was better because it was known, whereas this… it could happen at any moment, and Royce couldn’t stop it.

A growl from Gwylim brought Royce back to himself. He stared out into the press of his own side and saw a knot of the enemy’s knights cutting through their ranks on foot. One man took a blow on his shield, then cut down a spearman. Another sliced through one of the Picti, ignoring the stroke of a light sword across his plate armor. There were perhaps a dozen of them in total, but Royce could see the chaos that they were causing.

“This is not the time to think about what has been,” his father said, dismounting his horse to stand beside Royce. He cast aside his shield and held his longsword two-handed. “It is not the time to think about what could be, either. Only what is—and right now, your army needs our help.”

Royce nodded. He knew his father was right. Whatever else he’d tried to do, whatever had happened, the fact was that right now, there was a battle going on that they had to win. The only option left was to defeat Altfor’s forces, and Royce had seen just how difficult that might prove to be.

He drew the obsidian blade, the darkness of it seeming to absorb the sunlight that hit it. Beside him, Gwylim’s growl grew until the bhargir leapt forward, loping across the ground that stood between him and the knights. Royce’s father let out his battle cry and followed, sword held high, ready to strike at anything that came within range of it.

“For victory!” Royce yelled, and joined them.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

Genevieve fought the urge to cry out in terror as the battle surged around her. Left and right of her, men fought and died, their screams meaning that she probably wouldn’t be heard even if she let her voice join theirs. 

She struggled with the ropes that held her. The ones connecting her to the horse seemed loose, but even so, Genevieve couldn’t get free of them. Then there were the ones that were wrapped around and around her wrists. Those didn’t budge even a little.

“Come on,” she said to herself, but it was useless.

That was bad, because out of the corner of her eye, Genevieve could see one of the guards who had been ready to execute her advancing. He raised his sword, and Genevieve had a moment to feel the full horror that came from thinking he might thrust it into her. Then his chest burst open, the head of a spear sticking through it from behind. Another soldier, covered in a mixture of mud and blood, stepped into the spot where he’d been standing, only to be cut down in turn.

Something struck Genevieve’s horse, making it rear in fright and pain. Only the ropes still held Genevieve to it, and she found herself clinging to the saddle with her bound hands. It ran, and now the world twisted and turned as the horse sought a way out of the violence, turning in a circle away from the swords and spears of the enemy.

There was no way out though, because the violence was all around. Near her, two men pinned down a knight, stabbing him again and again through the chinks in his armor. One of the Picti leapt over a set of spears, only to be hacked down with an axe. Men pressed tight against one another, pushing and stabbing, the press of the melee crushing them together.

A blade flashed by Genevieve’s head, missing only because she didn’t think the person who had swung it really cared about hitting her. She was bound and without a weapon in the middle of the fight, which should have made her an easy target, but right then everyone had too many other people trying to kill them to bother about her. That and the erratic movements of her horse kept her alive.

So many others died around her. Genevieve couldn’t see which side was winning this fight, could barely make out which side was which as the combatants spun around and hacked at one another. There was no neat war shield here in the violence of it, only milling, unpredictable combat where blades came from everywhere. Another one came far too close to Genevieve, and it was all she could do to sway back from it, bound as she was.

Genevieve thought of Royce out there somewhere in the battle. Would he be looking for her, trying to fight his way through to her? She didn’t know how he could, even if he were trying to do it. There were so many others in the way that it seemed impossible, the mass of them too great to overcome.

“You!” a man bellowed, hefting an axe and pointing at her. “Altfor will pay me good money if I kill you!”

He started forward, and the only thing Genevieve could do was to heel her horse on, encouraging it in its frantic attempts to escape. A sweep of a pole-axe missed her, and then she was on, deeper into the fight.

“I have to survive,” Genevieve said to herself. “If not for myself, then for my child.”

Through all of this, her thoughts had never been on survival. They’d been about Royce, or about doing the right thing, or even about revenge against Altfor for everything that he’d done. Now, in the one place where it seemed least likely, Genevieve found her thoughts focused on the simple act of not dying.

Although here and now, it was anything but simple.

Something sharp grazed one of her legs, making Genevieve cry out and the horse rear again. She saw that a blade had sliced a little way into one of her legs, but had also cut through one of the ropes holding her. Right then, that only meant that Genevieve had to cling on harder as the horse bucked and kicked, spun and leapt frantically. Genevieve wanted to whisper soothing words to it, to try to calm it, but she doubted she would be heard above the horrific sound of steel on steel.

More than that, she doubted she would survive for long if it did stay still. Genevieve found herself looking around for Olivia, but she couldn’t see her would-be killer above the battle. A horse that might have been the one she had been on was there, but it was without a rider now, and even as Genevieve watched, the backswing of an axe thudded into its neck, blood spraying as the creature fell.

Did that mean that Olivia was dead? Genevieve didn’t know what to think about that. After all, she’d been the woman who had claimed Royce’s heart, and the one who had trekked south into danger just to try to murder her. Genevieve should probably have felt relief at her death. Even so, she couldn’t bring herself to feel it. She could only think about the hurt that it would cause Royce, and she found herself wishing that it weren’t true.

“You should save your pity for yourself,” Genevieve told herself as her horse plunged into the heart of a swinging, stabbing mess of blades, the melee making the world into a thing of sharp edges that promised no quarter for anything that stepped between them.

Her horse screamed out in anguish as one and then another blade hit it. Genevieve didn’t even think anyone was targeting her now; it was simply that in a fight like this, any moving form was a thing to strike at, anything that stood before the fighters a potential foe. Her horse staggered forward another few steps, into a space filled with the bodies of men and horses, still deeper into the fight.

Genevieve felt the moment when her horse started to fall. There was nothing she could do to even begin to stop it from happening; the last of its strength was simply gone, poured out with its life blood as it had run across the field. Even if she had been an expert rider, Genevieve wouldn’t have been able to keep it standing now. 

She tried to throw herself clear as it fell, but the last remnants of the ropes still held her to it. It meant that she went down with the beast, and in that moment, Genevieve was sure she would die. The horse would roll over her, or its death throes would see her kicked by a flailing hoof. There was no way to stop it.

The ground came up to meet Genevieve, hard. Still tied as she was, the best she could hope for was to tuck in a little, trying to shield herself and the baby she carried from as much of the impact as possible. It was still enough to knock the breath from her, the jarring hit of the ground against her side accompanied by the impact of the horse coming down far too near her leg. 

It missed it, the ropes holding her loose enough for that, but Genevieve was still stuck, caught by the ropes that held her as the horse kicked and flailed. She saw a hoof hit a soldier who came too close, the blow crushing his skull despite the half helmet he wore. Another man moved in, spearing the horse through the heart to end its struggles.

Genevieve had a few moments to see the combat from below. Men struggled and killed one another above her, their blades moving now with the almost mechanical ruthlessness of men who had forgotten any trick, any skill, and were simply trying to end one another. One man fell atop her, his eyes glazed and staring, and Genevieve cried out at the sudden horror of it. Something else fell across her legs, and she knew the cold certainty that she was slowly being buried in the bodies of those falling in the fighting.

Then hands were dragging away the bodies above her. Genevieve didn’t know whether to give thanks for her sudden salvation or beg for mercy, because it seemed just as likely that someone who had heard her cry out would be looking to finish her as to help her, perhaps even more so.

A figure stood above her, a dagger in her hand. For a moment, Genevieve thought she might have been saved, because this clearly wasn’t one of Altfor’s soldiers, but then she saw who it was and she knew that her death was coming.

Olivia stood there, the blade of her weapon glinting in the sun as she knelt. Genevieve remembered the feel of Olivia’s hands around her throat, and the steady determination in her eyes that she was going to kill her. There had been no hint of mercy then, only Garet to save her. Now, Genevieve was helpless.

“Hold still,” Olivia shouted. “Hold still if I’m going to cut you free!”

She worked at the ropes, slicing through them, and even then, a part of Genevieve didn’t trust that Olivia wasn’t going to cut through her flesh with it. It was only when she pulled Genevieve free of the pile of bodies, helping her to stand, that she was sure this was actually a rescue.

“How are you even free?” Genevieve asked.

“My ropes were loose enough to slip, and the guard who tried to cut my throat was too slow,” Olivia said, a hardness in her voice that reminded Genevieve a little of her sister Sheila. 

“Why help me?” Genevieve asked. “I thought you wanted to kill me.”

“I wasn’t myself,” Olivia said. “I think… I think there was magic involved.”

Genevieve wasn’t sure what to think about that. “What kind of magic?”

“Something in the ring I was wearing.” Olivia shook her head. “There’s no time to explain, and I barely understand it my—”

“Look out!” Genevieve called, as a swordsman took a swing at Olivia from the side. 

The warning came just in time, and she saw Olivia duck under the sweep of the blow. She stabbed out with her dagger, fighting better than Genevieve could have managed, and the man went down. He looked surprised as he fell that he had been bested by a woman who seemed so helpless among all of these armored men.

“We can’t stay here,” Olivia shouted, above the noise of the fight. She reached down to grab a sword from one of the fallen men, passing it to Genevieve. 

“I don’t know how to use this,” Genevieve said.

“Then you need to learn quickly,” Olivia shot back. She passed Genevieve a shield as well, before grabbing the same for herself. “I think our lines are this way!”

She pushed her way into the melee, with Genevieve following in her wake. Genevieve felt something strike the shield she carried and struck out blindly, her sword almost jarring from her hand as it struck something solid. She didn’t look, didn’t want to see what damage she’d done, but just kept going.

Ahead, Olivia was swinging her sword far better, using it to clear a path as they fought to get out. At first, the press of bodies was too much to bear, feeling as though it might crush Genevieve through its sheer weight, while blow after blow hammered against her shield.

Then she was out, Olivia’s hand grasping her and dragging her into a clear space beyond that wild press of violence. 

“We did it,” Genevieve cried with relief. “We’re out.”

Olivia shook her head though, gesturing with her sword. Genevieve soon saw what she meant. They’d managed to get through the crush of one melee, but around them there were a hundred more such fights, and men killing one another in ones and twos on the open ground wherever she looked. They were still too far from their own side; too far from Royce. To make it to something that was safe…

…well, right then, Genevieve wasn’t sure that anywhere was truly safe, but they had to try. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Royce had tried so hard to keep this battle from happening, but now he knew he had no choice. He leapt forward, striking out with the obsidian sword, plunging it through one of the gaps between the plates of an enemy knight’s armor. The blade slipped in smoothly through the knight’s flesh and the man gasped and fell.

Royce spun in time to block a blow from a second attacker, a steel longsword slamming into his own blade. The metal should have been enough to destroy a weapon made from the volcanic glass, but whatever his father had done to it, it meant that Royce’s weapon held firm. He struck back, the first blow skittering off the plates of his foe’s armor, but the second slicing across the man’s throat.

“Keep going!” his father called, fighting beside him. Royce turned to see his father press close to one of their enemies, blade to blade, then kick him away. His father swept his sword around in a powerful swing that all but decapitated his foe, then pressed forward, swinging a barrage of attacks at the next of their enemies.

Royce could see how differently his father fought from him. His father was all cool, steady strokes of the longsword, presumably learned from battle master after battle master. He was the epitome of knightly combat, his blows powerful but contained. Royce had been trained on the Red Isle, and his sword work was a thing of movement and need, being where he had to be, fitting in with the flow of the fight.

He had no more time to admire his father’s approach though, because another of the knights who had tried to break through was coming at him. Royce took a blow on his shield, deflecting it only partly and feeling the scrape of the blade across his armor, hard enough that it probably tore the skin underneath. It was a reminder that this armor wasn’t quite as perfect as the suit that his father had left for him in Earl Undine’s tower, and that he could be killed out here, just as easily as anyone else.

Rather than giving way to the blow, Royce pushed back with it, pressing in close. He cut low as he went, his blade striking the side of the knight’s knee, in the place where his greaves didn’t quite meet the armor of his upper legs. The obsidian sword cut through, bringing the man down to one knee with a cry. Royce stepped back and thrust his blade through the man’s visor.

Away to his left, his father was just finishing off his latest opponent, while Gwylim the bhargir stood over the red ruins of a man obviously torn apart with teeth and claws. For a second or two, they were clear of the fighting, the spur of attackers who had broken through defeated. Now though, Royce could see other spots where wedges of knights threatened to break through the ranks of Picti or common folk. One on the left seemed particularly dangerous, with a group of mounted knights looking ready to turn and attack Royce’s army from the flank.

He pointed. “That way!”

His father nodded, and then they were running, Gwylim at their side and a clutch of other soldiers starting to keep pace as they realized the danger. Mark was there, and Royce saw him slam into one of the knights, bringing him down to the floor and then striking out with an axe.

Royce had no more time to think, because he was deep in the battle then. He struck down a knight from his horse and another came at him, lance ready to strike. Royce stepped aside from it and cut through the haft, then cut out at another knight’s stirrup strap, sending him tumbling. A blow came for his head and he blocked it with his shield, but the flow of the battle took this new enemy away from Royce before he could strike back. 

The battle raged all around him now. He saw Mark kill another of the knights, while his father cut one straight out of his saddle. Gwylim was causing havoc, because the horses there appeared to be terrified of the bhargir’s presence, several rearing and throwing their riders as he snapped and snarled.

Royce deflected a sword blow, then thrust back at a foe, and to his surprise, he managed to drive the obsidian sword all the way through the breastplate of his opponent. The armor that should have seen the sword deflected didn’t even seem to slow the power of Royce’s strike. Royce pulled the blade out and cut at another opponent, the blade cutting through a leg this time.

The glow that had come to him in battle before was starting to build now, reaching out from fighter to fighter in a power that seemed to come from deep within him. It flowed over his father, making him shine like the sun itself. It flowed over Mark, and over the other fighters of their side, and each one of them it touched seemed to fight a little harder, hit with a little more strength.

It didn’t make them invulnerable. Royce saw one of the soldiers with him fall to a spear wound, another going down to the stroke of a sword. Royce stepped into the gap that they’d left, cutting out at a knight who parried at the last minute, barely stopping the blow. He kicked out, one armored foot catching Royce hard in the stomach, but Royce didn’t double over or slow. He kept up the pressure from his sword and then struck out with his shield, striking the knight once, twice, a third time. The impact of it was enough that the shield shattered, but the knight’s skull broke with it too. Royce threw the shield away as his foe fell, gripping the obsidian sword two-handed.

“This is where you were born to be,” his father thundered, even as he parried the blows of another opponent. “This is what you have prepared for, my son.”

Royce knew it was true even as he heard the words. The battle was like a living thing to him now, a forest of deadly moving parts, but he understood how all of them worked. He could see where he needed to step to let a sword blow sweep by him, knew the perfect spot to thrust the obsidian blade to have it slide up into a foe’s heart. It caught for a moment and he let it fall, stepping into a knight who tried to kill him while he was disarmed. Royce stepped inside the sweep of the man’s blade, grabbed a dagger from his belt, and thrust it up into the knight’s throat. 

In an instant, it seemed that the remaining knights were retreating, pulling back toward their own ranks and trying to regroup. Royce turned back to the obsidian sword, pulling it from the last knight he’d killed with it, and looked around for the next spot in the battle where he could help.

He saw the press of the melee near the middle of the field, where the two armies had met and now pushed against one another like two rams trying to force one another aside. He saw his remaining brothers fighting hard there, Lofen and Raymond both battling with all the fury that came from Garet’s death. He saw men and women fighting and dying there, the press of the battle seemingly never-ending, the chaos enough that they seemed as likely to hit a friend as a foe.

“Concentrate on the magic, Royce,” his father instructed. “Let it spread.”

Royce nodded and turned his attention to the glow that had spread over him and those with him. He could feel it now, and could feel how to extend it like a silver mist, touching those who fought for him; who believed in what they were doing. He saw that light glowing around his brothers, and saw them renew their attacks, the tiredness seeming to seep from their limbs as they fought.

Around him, all of those who fought for him glowed not just with the magic but with renewed energy and hope. They might still be outnumbered by Altfor’s forces, but they seemed to fight twice as hard. Royce saw a group of Picti throwing spears into a cluster of the enemy, saw villagers firing bows to bring down mounted soldiers. Even in the middle of the most chaotic fights, Royce could see that glow picking out friend from foe, and he knew that it would make it easier for his people to know whom to strike at and whom to trust.

There were spots where the magic didn’t penetrate, though, spots that seemed to almost drink in the light, so that it went out around them. Glancing through Ember’s eyes, Royce realized that the priests were standing at the heart of each of those spots, each one still chanting what seemed to be prayers.

“Maybe that’s what they’re here to do,” Royce said to himself, bringing his attention back to his body. If he could do this then didn’t it make sense that there would be someone in the world able to do the opposite?

“Things are well balanced, for now,” his father said. 

“If we still had all the other Picti with us, we would win this quickly,” Royce said.

“But then when their main force landed, we would be destroyed.”

That was the problem. They couldn’t risk taking away any of the people that they’d sent to the beach, because then there was too much of a chance of being caught between two armies. Royce knew his father was right, but even so, he wished he weren’t, because the battle had the look of something that might turn into a near endless grind, lasting until close to dark, perhaps with no one as the winner. 

“We can still win this,” his father said, as if sensing Royce’s worries. “With your inspiration, people will continue to fight, even while our enemies grow tired. Battles are not as obvious as they seem, Royce. I have seen ones that seemed certain to be over in a blink that lasted for hours, and ones that seemed set to be stalemates that have turned into routs. It only takes the wrong person to run at the wrong moment.”

“And we just have to hope that it won’t be one of our people?” Royce said.

“It won’t be,” his father promised him. “Even before this, it wasn’t going to be. The people believe, Royce.”

“They know they have their rightful king back,” Royce said, looking at his father.

His father smiled slightly, in a way that didn’t quite make sense to Royce. “They do.”

“But all the belief in the world won’t count for much if there are too many enemies t fight,” Royce said. He found himself thinking about Genevieve’s message. If this was the distraction force, then how many more men must there be in the ships they had sent to encircle them?

Just to be sure, Royce sent Ember out over the battlefield, heading for the coast. He wanted to be able to see what was happening there. He had enough breathing space on the battlefield to do it, and her wings sped her out toward the beach where the Picti waited in the woods beyond, with knights behind them. 

He saw the boats approaching then, so many that they might have carried most of the army in front of him, if not more. They were cutting through the waves, propelled by busy sailors, and the first of them was getting closer and closer to the beach.

“Soon,” Royce said, bringing his attention back to the battle. “They’ll be here soon.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

Genevieve cried out as a blade passed near her, ducking to avoid it and keeping moving as another burst of the battle came too close to her. Olivia pulled her aside, out of reach of the brawling soldiers.

“Be careful,” Olivia said. “We’ve still got a long way to—”

“Look out!” Genevieve called out, pointing as one of Altfor’s soldiers ran at them.

Olivia turned to face him, but he slammed into her and her grip on his wrist was the only thing that stopped him from hacking at her with a sword. Not knowing what to do, Genevieve swung blindly at him with her sword, barely able to bring herself to do it. Even so, it was enough to make him turn, trying to use his own blade to parry. Olivia took the opportunity to push him off, and then stabbed him as he started to stand up again.

“If they’re coming for you, you need to fight,” Olivia said.

“I know that,” Genevieve said. “I just… I don’t know if I can kill someone.”

“This is a battlefield,” Olivia replied. “We might have to, and I need your help to get across it. Come on, Genevieve.”

“Okay,” Genevieve said. “I’ll try.”

They pushed on, trying to make their way through the battlefield. They aimed for the spaces where there was less fighting, the empty spaces between the melees where men pushed against one another, stabbing and killing. Even so, there were some places where the conflict was simply unavoidable, the violence spilling out beyond those cores toward them. 

Another soldier ran at Genevieve and she swung the sword she held, making him jump back. She and Olivia pushed their way through a fight between a dozen Picti and some of Altfor’s archers, trying to keep from being killed in the whirl of axes and daggers. One of the Picti spun toward her with a razor-sharp sickle raised, then seemed to realize that she wasn’t an enemy and let her pass. In that moment, Genevieve saw an enemy archer plunge a dagger into his side.

“This way, we’re almost clear,” Olivia shouted.

They came out on the line of a small stream, whose banks would provide cover most of the way back to the lines of Royce’s army. They hurried along that line, keeping their heads down, and it seemed to Genevieve that most of the enemy army’s soldiers were too worried about the battle to focus on them. 

One figure rode forward though, mounted on a horse and with a long knife in her hand. Genevieve recognized Moira instantly. She rode for them as if she meant to run them down with her horse.

“Run!” Genevieve cried, abandoning the stream and running straight for the safety of Royce’s army. Olivia didn’t argue, but ran with her. 

Moira was faster, because there was no way to outrun a horse. She reached them out on the open ground, and all Genevieve could do at that point was throw herself to one side. Olivia did the same, and Genevieve saw her borrowed sword go spinning away.

Moira turned her horse, pausing only long enough to snatch a sword from one of the dead, and then rode at them again. Genevieve raised her borrowed shield, taking the impact of the sword stroke on it. It was enough to make her stumble, and she had to fight hard to keep her footing.

Moira wheeled the horse again, and Genevieve realized that she was never really going to strike back with the sword she held, so she dropped it point down in the dirt and readied herself. This time, when Moira struck out with her weapon, Genevieve blocked the blow and grabbed for her, dragging her from the saddle.

They went down in a struggling mess and Moira came up on top, her hands grabbing for Genevieve’s throat. Somewhere in the fall, she’d lost her own blade, and now the two struggled barehanded, Moira trying to strangle Genevieve, Genevieve trying to buck her off. Strangely, Genevieve found her eyes drawn to the ring that Moira was wearing, which was so striking and distinctive that Genevieve remembered it clearly.

It was the same one Olivia had been wearing when she’d tried to kill her.

“This isn’t you!” Genevieve tried to say, clawing at the hands that tried to strangle her. 

“No, it’s about you,” Moira snarled at her. “You’re the one who’s always in the way. You’re the one standing between me and Altfor. Once you’re gone, I’ll—”

She cried out as Olivia slammed into the side of her, kicking her away from Genevieve. Genevieve managed to stand, but now Moira was grabbing for a sword again. Genevieve got to it first, kicking it aside, but Moira turned back to her, trying to grab hold of her once more.

Olivia pushed her aside, but Moira’s fury was so great it seemed to lend her strength and she just charged back in toward them. This time, it took both Genevieve and Olivia to push her aside. 

“She’s wearing the same ring you were!” Genevieve warned Olivia as Moira snatched up a sword again. 

“Then there won’t be any reasoning with her,” Olivia said. “Not unless we can get that ring off her finger.”

Genevieve snatched up the shield she’d held before. “Then we need to get it.”

“Surviving is probably the first part,” Olivia pointed out. She grabbed the sword that Genevieve had dropped. 

Moira ran at them then, striking with all the fury of some berserk Picti, swinging the blade again and again. She didn’t seem to care when Olivia thrust the sword she held at her, only partly deflecting it, ignoring the shallow wound it scored across her side. In return, she hacked at Genevieve with such force that the shield she held cracked slightly.

Olivia had to parry the next blow, so it seemed to take both of them just to fend Moira off. Blow after blow fell on them, the two of them barely managing to keep the attacks at bay between them. 

Then Moira tangled her blade with Olivia’s, wrenching it from her grip once more.

She struck at Olivia again, and Genevieve barely managed to get her shield in the way in time. This time, it shattered, leaving her and Olivia standing defenseless in front of Moira while Moira hefted her blade, ready to strike. Worse, what seemed like half a regiment of the most disreputable-looking figures she could imagine were approaching, blood coated and armed with the most hideous collection of weapons Genevieve could imagine.

In that moment, Genevieve knew that both she and Olivia were going to die. If Moira didn’t kill them in the next few seconds, then this advancing group would cut them to pieces, killing them quickly only if they were lucky.

Then Genevieve saw the figure at the heart of that group, advancing with a look of determination on her face.

“Sheila,” she breathed, and some of her relief must have come across to Moira, because her one-time rival looked round. 

Olivia hit her in that moment, then hit her again, and this wasn’t some ladylike slap, but a full-blooded punch. Moira went down for a moment, and Genevieve rushed forward to wrench the sword away from her. 

In spite of it, Moira struggled to stand, her rage too great. She lunged at Genevieve again, reaching out for her.

Sheila was there then, grabbing Moira and pulling her away. Two of the thugs around her held Moira, one holding either of her arms, while the rest of them spread out in a circle designed to protect against the rest of the battle. Genevieve saw her chance and rushed over, grabbing the ring from Moira’s finger.

She held it for a moment, and even in that moment, she could feel the hatred rising in her. She wanted to kill everyone who was her rival, everyone who would stop her from being with Royce, everyone—

With a shout, Genevieve threw the ring as far from herself as she could, not caring where it landed in the battle beyond.

“Sheila, you came back?” Genevieve said, and hugged her sister.

“You were in danger,” Sheila said. “I wasn’t going to stay away.”

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Genevieve said.

“It looks as though I came just in time,” Sheila said, with a nod toward the spot where Moira stood, still held in place.

“Sheila, who are all of these people?” Genevieve asked, gesturing to the tough-looking men and women who surrounded them.

“You sent me to Fallsport with money to make contacts. I managed to do it. It turns out that the city’s criminals are willing to do a lot for people with money who know the right secrets.”

Genevieve didn’t know whether to be proud of all her sister had achieved then, or worried about the kinds of people she’d achieved it with.

“Do you want to kill her?” Sheila asked, with a nod toward Moira. She had a knife out, offering it to Genevieve hilt first. Genevieve took it carefully.

Did she want to kill Moira? After all, the noblewoman had done plenty more than simply try to kill her under the influence of the ring. She had betrayed Genevieve and sided with Altfor, helped to make her life hell. Genevieve couldn’t feel any spark of kindness or warmth toward her now.

Even so, she didn’t want to kill her; Genevieve didn’t want to kill anyone.

“No,” she said. “We’ll keep her as a prisoner. If she’s committed crimes, she can pay for them properly, after all of this, but I’m not just going to kill someone like this.”

“It’s your choice,” Sheila said, although Genevieve suspected that her sister would have happily killed Moira just for being on the wrong side. “But we’re supposed to drag some dangerous prisoner who hates you across a battlefield?”

“She’s not wearing the ring now,” Genevieve said. “She should be safe.”

“You think I hate you because a ring made me?” Moira demanded, dragging Genevieve’s attention back to her. “You think that it’s just magic that makes me want to kill you? You’re my enemy, and you always have been. From the first moment I met you, I knew I would have to kill you one day to get what I wanted. And if you think you’re dragging me back for whatever kind of justice Royce thinks I deserve…”

She twisted and somehow wrenched her way clear of the people holding her. She managed to grab a blade from one of the sheaths at their belts and ran for Genevieve, the blade held high. Genevieve reached for her, and it was only as Moira thudded into her that she realized she’d done it with the hand that still held the knife.

Moira gasped, so close to her that they could have been the sisters hugging. Genevieve saw the dagger falling from Moira’s fingers, saw the shock in her eyes that this had happened at all.

“You… you stabbed me!” she managed, turning it into an accusation as she staggered back. Genevieve still held the bloody knife, looking from it to Moira and back.

Moira fell to her knees, her hands obviously trying to hold in the blood. She started to say something else, but only a gasp came out. Genevieve didn’t know what to think as she watched: she’d given Moira every chance she could, but even so, it was hard to watch her dying like this.

She was dying, and Genevieve went to kneel beside her, wanting to offer her some hint of comfort. Moira only stared up at her in hatred; stared up until at last her gaze turned glassy, and Genevieve knew that she was gone. Genevieve knelt there for a few more seconds, trying to think of something, anything, she could have done differently.

Olivia and Sheila both took her shoulders.

“We have to go,” Olivia said.

Genevieve nodded numbly. She knew they did. There was still a battle raging around them, and they still needed to find a way to get clear of it, or they would all die.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

Through Ember’s eyes, Royce saw the ships approaching the beach, watching them with growing anticipation. Soon, the rest of the enemy’s forces would land, and the Picti would strike, catching them by surprise. He saw the ships growing closer now, great barges with ramps that could lower to disgorge troops. 

The first of them reached the beach, and the ramps started to lower. Royce saw Neave and Matilde step out of the woods beyond the beach, swords raised high as they called out the order to charge. 

Picti flowed from the woods in a horde, their charge almost perfectly timed to catch whoever came from the boats as they tried to form up in their units. Knights formed up after them, ready to join in the attack.

No soldiers came from the boats though, no archers, no knights. There was just one man, dressed in dark robes, and in that moment, Royce knew he’d been tricked. That didn’t matter though, because at least they could turn back quickly and try to return to the battle.

Then he saw the cloud of darkness rising around the priest as he chanted. 

Beasts burst into being, seeming to tear through the fabric of the world as they came into existence. There were huge, scaled things with dark claws and teeth, and arachnid things whose legs were like blades. There were shadowy things that seemed as insubstantial as wisps of smoke, and bat-like creatures that swooped down with fangs bared. 

The Picti swept toward them, weapons raised, and Royce found himself thinking of the battle against Altfor’s uncle, where Dust had used the priests’ powder to draw forth horrors. There, the creatures had been hollow things, illusions where only the people who had believed in them had been hurt. Royce actually saw one of the Picti standing in front of one of the creatures, laughing at it as if he knew that it weren’t real.

Then a great claw swept out, gutting him while he screamed.

The Picti and the creatures slammed into one another, and the humans there quickly found themselves engulfed in hordes of beasts that had nothing to do with reality. Royce saw them fighting and dying, flinging themselves with swords and axes against creatures with scales like armor and claws like knives. 

He saw Neave thrust a spear through one of the creature’s hearts, bringing it down, while Matilde parried the sweep of another beast’s claws. Next to them, a lizard-like thing tore a knight in half, while a swarm of twisted bats fell upon a group of the Picti. He saw Matilde slice one of the shadow things into scraps of darkness.

Then one of the beasts struck out at her with a massive, whip-like tail, sending her flying. Neave stood over her, fighting back creatures with her spear while Matilde lay unmoving, whether unconscious or dead, Royce didn’t know.

The knights who had charged in behind the Picti didn’t seem to be faring much better. Their lances plunged into the beasts, killing many of them, but there always seemed to be more, their numbers letting them drag men from horses and tear them apart. 

“Retreat,” Royce whispered, hoping his people there would guess for themselves the need for it. “You need to retreat and join us.”

Some of them looked as though they might have had the same idea, because Royce saw them start to turn to run. Even Neave had dragged Matilde to her feet, moving to stagger away from the fight.

That was when the ships in the water beyond the beach started to show their true purpose, catapults on their decks singing out with the creak of sinew and wood. Balls of stone covered in oil and set alight arced through the sky, not into the battle, but over it.

They struck the woods behind the beach with a crash, crushing trees and setting more alight. In moments, the one route that the Picti and the knights could have used to retreat, to return to this main battle, was gone, consumed in a wall of flame that seemed utterly impassable to Royce’s eyes. 

He knew then that he and his father had been outsmarted. He’d thought he’d found a way to turn the tables on King Carris, but with these ships, Carris and Altfor had come up with a way to tie up a good half of their forces, without committing any of their own men. 

It was a cunning plan, and a deadly one. Without the bulk of the Picti, without so many of the knights, Royce didn’t know if they had the numbers to win.

 

***

 

Royce pulled his attention back to himself, looking around the space of the battlefield and checking for danger. He saw a pair of enemy soldiers running at him and stepped in to meet them, the obsidian sword singing out once, then again, to leave them fallen and bleeding on the ground. 

It didn’t feel like enough in the wake of what had happened on the beach. It didn’t matter if the blade moved as quickly as thought in his hand, or if he still had the strength to drive it through armor, if there were so many foes that no one could ever hope to cut them all down.

Even as he watched, it got worse. The patches of darkness that had pushed back his own light grew, and now creatures swarmed from them, just as they had from the priest on the beach. Eleven priests loosed their creatures into the world, and it seemed that each one brought something different: one set skeletal creatures moving amid the armies, while another brought forth great, bull-headed lizards. One brought out figures that seemed to be composed of pure darkness, and another tentacled beasts that slithered over the land and grabbed people to crush them.

Everywhere Royce looked, they struck at his forces. He saw Earl Undine struggling with a scaled thing, only his thick armor protecting him from its claws. He saw men and women ripped apart by creatures stronger than they could ever be, saw teeth sink into flesh and edges of darkness act like blades. 

Even so, his people kept fighting. They struck back at the creatures, running them through with spears or hacking them apart with axes. Royce saw his father cutting through one shadow creature, while Gwylim leapt and tore a skeletal beast to bone fragments. There were more, though, and more behind them in turn. 

Royce tried to look out over the battlefield and see what was happening. With Ember still flying over the beach, all he could do was look out with his own eyes, trying to take in as much of the battle as he could and make some sense of it. 

By now, there was no sense to make of it. Everywhere Royce looked, there was violence, the two sides so intermingled that notions like formations or tactics had no relevance. The creatures that had come had turned the whole place into something even more chaotic, filling up the once empty spaces in the battle, striking at stragglers.

One came at Royce now, a giant, many-legged thing that leapt at him the way a spider might leap at its prey. Royce didn’t flinch back, but instead leapt to meet it, ducking down only at the last moment to avoid those bladelike legs. They surged past him, one brushing him and ripping through his skin. Royce thrust up through the creature’s thorax, throwing himself to one side as acidic blood sprayed onto the ground beside him. Another creature came at him, and another, as if the beasts wanted to kill him specifically.

Royce had a brief breathing space, and he saw his brothers in the battle, both trying to fight their way through it. Raymond was sheltering in Lofen’s wake, striking out at any enemies who tried to flank him while Lofen tried to cut his way through their ranks. Even above the noise of the battle, Royce heard him yelling Altfor’s name, trying to find him through the chaos.

Royce couldn’t see where Altfor was, and there was no time to look, because more enemies were coming toward him. One man came at him with a spear, and Royce sidestepped it, barely avoiding it. He circled, and then one of the skeletal creatures leapt into the spot where the man stood, all but crushing him.

Royce struck out at it once, then twice, finding his sword sliding through the spaces between the ribs, with no organs to pierce, nothing to hit to kill it. Royce kicked out instead, striking at its legs, hearing the crack of bone as it tumbled, falling helpless to the floor. 

He had another moment clear of the violence. In that moment, he spotted Genevieve and Olivia, moving along one side of the battle, in a space that might have been clear before, but that now swarmed with enemies. Royce started toward them, but then the flow of the battle washed over him once again and he had to fight, deflecting blows of both weapons and claws.

With the sheer numbers of the enemies around them, the people of his side should have been quickly defeated, but instead they fought on. They struck back at Altfor’s soldiers and at the creatures that the priests had summoned with equal violence, not giving ground, forcing themselves to fight back in spite of everything they faced.

Royce was both proud of them and worried for them at the same time. He saw villagers fighting against creatures whose very existence should have driven them mad, striking back against knights in armor thick enough that they couldn’t begin to pierce it. He didn’t know how much longer they would be able to keep fighting though. They had heart, and they had will, but ultimately, Royce could see that the creatures had them outmatched.

Everywhere he looked there was death now. People who had been waiting at the back to serve as reserves were embroiled in combat, even some of those who had not come along to fight at all. Royce could see what looked like King Carris’s servants and courtiers caught up in a frantic battle against a group of Picti, a battle that they seemed to be losing.

Only one figure on the battlefield didn’t seem to be fighting at all. 

King Carris walked through the horror of it, the Mirror of Wisdom in his hand, stumbling amongst the violence while looking ashen-faced with horror. He let out a shriek as a blade came close to him, and seemed to be saying something to himself over and over. It was only as Royce walked closer that he started to hear it.

“…this time… not this time… not this time…”

Royce went close to him, pushing his way past a knot of soldiers to get to him.

“What are you doing?” Royce demanded. “Get to safety.”

“Nowhere is safe,” Carris said. “Everywhere I go, I see death in the mirror. But I avoid it. I see it and I step, I step. You showed me my death, but I did not fight. Now, I shall live. I shall—”

“The mirror is dangerous,” Royce insisted, holding out a hand for it.

Carris leapt back. “No, you shall not have it. I need it. You shall not have it!”

He turned and he ran, but he couldn’t run fast enough. Perhaps if he’d been looking in the mirror, he would have seen the danger, but he was too busy looking back at Royce to see the group of his own knights advancing at a full gallop. He didn’t see them until it was too late, and they didn’t even slow.

They trampled him without a second glance and carried on into the rest of the fight.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

Dust looked over the edge of the battlefield, and he didn’t know what to do. He was too late. Delirious with the effort as he was, hard as he’d pushed himself, he was too late. Spread out before him, the battle already raged, thick with the screams of the dying and the blood of the injured.

Worse, the creatures of the priests stalked the battle, pouring from the seemingly limitless expanses that they could call upon. The Angarthim priests drew forth the darkest possibilities, giving them shape and sending them out to kill. Even when their foes cut them down, the priests could always summon more.

How could Dust find Royce amidst all that? He could see the glow that suffused so many of those fighting on his side, but where was Royce himself? Even if Dust did find him, there would be no chance in the middle of a battlefield for him to dress in the shining armor Dust had retrieved from Lethe’s island, no chance for him to be what he was meant to be.

“But I saw it,” Dust said, as if that made a difference. Maybe this was the lesson of the mirror… that no vision of the future could ever be trusted; that it was only what people made it, and the chaos that came from their actions.

“No,” Dust said. “There must be a way to make this right. I won’t just be the one who brought death to people in the name of fate.”

But as he stared out over the battlefield, he wasn’t sure what he could do, especially not now that the priests were here. As an Angarthim, Dust was a finely honed killer, but they were the ones who ruled the temple, and their magic made them deadly. What could he hope to do to undo their works?

Two of those works started toward the place where Dust stood: a chittering thing with chitin plates for armor and a creature of pure shadow. That there were only two said that the priests had not spotted him yet; he suspected that they would send a whole army if needed to punish a wayward Angarthim. Even so, the creatures were more than deadly enough to pose a threat.

Dust stood there, half wondering if he should simply let them tear him apart. Perhaps his destruction would be the ultimate loyalty to the priests. He knew why they would be here: if Dust had failed, they would try to avert their destruction directly. They were going to kill Royce if they could.

That thought spurred Dust into movement, and he threw blades at the insect thing. The short knives bounced off its armor and he had to roll its answering blow, coming up to his feet just in time to avoid a strike from the shadow creature. Dust struck at it with bare hands, but it had no obvious weaknesses to strike with them.

In desperation, he grabbed for the crystal sword, and it rang as it came from its sheath. Dust sidestepped a swipe of razor-sharp legs, then hacked one from the creature with a one-handed swipe of the blade. He whirled aside from the shadow thing and then hacked the insectoid creature’s head from it in one smooth movement.

The crystal sword seemed to fit his hand perfectly, moving in harmony with Dust’s every step, cutting as beautifully as any weapon he had ever held. The shadow thing came at him, and Dust stepped in to meet it, moving inside the sweep of its reaching arms and plunging the blade to the hilt into its center. The creature faded to wisps of shadow that scattered, spilling out like smoke.

Dust stood there for several seconds, simply staring at the crystal sword in his hands. He looked over at the armor that lay nearby, bundled up and ready for Royce. Dust had seen a figure in bright armor when he’d looked in the mirror, seen them fighting and dying a hero’s death. Yet, in all that, there was one thing he hadn’t seen: their face.

“Can I do this?” Dust asked himself. “Do I want to do this?”

He knew what it might mean, he’d seen it as surely as all the rest. He could still make the choice not to do any of this; he could walk away, find a new land, perhaps a family. If he did that though… 

“It is not the thing that a hero would do,” Dust said to himself.

Slowly, piece by piece, he started to pull on Royce’s armor, readying himself for the battle to come.

“I will find you, Royce,” Dust promised. “I will find you and do what must be done. This time, you get to live.”

He started toward the battle, sword held high.

 

***

 

Royce fought for his life in the middle of a horde of enemies. He struck left and right, the obsidian blade singing out, and each time he struck with it someone died. A soldier came at him and Royce barely deflected a spear, feeling it scrape off his armor, then thrust with his sword and felt it plunge deep into the man’s heart. 

One of the creatures came at him next. This one took the form of a beautiful woman, but her skin was scaled and the scent of death came from her. Fingers like claws reached for Royce’s face and he kicked the creature away, only for a spider-like thing to leap at him. Royce ducked and it sailed past him, striking an enemy soldier near him. The man screamed as fangs plunged into him.

Around Royce, members of his own army fought back against the things that attacked them. He saw a Picti man swing a great hammer to smash a skeletal leg, a knight slice through the body of one of the enemy soldiers. Arrows came here and there as the few soldiers not caught up in the melee found the space to fire.

Royce saw them dying too. The man who had swung the hammer couldn’t recover quickly enough to stop a spear from plunging into his side, the shock on his face suggesting that he didn’t even see it coming. A large humanoid beast grabbed a villager by the head and squeezed, the man’s screams growing more piercing as the creature crushed his skull.

The beasts were the difference. When it had been just his people against Altfor’s, things had been evenly balanced; they’d even seemed to be winning once the white light of Royce’s magic had spread over them. Now, though, they were dying, little by little. 

Royce looked around for his father, needing his advice about what to do next, hoping that he would have some plan, or order, or piece of magic that would save this. But Royce couldn’t see him. 

“Father!” Royce called out, but then had to fall back a step, parrying again and again as two knights took it in turns to swing sword blows his way. Royce gave as much ground as he could in the crowded press of the battle, then grabbed another of the enemy’s soldiers, shoving him straight into the blade of one of the knights. While the man died, the knight’s sword was fouled, and Royce took the opportunity to strike out at the other. He hacked with blow after blow of the obsidian sword, feeling it slam against the knight’s shield again and again. Then it got past, and the knight’s head fell from his shoulders. 

“Father!” Royce yelled again. His father had been near him when they’d charged into the heart of the battle, but that meant nothing in a place where men milled in every direction, the momentum of individual duels and the pressure of walls of men turning people around until it was impossible to know where anybody was.

By now, Royce couldn’t see Mark, couldn’t see his brothers, couldn’t pick out any of his people. As for his father, Royce simply didn’t know where he might be. There were no signs of the stag to guide him as there had been back on the island, only the endless press of the fight around him.

Royce kept fighting, thrusting his blade through one beast, then dodging the claws of another. Creature after creature seemed to be closing in on him, even walking right past others on his side, as if they’d been ordered to kill him above all else. Royce killed them as they came, ignoring the way his breath came harder now and his arm felt heavier with the effort of it.

As he hacked down another creature, in the distance, Royce thought he caught a glimpse of his father’s stag tabard. It was all he had to go on. 

“To me!” he bellowed, trying to attract the aid of any of his soldiers who could hear him. “The king!”

Setting off, he started to hack his way through the battle, trying to get to his father.

 

***

 

Altfor was more than satisfied with the way things were going in the battle. So far, it seemed that all of his plans were working perfectly: they’d drawn the enemy out of their own prepared positions and hit them in the open ground, they’d managed to kill so many of them already, and even the priests were playing a useful role.

“Not that I will thank them for it,” Altfor said to himself.

He sat atop his horse, plunging into the battle and hacking down at any enemy who got too close, while enjoying the deaths of so many of his enemies at once. He saw a trio of his soldiers plunging spears into a villager, saw knights trampling Picti, saw monsters striking at enemy nobles with claws and tails and teeth. His army was winning, as surely as if it had been meant to happen.

“My army,” Altfor said, liking the sound of that. He struck down with his sword, hacking through the throat of another peasant who thought that he could take on an armored noble with a spear, then smiled to himself. For now, at least, this was his army. All the nobles there were following his orders, simply because Altfor had been the one to shout them at the right time. Probably many of them would die on the battlefield too, so they wouldn’t be there to argue with Altfor’s authority. Only one thing could make this day better.

Altfor pushed through the battle, seeking out Royce. It was time to show that glorified peasant what a lifetime of noble training at arms could do. He cut at those who got in his way, forcing his way through the melee. Somewhere in it, someone cut his horse from under him, but Altfor rolled clear and came up, arming sword and shield ready for use. He cut a sword stroke on his shield, killed the peasant who’d tried it, and kept going.

Ahead, the chaos of the battle let him see, not Royce, but the next best thing. Philip, the former king, stood there in a space he’d obviously carved with the longsword he held. Altfor leapt forward to meet him readily.

“You!” Philip said, swinging the blade he held in a staccato pattern of blows. Altfor blocked them with his shield, angling it so that it wouldn’t break, then cutting back at him fast enough that the older man barely leapt back in time. 

“They say that you were the finest warrior in the land,” Altfor mused. “They say you were a king with the old magic running through his veins.”

Philip tried another stroke, high to low. Altfor moved aside from it and thrust. Philip managed to set it aside with a sweep of his sword, but only just.

“I say that you’re old, and you’re slow,” Altfor said. “Wherever you’ve been hiding, you’ve been letting your sword skills get rusty.”

“Then perhaps you’d be kind enough to give me a lesson,” his foe said, sword held low, ready to catch Altfor out if he rushed in without thinking.

Altfor was thinking, though. He was thinking about the fact that King Carris had already fallen in this battle, and that the noble lords had listened to his commands in Carris’s stead. He was thinking that, with Philip dead and Royce dead, there would be no more pretenders to the throne, just an empty seat waiting to be claimed. The man who had not just led the armies in this battle, but slain the old king with his own hand, would have as good a claim as any man alive to that throne.

“I think I should,” Altfor replied, and lunged forward to attack again.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

Royce could only watch as Altfor ran at his father, sword swinging. For a second, hope flared in him, because that meant this would be the final battle, the one that counted for all of it. He assumed his father would win quickly, and that the loss of a second leader would send Altfor’s forces into chaos. He assumed that Altfor would have avoided hard training all his life, while his father was a renowned warrior. 

Royce quickly saw that it wasn’t as simple as that. His father had many skills, but he was obviously tired now from the battle, and his skills looked rusty, out of practice. In his time on the island, it seemed as though he’d lost some of the sharpness he needed to kill a skilled opponent quickly. 

Altfor, meanwhile, fought far better than Royce would have expected. His footwork was precise and controlled, his shield always ready to deflect blows or strike with bludgeoning impact. His sword sought out gaps in his opponent’s defenses like a snake, always probing, always testing. He cut at Royce’s father with a combination of blows that started high and ended low, forcing the older man to leap back, giving ground. When King Philip swung his longsword in return, turning the cut into a sudden thrust, Altfor deflected the move easily.

“Careful, Father,” Royce said, but he held himself back from shouting it. He knew he couldn’t risk distracting his father in a moment like this. It was too tense, too finely balanced.

He started toward the fight, knowing that, however good he was, Altfor wouldn’t be able to stand against both of them at once. Maybe that was even a fitting end to this: father and son standing against this foe together.

As Royce waded into the space between him and his father, he saw Altfor try a low cut, then come up with it in a blow that scraped off his father’s armor. The ring of it was enough to make Royce hurry his strides.

There were soldiers in the way. One stepped into Royce’s path and Royce cut him down with a single blow of the obsidian sword. Another came in, swinging for Royce’s head. Royce ducked, saw a second blow coming in from the side at the last moment, and managed to parry it just in time. He struck out at both of the men who attacked him, lancing the obsidian blade through the chest of the first, while kicking the second back into the flow of the battle. It didn’t matter if he defeated them right then; all that mattered was getting to his father. 

In the fight between his father and Altfor, Altfor was still attacking, thrusting and cutting, coming at his father from angle after angle in an attempt to break through King Philip’s defenses. His father had the longer weapon, and was using the extra reach of the longsword to keep Altfor at bay, but even so, Altfor was striking out at him again and again. Some of those blows rang from his armor, blending in with the steel on steel sound of the battle as a whole.

Royce kept pushing forward, and now he was pushing, forcing his way through a press of soldiers, trying to shove, or cut, a route to his father. Around him, knights and villagers from his own side joined the efforts, but in a lot of ways their presence just added to the press of it all, nearly crushing Royce.

Royce saw men and women fighting and dying around him. At such close quarters, the shorter blades the villagers favored helped a little, but Altfor’s forces were often armored in plate or chain, making it hard to punch through. The result was a brutal, shoving, violent mess where strength and will seemed to count for more than technique.

Royce had both, determined to get to his father regardless of the cost. He kicked a man’s knee so that he fell, shoved another aside, and ran the obsidian blade through a third. While he watched, his hopes rose, because now his father was trying more attacks, pressing Altfor back the way that Altfor had pressed him. Maybe Royce wouldn’t even be needed in this fight. Maybe his father would win it without him.

Even so, Royce kept fighting his way forward. He shoved and he cut, forcing opponents out of his way. He didn’t even care if they were down or not by this point, only seeking to keep moving forward. He felt swords and daggers scrape off his armor in the press of the melee, felt some even score across his flesh, but Royce kept moving forward.

He popped out of the fight like a cork from a bottle, coming out into open space. Just a few dozen yards ahead, his father was still fighting Altfor, the two trading blows back and forth, his father seeming to put all the strength that he had into finishing this one crucial foe.

Royce rushed to join him, but then something landed in front of him.

Even by the standards of the creatures that the priests had brought out from the otherworldly spaces they had accessed, this one was mind twisting. It seemed to be an amalgam of different types, so that scaled skin covered patches of a skeletal frame, while claws of pure darkness stood out. It had a reptilian head, and a tail with a stinger on it like a scorpion. It opened its mouth, and flames shot out. Royce barely dodged aside in time, hearing the screams of those dying behind him as he did so.

“We have traveled far to end you, boy.” The words sounded like nothing its throat could ever hope to produce. “Your existence threatens our order, and so you must die.”

“But I wouldn’t even have heard of you if you hadn’t come hunting for me!” Royce shouted back.

It didn’t make any difference; the creature lunged at him, far faster than its bulk suggested it should have been able to. Claws raked along Royce’s side as he threw himself clear, leaving gashes that throbbed with pain.

The stinger shot down then, aiming for his heart, and Royce barely deflected it in time with the obsidian sword. He struck back, lopping the end of it off, but it seemed to make no difference to the beast. It struck at him again, great claws swiping in from the left and right. Royce threw himself flat, then came up, stabbing the obsidian sword into part of the darkness there. 

The creature cried out this time, some of the darkness that formed part of it seeming to fade. Royce saw it for what it was then: a collection of parts brought together into one thing. Maybe if he managed to destroy all of them, it might be enough. 

Thinking it was far easier than doing it, though. Flames shot down onto the spot where he was standing again, and once more, Royce had to roll clear. This time, it was near enough that he felt burns and welts forming along the backs of his legs. He came up, striking out at the thing’s head, ripping the scaled skin from it with one swipe of his sword.

He struck at it again, shattering some of its ribs. An answering blow caught him in the side, and Royce was grateful that those claws of darkness had faded, because they would surely have impaled him. Even as it was, the impact felt as though it cracked a rib, sending him flying, so that he had to scramble to his feet again. 

He hacked at the creature again and again, and it seemed that each blow cut something from it. Rotting flesh fell from it with one sweep of the blade, a section of chitin plating with another. The beast kept striking back at him, its size and its power making it dangerous even as it lost more and more of what it was. 

Royce thought that he saw something then, deep inside the confines of the creature’s now skeletal skull. A tangled ball of light and darkness seemed to sit there, spinning, with power coming from it. Instinct told Royce that this was the combined magic of the priests, holding it together and fueling it. Without hesitation, Royce stepped into range of the creature, standing there as it opened its jaws wide. If he’d misjudged this, he was dead. There was no chance to dodge now, no way to avoid those jaws clamping down on him. 

Instead of dodging, he thrust the obsidian sword up, through the open jaws and into the ball of magic beyond.

It burst in a wave of power that almost knocked Royce from his feet. Bones and skin rained around him as the creature came apart, its form unable to hold together without the magic that controlled it. Royce stood there for a second, trying to catch his breath, feeling the pain of the wounds the beast had inflicted on him. Then he turned his attention back to the spot where Altfor and his father fought.

For a second, it looked good. Altfor was down on one knee, blocking blow after blow from his father’s longsword. It almost seemed as if King Philip was about to win, but then Royce saw the way that Altfor was smiling. He was doing this deliberately.

Royce started to run forward, hoping to get there in time. He could see that his father’s strokes were slowing, Altfor’s determined defense using up the little energy that he had left. Royce saw the moment when his father lifted the longsword for one more blow, the motion weary, and Altfor lunged forward.

“No!” Royce shrieked as the sword slid into the space under his father’s armpit, in a spot where there was only the lightest of armor. His father looked shocked by it, while Altfor stood next to him, almost seeming to hold him up by the blade, looking out at Royce, the same smile on his face. His longsword fell from nerveless fingers, clattering to the ground. 

Then Altfor wrenched his own blade free and Royce’s father fell.

“No!” Royce cried out again. The pain in that moment was as great as if he’d been stabbed through the heart himself. He’d done so much to find his father, to find the rightful king, and now it had been snatched away from him with one stroke of a sword. 

A part of Royce wanted to collapse to his knees in the dirt, the sheer horror of that moment more overwhelming than anything the priests could have thrown at him. A part of him wanted to stop completely. Something else in him told him that he shouldn’t be doing any of this, tried to tell him about the path that he’d seen in the mirror, but which was long gone, the thread broken the moment he’d told Altfor what was happening.

Royce listened to the other part of him; the one that was boiling up with rage at everything Altfor had done. It wasn’t just that Altfor had murdered his father, although that was more than enough, it was the fact that he’d butchered Garet, that he’d kidnapped Genevieve and Olivia, that at every step he’d inflicted greater cruelty on the world. Royce couldn’t stand for that, couldn’t let a thing like him live in the world any longer. His rage, and his grief, wouldn’t let him.

Raising the obsidian sword, Royce ran straight for Altfor.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

Dust saw the first of the priests as he approached the battle. Dust recognized him, knew him, had learned some of the ways of death and fate at his feet. Xan, they called him, the bringer of insects.

He was certainly doing it now. Insectoid creatures swarmed around him, some far larger than any man, armed with pincers and with fangs, stingers and claws, armored with chitin plates that could stop a sword blow.

“From an ordinary sword,” Dust said to himself, hefting the crystal sword.

He laughed then, because he understood what he had to do, understood the twist of fate that had brought him and the priests to this place. They’d seen their destruction in Royce, but it was only in trying to kill Royce that the danger had come. That had brought them here, put them in a place where they were drawing out horrors to slaughter the people around them…

…put them in the path of Dust.

The former Angarthim gave no battle cry as he stepped down into the fray, made no sound as he leapt into battle with his armor shining in the sun. It fit him perfectly, but then, Dust had never expected it to do anything else. This was a hero’s armor, and he…

“I am a hero,” Dust said as he sliced into the first of the many-legged things there.

The crystal sword cut through it as easily as butter, singing in his hand as he struck out at creature after creature. One of the ones protecting Xan twitched, ready to strike with a burst of acid, but Dust read the movement as clearly as he had once read the signs of death, and he stepped aside from the attack. He cut the creature in two and pressed on. 

Xan turned to face him as Dust reached him, and Dust had to fight the urge to kneel before him to confess all the ways that he had gone against fate. He pushed it down with the thought that this was what was meant to happen.

“There are death signs around you, priest,” Dust said, evenly.

“That is not for you to decide,” the priest replied.

“It is for all of us to decide,” Dust said. 

The priest raised a hand, blowing a fine powder in Dust’s direction. Dust recognized it as one of the deadlier poisons of his order. Another man would have been killed, but he was Angarthim, and had been trained well to shut his lungs, close his eyes, and still strike true.

He felt the moment when the crystal sword slid into the priest, heard the man’s gasp at the improbable nature of it. Dust wrenched the sword clear and dared to open his eyes, looking down at the dying priest. Around him, insect creatures were scattering, or simply collapsing in on themselves as the magic that bound them to the world faded.

“You will not be the last,” Dust promised him.

He stood, looking around for the next priest. Around him, people wearing the colors of Royce’s side stood staring, as if they couldn’t quite believe what they had seen. They stared at him without the fear that Dust usually expected, but with something better instead: they looked at him with awe.

“One priest is dead,” Dust called out, “but there are still more to kill. Help me, friends. Help me to end the Angarthim priests and their horrors.”

A cheer went up around Dust, and people formed up in a wedge behind him. He looked around until he found the next of the priests: K’lak, the master of scaled things. Dust set off for him, cutting a path through the battle like a man cutting a route through a jungle. Altfor’s troops leapt into his path, and Dust could see their movements as clearly as if he’d determined every one. He swayed out of the way of a spear, cut through the haft, punched a man in the throat so hard that his armor’s gorget buckled, spun to parry a sword stroke, and continued on his way.

K’lak was waiting for him, a wall of his creatures there. Dust leapt in among them, laughing as he did, ignoring the burns from those who could spray fire, or acid, or worse. His armor seemed to keep the worst of it from his skin, and where it did touch… well, they had trained him to ignore pain, to barely feel it.

They had made him the perfect weapon of their own destruction.

When he reached K’lak, the priest was leaning on a staff hung with reptile teeth. He pointed it at Dust. 

“Do you think you’re a warrior for Royce’s side now, Angarthim? Is that why we have lost you? Well, there are ways to discipline the unruly. Know pain!”

Agony shot through Dust then, in a way that he had not felt before in his life. It drove him down to his knees, screaming as he went. It was the kind of pain that someone might die from, their system shutting down simply to stop it from happening anymore. It was the kind of pain that might drive someone mad with it. 

At least, someone who was not Dust. 

“Do you remember in the training rooms?” he demanded, leaning on the crystal sword as he started to pull himself to his feet. “Do you remember the pain they used to inflict on the acolytes being tested to become as I was? Do you remember the tortures?”

Dust found his feet, taking a better grip on the crystal sword.

“I know you do. You were one of the ones overseeing them, always trying to find a little more agony. You used to tell the ones there that it would make them stronger than any pain they could face in the world.”

Dust took a step forward.

“Well, I am stronger!”

Two huge lizard creatures leapt at Dust then. Dust stepped between them, gutting one as it came at him, the crystal sword sharp enough to cut through even its armored scales. The second raked at his back, and Dust ignored the pain, trusting in his armor to save him. He reversed the crystal sword and thrust back, knowing from long training where its heart would be.

He spun back to K’lak, stalking toward him. “What other tricks do you have, priest?”

In reply, the priest started to chant, raising his staff to the sky. The air itself seemed to ripple, a gap forming around him that might have summoned creatures too big for even Dust to fight. Dust didn’t give K’lak a chance to finish. Instead, he swept his sword around, and the man’s hand fell from his arm, his staff still clutched in it.

The priest barely had enough time to scream before Dust cut his head from his shoulders on the return swing.

Around him, lizard creatures died, or disappeared, or simply went berserk. Their coordinated attack on Royce’s forces turned into a disjointed attack on everything, including one another. Dust stepped up to one of the largest still standing, plunging his borrowed blade through its heart. Men and women cheered, and it took Dust a moment to realize just how quickly the numbers of those with him had swelled.

“You mustn’t follow me,” he called out to them. “I will only lead you into danger.”

“You seem to be leading us out of danger,” one woman called. “What you’re doing is helping more than anything else we could do. Just tell us what we can do to help.”

“Kill the priests,” Dust said simply. “They are powerful, but they are not invulnerable. They can heal, but a blow through the heart or the head will kill them, just as it would kill you. Kill them, and their creatures will fall. Even an arrow will do it, if it is accurate.”

The soldiers didn’t look wholly convinced, but Dust nodded to the next of the priests. “Go, seek him out. Kill him. It’s our best hope. And tell any others you see what I’ve said here. Go.”

They went, running in the direction of one of the priests, while Dust headed deeper into the violence around him. He hoped that what he’d done would be enough. Soldiers fell back from him now, and those who didn’t quickly learned the reasons for it. One ran at him with a halberd. Dust swayed aside, snatching it from his hands and reversing it, plunging the end of it back through the wielder. He cut the haft of a war hammer in half with the crystal sword, then decapitated a knight.

He saw another of the priests ahead and leapt forward to attack. This one was surrounded by flying, leathery things that resembled bats but seemed to consist solely of giant mouths. They came at Dust and he hacked at them, forcing them back even as he had to give ground. The priest there stared at him in something like triumph.

“There is always a way to kill your foe,” Dust said. That was a phrase that had been drilled into him by the priests, the cruelty of their teaching methods leaving no room for doubt or surrender. There was only the constant press forward of the Angarthim.

Dust snatched up a knight’s full helm from where it lay beside its owner’s severed head. He grabbed a shield too, and then he ran, charging with the shield overhead, the way a child might hold a cloak overhead to keep off the rain. The flying things thudded into it, into him, and Dust felt them trying to chew through his armor. The smallest patches of exposed skin became things of agony as they bit at him, and anyone else might have fallen there and then. 

Dust wasn’t anyone else, though, and he wouldn’t be stopped. He charged through the mass of leathery things until he ran into the shape of something solid, and human, and robed. Dust stabbed with the crystal sword, striking out again and again, the way that he might have with a knife. He felt the moment when the blade hit something vital, heard the gasp of the priest as he died, saw the tumble of the biting, improbable things from the sky as the magic that let them survive despite their wrongness ran out.

Dust stood there for a moment or two, crystal sword held high amid the chaos. He knew that with his shield and his full helm, he looked just the way he had in his vision. This was where he died, and he didn’t care. Perhaps he should have. Perhaps he should have mourned for the life he could have had, but the priests had taken even that hope, that desire, from him.

He heard a soft growl to his left and turned to see a huge, wolf-like beast approaching. For a moment, he thought it might be one of the priests’ creations, but no, this was not something they would create. Besides, the senses they had trained into him told him what it was, and what it had once been. Dust sheathed his blade, kneeling before it, half expecting it to strike.

“Are you here to slay me, bhargir?” he asked.

The beast shook its muzzle softly back and forth.

“Then what? What do you have in mind for me?”

It moved close enough to touch, and Dust reached out one hand. The moment he touched it, he felt the power there, and the mind behind that power touched him, just briefly. It was enough; enough that Dust understood his role in this, and the creature’s. Enough that, for the first time in a long time, a single tear fell from Dust’s eye at the purity and rightness of it.

“I understand,” he said, standing. He drew his sword. “Lead the way. Find Royce for me, one more time.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

Genevieve stood at the heart of Sheila’s circle of mercenaries, insulated from the battle by their hulking forms. Her sister and Olivia also stood within that ring of warriors from Fallsport, the whole group moving at a steady march across the battlefield.

“We need to keep moving!” Sheila yelled, above the violence of the battle. “I won’t feel happy until you’re safely away from all this.”

“I thought the goal was to kill Altfor,” Genevieve shouted back.

“And tell me,” her sister said. “Do you really think that you’d be able to put a knife in him?”

Genevieve already knew the answer to that. Reluctantly, she shook her head. She couldn’t bring herself to kill Altfor directly, and here, watching out for every conceivable foe, she wasn’t sure she would get a chance.

“Then the best thing we can do,” Sheila said, “is get you clear of the battle and trust that Royce or one of the others kills him.”

“And what if he doesn’t die?” Genevieve asked.

“On a battlefield like this?” Olivia interjected, with a gesture around to the chaos of the battle. “The hard part is not dying; which is what we’re trying to do.”

Genevieve had to admit that she had a point. The battle around them was brutal; everywhere Genevieve looked, there were men and women dying, creatures leaping at them with claws or flames licking at them. She saw a knight speared by the bony frame of a skeletal beast, saw another pair hack at one another despite the blood leaking down from under their visors. She heard one of the Picti scream as a spear lifted her high above her opponents, then saw her pull her way further down the shaft of the weapon to hack at the soldier who had impaled her.

There was something sickening about the violence, something that Genevieve suspected any normal person would have avoided at any cost, yet here were whole armies of people throwing themselves at one another, hacking at one another, killing one another.

A small group of enemy soldiers ran at her and the others, but Sheila’s people moved to intercept them. They fought… well, pretty much as Genevieve would have expected mercenary thugs to fight. One brought down a soldier with a hand crossbow. Others closed the range, stabbing with short swords and knives, or dragging garrotes around their necks of their foes. One of Sheila’s people went down with a bloody slash across his throat, but the rest cut through the soldiers like they weren’t there.

“It takes a lot to survive in Fallsport,” Sheila said. Genevieve found herself wondering exactly what her sister had been forced to do to survive there. 

They pressed their way through the chaos of the battle, trying to find a spot where they might finally be free of it, might finally be safe. Was anywhere safe now? Genevieve thought she could see the edge of it, where the small combats thinned out, giving way to open space. If they could just make it there, maybe they would be able to hold out together until the battle was done. Maybe they would even be able to escape completely, heading back to Earl Undine’s keep and awaiting the outcome. 

“We need to keep moving,” Olivia said, guiding her forward in the middle of that wider group. She seemed like a completely different person now that the ring wasn’t on her finger, twisting her thoughts. She even seemed like someone Genevieve could like, given the chance.

Genevieve hurried along, trying to keep pace with the others, trying to get through the battle before it caught up with them. Another soldier ran at their escort, and this time one of the women threw a knife that caught him in the throat.

Genevieve stood still when, through the gap the fallen soldier had left, she saw the fight beyond. 

King Philip was fighting with Altfor, the two exchanging blows that rang out with the metal on metal sound of violence. Genevieve thought for a moment that the king might bring Altfor down, but then…

“No,” Genevieve cried as Altfor plunged a blade into him. “No, he can’t win.”

“There’s nothing we can do,” Sheila said. She put an arm around Genevieve’s shoulders as if to pull her away.

Then Royce joined the fight against Altfor, leaping in and striking, the whirl of their fight leading the two of them away from the fallen form of the king. For a second or two, he was so still that Genevieve thought he must be dead. Then he twitched, just barely, reaching out an arm.

“He’s still alive!” Genevieve called excitedly. “We can help him!”

“It’s too dangerous,” Sheila said, pulling her back. “We need to go, Genevieve.”

As if to prove that point, more of Altfor’s soldiers ran at them in that moment. Sheila’s thugs moved to intercept them, and just for a moment, the ring of armor and steel around Genevieve was broken. Genevieve pulled clear of her sister and ran.

“I’m sorry,” she called back. “I have to help.”

A sword came at her from the side. Genevieve had a weapon of her own, but even so, she barely parried the blow, and didn’t stop to even try to fight back. She just kept going toward the king.

More blows came toward her, and Genevieve did her best to parry them as she went, but some of them started to get through now. The head of a spear scraped along her ribs, and something sharp stuck in her back. A blade cut along her forearm, and another pierced her upper thigh. Genevieve cried out with every blow, but she kept going.

She reached the king, kneeling down beside him and ignoring the blood that was coming from her wounds.

“Hold on, your majesty,” she said. She knew just how much it would hurt Royce if his father were to die. She knew how much it would damage his forces too, taking away a leader they had all gathered around and come into battle behind. She couldn’t let that happen. 

“I’m going to get you out of here,” Genevieve said, even though she wasn’t sure if she had the strength to actually do it. She hooked her hands under the king’s arms, struggling to pull him away from the fight.

From the corner of her eye she could see Royce and Altfor still fighting, their swords flickering faster than Genevieve could follow. A part of her wanted to help there, too, but she knew that there was no chance of her truly being able to do more than distract Royce. She didn’t have the combat skills to help against Altfor, and Royce would probably feel the need to keep himself between Altfor and her. The most she could do was to try to save his father.

“Altfor will pay me well for your head,” a soldier cried, coming out of the bigger fight around them with a curved sword drawn.

A part of Genevieve wanted to turn and run then, to head back to the safety of her sister and the people she’d brought with her. Doing that would mean abandoning the king, though, and Genevieve couldn’t do that. She couldn’t just let Royce’s father be killed, so she stood, taking her own sword up and holding her shield in front of her as if she had the first clue what to do with it.

“Nice try,” the soldier said. “But you’re going to die now.”

He lunged at her. Genevieve blocked the first blow with her shield, cut back wildly with her sword, and succeeded in scoring a line of blood along the soldier’s arm.

“Is that the best you can do?” he demanded.

He attacked again, this time cutting at her head. If she’d trained more, perhaps Genevieve would have seen the clumsy feint for what it was, but instead she lifted her shield to block it, and the soldier went low, slicing into her side so that Genevieve screamed and almost fell.

“Might as well drop the sword and I’ll make this quick,” he said.

Instead, Genevieve lunged in, and she felt a blinding pain as the soldier twisted aside from her first blow and struck back. Genevieve kept going, grabbing onto the soldier even though he stabbed her again and stabbing back with her own blade, thrusting it up under his ribs and into his heart.

The soldier fell, and so did Genevieve. She crawled over to King Philip, abandoning her shield and sword, trying to get a grip on him once more. She started to drag him, his weight making it all but impossible, and her own wounds sapping her strength. 

“You idiot!” Sheila said, running up to her. “What have you done? You’re… you’re hurt!”

“Help me get the king clear,” Genevieve insisted.

“We need to get out of here,” Sheila said.

“With the king,” Genevieve said, not giving up. She kept pulling at him, ignoring the bleeding of her own wounds. 

“We’ll help,” Olivia said, moving beside her and getting a grip on one of King Philip’s arms. With a sigh, Sheila got hold of the other.

“Form a ring!” she ordered her mercenaries. They did it, and just in time, because more soldiers started to come at them.

The mercenaries were undisciplined, but they were deadly. While the soldiers came at them in a line, they fired small crossbows and threw knives. When they jabbed at the mercenaries with spears, they sidestepped and moved in close, stabbing and killing. 

At first, they made good progress. Genevieve strained every muscle she had, trying to pull the armored form of the king away from the heart of the battle. Beside her, Olivia and Sheila hauled at King Philip’s unconscious form. Genevieve had blood on her hands, and she couldn’t tell if it was his, hers, or that of the man she’d killed. 

She saw mercenaries start to fall, in spite of their skills. They could fight, but they didn’t have the discipline for mass combat, and didn’t understand the tactics when soldiers came at them close together. She saw a large man cut down by one soldier while he struck at another, then a woman killed by a spear as another soldier held her at bay with a shield.

Even so, they kept going. Genevieve tried to do her part, but it seemed to be getting harder and harder, her limbs refusing to work as well as they should. She stumbled, and now Sheila was holding her up while Olivia was left trying to drag the king.

“Not much further,” Sheila said. “Come on, Genevieve, you can do it.”

Step by step, Genevieve stumbled on through the battle, into the open space at the edge. They were clear of the battle now, and Genevieve sat down next to the fallen form of King Philip. Around her, Sheila’s mercenaries still formed their protective ring, holding back the soldiers who came at them, killing them as they came in their ones and twos. 

Genevieve was tired, so tired that all she wanted to do was close her eyes.

“Stay awake,” her sister said. “You have to stay awake, Genevieve.”

“All right,” Genevieve said, and looked out at the battle. She could still see the spot where Royce and Altfor were fighting, but she couldn’t do anything now, except to sit there, and wait, and hope.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

Altfor smiled as he struck at Royce. This was it, the chance to finally end this and be done with the boy who had gotten in his way for far too long now. He struck out with his sword from behind the protection of his shield, never giving Royce an opening, pressing him back with all the skill of a trained noble.

“Your father couldn’t defeat me,” Altfor taunted. “How can you hope to?”

“I’ll manage it,” Royce promised, attacking again and again with the strange black sword that he held.

The truth was that he was more skilled than Altfor might have expected. It seemed that all the battles he’d been in, and all the time he’d spent on the Red Isle, had taught him something. Altfor didn’t care,; he was still the one who had been trained from birth in all the ways of a noble warrior. He was still the one who would win this.

He took another blow on his shield, trying another counterstrike with his own weapon, but not overcommitting to it. He could see that Royce was injured from all the fights he’d had before, could see the places where blood dripped from wounds, and the way that Royce’s steps grew slower with every second the battle went on.

“As shambling as your father,” Altfor said, and went on the attack.

Royce parried cut after cut, but Altfor kept going, kept attacking, kept—

A creature leapt between the two of them, huge and scaled and terrifying. For a moment, he thought it was going to do his job for him, and he resolved to punish Justinius for stealing his moment of glory. Then the creature turned to him, swiping at Altfor with claws like iron. 

Altfor barely leapt back in time, striking out at the creature in return and managing to remove one of its hands from its body. He followed up with a thrust through the spot where he assumed its heart would lie, not caring about the way it almost jarred the blade from his hand.

“Betrayal,” Altfor said, but then realized that it was far worse than that. Around him on the battlefield, the priests’ creatures seemed to be behaving randomly, attacking friend and foe alike. Those creatures that were still there, that was. Many of them seemed simply to have disappeared, to have collapsed into piles of otherworldly flesh or to have scattered. Looking around for the priests, Altfor could only spot a few, and even those seemed to be under siege, attacked by every villager, knight, and Picti who could reach them. Somehow, they had realized that killing the priests was their priority.

They suffered horrific losses as they did it. Altfor saw fighter after fighter torn apart by summoned creatures, but they just seemed to keep going forward. He saw one of the priests hacked down by a dozen swords, another peppered with arrows until even his magic couldn’t save him. For a moment, all Altfor could do was stand there and watch the fighting.

Then it got worse.

He saw the moment when the Picti and a small scattering of knights arrived along the path from the coast. They were dragging trebuchets that they’d obviously taken from the ships. Two women strode at the front of that force, one looking as fierce as any Picti Altfor had seen, the other with wounds wrapped in what looked suspiciously like the torn remains of a priest’s cloak. 

Altfor swallowed as he realized the problem with sending only a priest out on the boats: if that priest fell, and all the creatures disappeared, there was nothing to stop the Picti from coming back with Altfor’s own artillery. 

He realized it just as the first of the trebuchets creaked over, throwing a flaming ball of tar toward the ranks of his army. It sailed over the front part of the melee and slammed down toward the rear. In just seconds, the battlefield became something even more hellish, flames adding to the chaos of the creatures and the screams of the dying.

Altfor shook his head. It didn’t matter. None of this mattered. His side still had numbers on their side, and if he could only get rid of the strange inspiration that seemed to come from Royce, the rest would scatter, leaving him to pick up the pieces.

“I can still win this,” he said. “All that matters is that Royce dies.”

 

***

 

For several seconds, Royce couldn’t make sense of what was happening on the battlefield. Not knowing what else to do, he sent his awareness up into Ember, and quickly wished that he hadn’t.

Below him, the battlefield was a thing of flames and death. Creatures struck out at friends and foes alike. A thing with tentacles of blood crushed a knight, then speared one limb through two of Altfor’s archers. A skeletal beast crushed a villager as easily as if he weren’t there. In the distance, near Altfor’s lines, men and women burned as flaming tar rained down.

Royce saw the Picti forces on the edge of the battlefield. They looked half burned themselves. He could see Neave leaning on a spear that had one of the Angarthim priests’ heads on it, while Matilde barely seemed to be standing. Even so, they and the others charged down to join the battle. Royce started to look for any sign of his father—

Look out! Lori’s voice warned.

He barely snapped back to himself in time to parry a blow as Altfor renewed his attack, striking with a ferocity that made him hard to push away. Royce parried and dodged, blocked and cut, but all the time he found himself giving ground now. Altfor still seemed fresh, whereas Royce had been throwing himself into some of the hardest parts of the fight, trying to make a difference.

He tried to fight back, even so. He struck out with the obsidian sword, fueled by thoughts of what the world would be like if Altfor won this, he swung an overhand blow that Altfor barely parried, and a sweeping cut that scraped off the plates of his armor. 

Did Royce want a world where the strong could simply take from the weak? Where being born into a dynasty meant that someone like Altfor could do what he wanted to those around him? No. Royce struck again, trying to find a way past Altfor’s defenses.

Then he saw it. It was a risk, but right then everything was a risk. There were people putting their lives in danger for him and for what they believed in. Royce had to be willing to do the same. In any case, he had no strength left for anything else. It was now, or never.

He threw himself forward, feinting left and then switching hands mid-swing, thrusting through the gaps in Altfor’s armor so that his blade sank deep into Altfor’s vital organs. Royce let go of the obsidian sword then, leaving it inside Altfor as he started to twist away, knowing that the blow was a mortal one.

He wasn’t quick enough though, and Altfor’s own blade came round, plunging deep into Royce as he tried to twist clear, then sliding out. For a moment, the two of them stood there staring at one another, then, almost simultaneously, they collapsed.

 

***

 

Royce was on the muddy grass of the battlefield, down there with the dead and the dying. He couldn’t remember for a moment how he’d gotten there, but then it came to him with the agony that tore through his chest. Altfor had stabbed him.

Altfor had stabbed him, and he was dying. Royce knew that with almost perfect certainty. He’d been able to feel the blade ripping through his insides, could see the sheer quantity of the blood pouring from his body. He was dying, and there was nothing he could do about it.

There was nothing he could do about anything now. The battle was still raging around Royce, but there was no way to do anything to help with it. He couldn’t even move now, the world fading in and out around him.

Altfor was on the ground just across from him, lying there and dying just as obviously as Royce was. He’d managed to pull the obsidian sword from his side, but that just meant that dark red blood pumped from him with every beat of his heart. Royce wanted to be happy about that, but right then, all he could think about was all that he would be leaving behind when he died. Olivia… Genevieve…

Royce groaned as someone rolled him onto his back. He looked up as a figure wearing his old armor and carrying the crystal sword removed his helm. Royce saw Dust standing there, and he knew that all hope was gone. The Angarthim had caught up with him, and now he could thrust the crystal sword down through Royce’s heart as easily as breathing. Well, as easily as most people breathed. For Royce, it was proving harder with every second.

“Hold on,” Dust said. Incredibly, he had Gwylim at his side. “I am going to help you. I was meant to help you.” A man ran at him and Dust cut him down with a flourish of the crystal sword. “If I can keep the battle from you long enough.”

“We can take care of that.” There were more figures there then. Royce recognized Sheila. She had a group of tough-looking men and women with her. “Spread out, form a ring! Protect the king, protect Royce.”

The thugs did as Sheila had commanded, facing outward with their weapons ready. Royce wanted to make sure they included his father in that ring, but he didn’t know if he could even speak right then. Sheila moved to him.

“I need to go to my sister. She’s nearby. I just wanted to say… thank you, Royce.”

She sounded as though she was saying goodbye. She obviously knew that Royce was dying, just as he did. She moved out of Royce’s line of sight, and he couldn’t even turn his head to follow her now.

Around him, her thugs worked to keep the enemy at bay. A creature of bone ran at them and two of them tackled it with hammers, beating ribs into fragments. Altfor’s soldiers came forward, only to be met by a wave of crossbow bolts. A knight came at them, and one thug slipped behind him, holding him while another cut his throat.

They started to fall too. Royce saw one man brought down by a thrown spear, another torn apart by the grasping thorns of a beast composed entirely of branches.

“They will not hold alone,” Dust said. “Not long enough for me to do what must be done.”

He started to turn back toward the fight as if to join it, but Gwylim was there in front of him. Royce saw Dust look down at the bhargir.

“I know what you want me to do, transformed one, but I cannot do it if the circle fails. What would you have me do?”

As if in answer to that, Ember fluttered down, landing on Dust’s shoulder. The Angarthim looked over at the bird, and Royce had the sense of some deeper conversation going on. 

“Yes, I understand,” Dust said. He stepped forward, running a hand through the blood that had spilled from Royce’s side and drawing symbols slowly on the muddy ground. He continued by slashing a knife across one hand and then placing it on the ground. The words he said then made no sense to Royce, hurt his ears just to listen to. They came slowly, as if he were listening to them and repeating them. He could see the strain on Dust’s face as he did it, and for an instant it seemed that all of the tattoos on his gray skin glowed golden.

A circle of power leapt up around them, the battle beyond looking as if Royce were seeing it through fogged glass. Beyond that ring, the battle seemed to be proceeding as if stuck in molasses, every movement slowed to a crawl, the swing of a sword toward a soldier’s head seeming to take forever.

Dust stood with obvious effort, moving to kneel over Royce. Even now, a part of Royce suspected that Dust was doing all this just so that he would have more time to kill him. Instead, he reached out a hand.

“All this time, I thought that my purpose was to kill you. First, I thought that I had to follow the instructions of the priests, then, I thought that it was what was needed to prevent the threat of the future. Now… now I know why I am here. I am to save you. Killing is easy, but being a hero… that is hard.”

Gwylim moved beside Dust them, nudging him with his nose. Royce wasn’t sure what was going on, wasn’t sure what kind of communication was happening between him and Dust, wasn’t sure how so many people could have seen so many different things in the mirror and have it all turn out so strangely.

“Yes, I know,” Dust said to the bhargir. “Are you still sure about this?”

The wolf-like beast inclined its head and Dust stood over him. He took Royce’s blood again, and drew more symbols on Gwylim’s flank. Then, fast as only an Angarthim could do it, he thrust the crystal sword home in Gwylim’s flesh. The bhargir cried out, falling, and Dust pulled out the sword. He took Gwylim’s blood in cupped hands and offered it to Royce.

“Drink,” he said. “Drink. Do not let his sacrifice be in vain.”

Royce felt the blood sliding past his lips, still warm. Royce tried to protest at what was happening, but the blood slipped down his throat anyway.

“You should… you should be saving my father,” Royce said, and was astonished to find that he had the strength to say it.

Dust shook his head. “It must be you. For the world to turn out well, it must be you.”

“Please,” Royce begged, forcing himself to his feet. “My father!”

“No,” Dust said. “That is not the way that this happens.”

Royce cried out, but not with the pain of his wound. Instead, the magic of Gwylim’s blood burned through him, and Royce could feel it healing him, changing him as it went. He was still too badly injured to fight, but he could stand, just. Looking down, Royce could see Gwylim’s breathing slowing, second by second. The bhargir’s eyes closed, and the breathing stopped.

Something rose from the wolf-like creature’s form. It was misty and insubstantial, rising up like a man standing after too long trapped in an uncomfortable position. It was a man, or at least the image of one, dressed in furs and broad-shouldered. He looked over at Royce, and he grinned to show canine teeth filed to sharpness.

“Thank you,” Gwylim said, the words seeming to come from a long way away. Then the image faded, and he was gone.

Royce forced himself up, looking for his father, trying to find a way to help him. His father was the one who needed this healing, needed this help.

Beside Royce, Altfor groaned.

“You were… you were meant to die…” Altfor said. “I thought… I thought I would get to see you die before I did.”

Royce knelt beside him. “We aren’t meant to do anything,” he said. “You chose this. You could have chosen a hundred other things, but you chose this.”

Royce looked for some sense of realization in his enemy’s eyes, some sign that he might at least understand. All he saw was the moment when Altfor’s eyes turned glassy in death.

“It’s over,” he said.

Dust shook his head, with a gesture to the circle that enclosed them. The tint of the magic was fading now, and beyond it, Royce could see more creatures advancing.

“It’s not done yet,” Dust said. He lifted up the helm that he’d worn and placed it back on his head. “But soon, soon it will be.”

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

Dust stepped forward to meet the battle as the magic faded, the violence coming back into focus. Where there had been near silence before, now the air was filled with the screams of the dying and the impossible sounds of beasts that had no right to be in this world.

They came at the circle of men and women protecting Royce and the others then. So many of the priests were dead, but there were still enough to send forward things of bone, and things of blood, and things twisted from the plants of the earth. Dust knew from his training which priests were left on the battlefield, and he would have shuddered were it not for the need to fight. 

He cut down a soldier who came at him, twisted aside from the talons of a skeletal bird, and hacked its head from its body. His armor stopped a spear and Dust killed the wielder, then stepped in to slice through the tentacles of a beast made from blood. Another moved in to take its place and Dust killed that one too.

This was the best he had ever fought. He had killed men and women for years now, fought them with every weapon imaginable, but in this moment he was more than he had been. He wasn’t an empty thing, sliding between moments of death with no care; he was a man with something to fight for, something worth dying to protect.

He could still read the signs of death though, and he used every one he could find to his advantage.

Dust swayed out of the way of a branch with thorns like daggers, ducked under the jaws of a skeletal beast, stepped to the side just before a blast of fire would have hit the spot where he was standing. He was in tune with the battle now, so that for a minute or two at least it seemed to Dust as if he understood where every blow was coming from, knew exactly where to put himself to bring down his foes.

He hacked the head from another skeletal beast, sliced apart another thing made from blood. There seemed to be more of them, and more beyond. It was obvious that the priests had decided to focus their efforts on Royce now, on him, perhaps on all of them there. Dust stood strong in the face of it all.

There were some blows that even he couldn’t avoid. A sword struck his armor, while an arrow slammed into his shield. The armor that he had recovered was incredible, stopping blows that should have cut him in half with barely more than a bruise. Dust fought on, cutting down every foe who came at him.

Around him, the thugs who held the line with him were starting to die. They were excellent fighters, but it was obvious that they didn’t know what to do in the press of such a large battle. Dust saw a man hacked down with an axe that splintered his skull, heard a woman’s screams as a thorn creature tore her apart. 

They did well enough against Altfor’s soldiers, but there seemed to be fewer and fewer of those as they started to pull back from the fight. Against the creatures, they were simply out of their depth. They fought bravely, but there was no one alive who could hope to stand against so many of the priests’ creations. 

No one except Dust.

Dust felt like a farmer scything down crops, except that the crop was one of blood and death. He killed creatures as they came to him, forming the lynchpin of the circle. Light spread around him, and even though it came from Royce, he was grateful for it, grateful for the small boost of strength and will that helped him to keep going. In that moment, he felt every inch the shining hero that he must have looked from the outside. 

The creatures pulled back then, leaving a space around the circle. Looking around, Dust could see just how few of the mercenaries were still standing, still holding the loose ring that held Royce and his father, Sheila, Genevieve, and Olivia. The creatures waited there while elsewhere in the battle other kinds faded or fled, went berserk or simply collapsed in on themselves.

Dust wasn’t surprised to spot three figures walking through the battle toward the circle. He’d been waiting for this, had known almost from the moment that he stepped into place there that this instant would come. They didn’t just wear their dark robes now, but were armored in the elements they commanded. Krathic had vines winding around him, Nith wore a robe of blood, while Justinius…

Justinius walked at their head, in armor made from bones. He leaned on a spear that seemed to have been formed from the femur of some great beast, while his helm was a monstrous skull. Power crackled around him as he walked.

“Step aside, traitor,” he said as he grew closer. “You know that the boy Royce must die here, if our order is to survive.”

“And what is left of your order?” Dust demanded. “Just you three?”

“Thanks to you,” Justinius said.

Dust shook his head. “Thanks to your choices. You came here to avoid the future, but you brought it on yourselves by coming.”

“There is no more debate,” Justinius said. “Step aside. A mere Angarthim cannot stand against us.”

“I’m not just Angarthim,” Dust said. “I’m a hero.”

He leapt in to attack, and Justinius raised his hand. 

“Angarthim, hold.”

In that instant, Dust couldn’t move. His own body seemed to be fighting him, holding him in place. 

“Now to punish you,” Justinius said. 

He whispered words of power, and the symbols on Dust’s skin flared in response, burning like molten metal so that he screamed in spite of all the training he’d had. Those symbols burned into him, and Dust suspected that they were burning through him, down deep inside him so that the armor he wore and the sword he held didn’t matter.

Except that they did matter, because they reminded him that he was not just Angarthim, not just their deadly plaything.

“I… am…not… yours!” Dust managed between panting breaths. He flexed his fingers one by one, then he struck.

Justinius parried his first blow even as he looked shocked at the fact that Dust had been able to strike it. Dust’s blade scraped along the haft of his bone spear, and then they were fighting in earnest.

Dust was in agony as he fought, the symbols still burning their way deep into his flesh, but the priests had taught him that agony didn’t matter; that nothing mattered except killing his targets. The three priests would die, whatever it took.

Nith came in first, blood lashing out in a whip that Dust didn’t even try to avoid. Instead, Dust stepped in with it, wincing as the bizarre weapon splashed around the edges of his armor, the blood as corrosive as acid. Dust had guessed that it would be that; Nith had always been one to teach poisons. He thrust with that step, plunging the crystal sword up under the priest’s ribs.

Nith cried out, and around Dust, a hundred beasts made from blood collapsed into pools of sticky ichor. Dust wrenched his sword free, and the priest fell.

Dust turned and was just in time to block an attack from Krathic. This priest was larger than Dust, had been one of those to teach the ways of death that involved combat. Krathic struck out with two branchlike clubs, each adorned with thorns that were more like spikes. He came at Dust with attack after attack, so that Dust had to spin away and parry, deflect and dodge.

One of the clubs struck him, and it dug into his leg in spite of the armor he wore. Dust could see the blood coming from himself, and knew that this wound would be fatal even if the burning runes or the poison didn’t kill him.

Put like that, he laughed. How much more dead could he get?

He charged at Krathic then, striking again and again with the crystal sword. He hacked through first one, then the other of the clubs the priest held, then thrust up through the priest’s skull, in a wound that even magic wouldn’t heal. 

Around Dust, tree things and vine creatures fell still or fell apart.

“That just leaves you,” he said to Justinius. “Last of the Angarthim priests.”

“I can still rebuild the order,” Justinius said. “Do you think I didn’t see this moment, fool? Do you think I haven’t seen you die? The others were a necessary sacrifice. I will teach more priests.”

“Even now you’re clinging to what you see,” Dust said. “Even now, when you should know that everything can change with the smallest action.”

“What action do you have that can stop me?” Justinius asked. He leveled his spear. “Angarthim, hold!”

Dust had broken free of the magic before, but it was still enough to pin him in place for an instant. In that instant, Justinius struck, transfixing him with the spear. Dust felt the pain of it as a white hot fire in his chest. 

“Weak,” Justinius said. 

“Strong enough to be more than you made me,” Dust replied. He grabbed the haft of the spear while it was still in his body, pulling himself along it. “Strong enough to change things.”

He struck out with the crystal sword then, and Justinius’s head fell from his body. In an instant, every bone thing on the battlefield collapsed, leaving large groups of Royce’s soldiers simply staring at what had happened.

Dust had a beautiful moment when he spun, taking in the scope of the battlefield, except that it wasn’t a battlefield anymore, not really. Altfor’s soldiers, seeing that they no longer had the unnatural support of the priests, no longer even had a leader, were retreating. Royce’s knights, villagers, and Picti were pulling back to let them. It was done.

“Nearly,” Dust said to himself.

He was on the ground now, and didn’t remember getting there. The hawk, Ember, was on his chest, and he could hear the voice of the witch beyond the bird.

“You have done many evil things, Dust of the Angarthim.”

“Many,” Dust agreed.

“On this day, though, you are a hero.”

Dust smiled at that. He thought he saw someone else there, someone he thought had faded. Gwylim stood before him in ghostly furs, standing upright as he should.

“You waited for me,” Dust said. “What happens next?”

Gwylim shrugged, or Dust thought he did. Maybe he didn’t know, or maybe… maybe it was Dust’s decision to make.

“I’d like that,” Dust said with a sigh that sounded far too much like a last breath to his ears. “I’d like that so… much…”

He could see death signs all around himself now, but that didn’t matter to Dust at this point. With all that had been done to him, he didn’t need signs to know that he was dying. Besides, signs were a thing for an Angarthim, and he wasn’t that anymore. The witch had said it herself:

He… was… a…

…hero…


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

Even through the red mist of her pain, Genevieve could see the battle being won around her, could see King Philip still breathing on the ground beside her, could see Royce standing. Sheila held her, propping her up so she could see all of it.

“We did it,” Genevieve said. “We won.”

“We did,” Sheila said, although Genevieve could hear the sorrow in her tone as she said it. She was pressing a wad of cloth to Genevieve’s wounds, trying to stop the bleeding, trying to hold it back just enough to keep her alive.

“I’m dying, aren’t I?” Genevieve said. She could feel the pain running through her, see the blood flowing out of her body. The thought of it scared her, but maybe not as much as it should have.

“No,” Sheila said and the fear was definitely there in her voice. “We’re going to find a way to heal you. If the wolf-thing could help Royce, then—”

“It’s dead though,” Genevieve said. “I think there are some things you can’t stop.”

She could see the tears on her sister’s face now. 

“Why did you have to jump back into the fight?” Sheila demanded, sounding angry and sad all at once. “You were never one for fighting. The whole point of me coming back from Fallsport was for me to do the dangerous part.”

“I couldn’t just let the king die,” Genevieve said. “Don’t be angry with me.”

“I’m not angry,” Sheila said. “I love you, sister.”

“I love you too,” Genevieve said. 

Olivia was there beside her then, joining Sheila.

“What you did was brave,” Olivia said. “Not just going into the battle, but all of it. I can only imagine what it was like being there in the king’s court. I… I’m sorry that I tried to kill you. I wish that I could have known you better.”

She sounded so different from the way she’d been when the ring had been on her finger. 

“I wish that too,” Genevieve said. She glanced over at Royce. “Do you love him? I mean, without the ring?”

“I… yes,” Olivia said. She shut her eyes for a moment. “It’s hard to separate what’s real from what’s magic, but… yes, I do.”

“That’s good,” Genevieve said. “And I think he must love you too. He wouldn’t have agreed to marry you just for your uncle’s knights. That’s not who he is.”

“That’s good,” Olivia said. There was a note of hope in her voice. Genevieve really wished there had been more time for them to be friends.

She might have said more, but Royce was there then, coming forward. He stood back when he saw Olivia, but she went to him and put a hand on his shoulder. 

“Go to her,” Olivia said. “It’s okay.”

Royce went to Genevieve’s side then, kneeling next to her and taking over from Sheila in holding her. With his arms wrapped around her, Genevieve felt safe, even though she was dying. With the strange floating sensation of dying, Royce’s voice was a whisper now.

“I love you,” Royce said. 

“I love you too,” Genevieve replied.

“I’ve been shown so many things,” Royce said. “The mirror showed me blood and violence today, and I tried to stop it, but I couldn’t. It showed me a happy world that might come afterwards, and I can’t believe that now, not if you’re not there.”

“You’ll make it happy,” Genevieve whispered back to him, with a glance across to Olivia.

“I’ll always love you,” Royce said. “I have since the first moment I saw you, and I haven’t stopped through any of this.”

“I’ve always loved you too,” Genevieve said. “Even when it looked like I was pushing you away, I was only doing that because I thought it would keep you safe. Altfor’s people were waiting for you at the camp, and in the pit, he made me go, he said he was only killing you because I felt something for you.”

Everything she’d done, she’d done with her love for Royce. She knew the world wouldn’t see her that way. If anyone wrote the history of all this, it would see her as little more than Altfor’s wife, perhaps as someone who came around and betrayed him in the end. Even then they might think that she’d tried to help him.

“I believe you,” Royce said. “And it doesn’t matter. None of this matters, compared to you. I’ve done so much because I thought I had to, but I started all of it because I love you. That hasn’t changed. That won’t change.”

Genevieve kissed him then, because she knew it was the last chance she would get. She kissed him goodbye, trying to make up for all of the time she’d missed; all the time they’d been apart. Nothing truly could, but this felt as though it came close.

“I’ve tried so hard to get back to you,” Genevieve said. “Now here I’ve done it, and I’m dying.”

“We can still help you,” Royce said. “We have surgeons, and—”

“It’s too late,” Genevieve said. It was taking everything she had just to stay awake now. She looked over to Olivia. “Look after him for me?” She saw Olivia nod. “I love you, Royce.”

 

***

 

“I love you too,” Royce said, looking down at Genevieve. He was more terrified now than he’d been at any point in the battle, holding her close, hoping that somehow it would be enough and that everything would be all right.

He was still holding her when she died.

Royce felt the life slip from her body, and it felt as though a part of him went with it. He felt more empty in that moment than he had in the whole of the rest of his life. Looking around at the rest of the battle, none of it mattered. There wasn’t the elation that should have come with victory, or the horror of seeing the awful mounds of corpses there. All that mattered was the body he held.

He set Genevieve down gently, closing her eyes.

He stood, staggering slightly with the effort while his newly healed body tried to adjust. He stepped out from the circle of those guarding him, pausing only long enough to pick up the crystal sword from where it lay beside Dust. A couple of Sheila’s people looked past him as if asking her if they should try to stop him. 

They didn’t, and right then Royce was grateful for it. He didn’t want there to be any more death today.

Tears streamed from his eyes as he walked forward, out into the aftermath of the battle. They should have been tears for all those who had fallen in the horror of the day, should have been for every man and woman who had been forced into this because Altfor had been so determined to fight. They should have been tears of guilt, because Royce knew he’d played his part in bringing this about too, even if his cause had been a just one.

Instead, the tears were for Genevieve alone.

Royce thought about the brief time that they’d had together. It hadn’t been enough, hadn’t been close to enough. The old duke had seized her before they’d had a chance to be anything to one another in truth. Once she was gone, she’d always been at a distance, kept from him by war and by Altfor’s plotting. Even so, Royce felt as though his heart had been ripped out.

Around him, he saw his friends and his family staggering through the battle. Mark was there, leaning on a spear, clearly exhausted. Further on, he caught a glimpse of Neave helping Matilde to her feet, all but holding her up, but both still alive. His brothers Raymond and Lofen stood covered in blood, each nursing a dozen different wounds. Royce saw them and didn’t see them, staggering on across the battlefield.

Ahead, he saw something shining on the ground, pristine even in the midst of so much blood and carnage. The Mirror of Wisdom had fallen clear of King Carris’s hands, and been sent skidding off into the rest of the battle, so that it lay abandoned in a spot where more than a dozen men had fallen. Had any of them looked into its depths?

Royce hoped not, because now he could see how much misery something like that could cause. This had started because the old duke took Genevieve, but it had been made worse by the ones who had come after, claiming to know what came next. Royce sat there with the mirror, letting his tears fall down onto its surface, but not looking. He didn’t want to see any more.

“There are things that you could do with a mirror like that.”

Royce looked up to see one figure he hadn’t expected walking across the battlefield. Lori still looked young, but the weariness in her gaze was greater than ever as she looked at the aftermath of the violence. Like that, it was easy to believe just how old the witch was.

“You told me that I would bring death wherever I went,” Royce said, looking over at her. “Did you see Genevieve’s… did you see her die?”

Lori shook her head. “My skills were never as precise as that, and once you looked into the mirror… there are some things that are hard to look past. What will you do with it now?”

“You’re here for it, aren’t you?” Royce asked.

Lori shrugged. “Only if you want to give it to me. Some things need a keeper who is strong enough not to be tempted.”

Royce would have laughed then if his pain weren’t so great. “You’d be tempted. Anyone would. Life seems like it could be so simple if we just know what’s going to happen. Wouldn’t you be tempted by the chance to learn more about magic?”

“Perhaps,” Lori admitted. “What are you going to do with the mirror, though, if not give it to me?”

“This,” Royce said. He set the mirror down on the floor and brought up the crystal sword.

“No,” Lori said, “you can’t!”

He thrust it down sharply, into the surface of the mirror and through it. Lori flinched, raising her cloak to ward off the shards of glass that came from it. The mirror and the crystal sword shattered in the same moment, the power of the sword ringing through it as it took its last foe. Royce felt shards of glass and crystal hitting him, but he didn’t even care right then. It was what needed to happen; there were some things that shouldn’t be in the world.

Lori looked at the broken remains of the mirror in horror. “That shouldn’t… it has survived so much. Breaking it shouldn’t be so easy.”

“Easy?” Royce shook his head, feeling the pain rise up in him. “None of this has been easy.”

“And you’ve lost the crystal sword,” Lori said.

Royce shrugged. “I still have the obsidian one, and I still have the part that matters, inside me.”

He held out his arm, and Ember fluttered back to him. Lori turned from him.

“You’re welcome to stay,” Royce said.

The witch shook her head. “The wild places call. Perhaps you’ll see me again, perhaps not. For now, one last piece of advice from a very old woman?”

Royce nodded, but carefully.

Lori pointed past him. “Don’t let what you’ve lost blind you to what you have, and what you will have.”

Royce turned and saw that she was pointing to the spot where Olivia stood. He didn’t know how things would be with her now. So much had happened, and Royce had lost so much. Even now the hurt threatened to overwhelm him. He knew one thing though: he would rather face that with her by his side than any other way.

“Go to her then, boy,” Lori said. “Remember, your future is what you make it. Make it something wonderful with her.”

“I will,” Royce promised. He looked back to thank Lori, but the witch was gone.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

 

It was night in Earl Undine’s castle, and Royce was restless. He stood underneath a torch bracket, looking out through one of the keep’s windows at the encampment spread out below, as far as the eye could see. They had returned here in the wake of the battle, their army marching back in a mixture of exhaustion and elation, but now there was more to do than ever. From the moment they’d come back, Royce had found himself having to give orders and make decisions, unable to stop even for a moment. 

Maybe that was a good thing though, because it stopped him from focusing on everything that had happened in the battle. While he was busy, Royce didn’t have to feel the pain of a lost brother, or the deep heartbreak of Genevieve’s death. Royce felt sure that victory should feel better than this.

“My lord,” a servant said, hurrying up to him. “Lord Aversham’s son seeks an audience. His father was killed in battle, and he seeks to claim his father’s lands.”

“That’s a matter for tomorrow,” Royce said, “and for my father.”

How many times had he said those words since they arrived back at the castle? There were so many decisions that were his father’s to make, not his, so many decisions that merely seemed urgent to the people who wanted something. Royce suspected that in the morning Lord Aversham’s son would find himself disappointed. There was no sign that he had opposed his father’s support for the king, no sign that he had sought to free Garet. He seemed to want his lands only because that was the way things had always been.

“The way things have been will change,” Royce said to himself, and caught the servant staring at him. “There’s more, isn’t there?”

There was more, because there were too many things to do for one night. They had not one but three armies camped on their doorstep: Picti, commoner, and knight. They had nobles arriving with every moment, obviously hastening to solidify their place in the new order. They had to find food and shelter for everyone, rewards for those who needed rewarding, and punishments for those who had committed evil acts in the war.

“Royce doesn’t need more for now, thank you, Faulks,” Olivia said, stepping forward into the light.

“Of course, my lady,” the servant said, offering a bow before backing away. 

“You didn’t have to do that,” Royce said.

Olivia came in close to him, hugging him and pressing her lips to his. “I did. You’re running yourself ragged to stop yourself feeling anything.”

“Some of the things I’m feeling hurt too much,” Royce said.

“I know,” Olivia replied. She put her hand over his. “And that’s all right, Royce. You don’t have to be the strongest one here. Take the time to feel everything you need to feel. Take the time to sleep. Other people’s problems will still be here in the morning.”

Royce knew it was the truth. They had won the battle, won the war, but there was still so much to work out. They needed to decide what would come next for the kingdom, for all of them.

“I’ll be waiting for you in my chambers when you’re done,” Olivia said gently, moving back from Royce. 

“When I’m done?” Royce asked, not understanding.

Olivia sighed. “Your father wants to speak with you. We’ve tried to send physicians to him, but he’s refusing their help. He’s in the highest rooms. You should go to him.”

Royce nodded and headed up through the keep. It was easy to find the room where is father was ensconced, because it was the room where it seemed that about half the castle were looking on through the doorway, trying to work out what was happening. They stepped out of the way the moment they saw Royce to let him pass, most of them bowing as they did so.

His father lay inside in a four-poster bed, surrounded by figures with leeches and bleeding bowls, powders and herbs. He looked like a shadow of the man he had been, hollow eyed and almost white with the loss of blood. The crown sat on a stand near his bed, apparently untouched. He looked up as Royce entered, and that seemed to bring him to life.

“Royce, you’re here,” he said with a smile. “My son, come here to me. Talk with me. All of the rest of you, get out. I’ve lost enough blood without having more bled from me.”

The physicians scattered quickly enough that several had to leave their herbs and powders behind. Royce could hear them muttering as they went, obviously worried that the king wasn’t taking their advice.

“Come closer, my son,” his father said.

Royce came close, sitting on the edge of the bed. “You should let the physicians help you.”

“Do you think that any of them has the skills?” his father asked. “I’m dying, Royce.”

“No,” Royce said, shaking his head. “You can’t. I need you. People need you to be the king!”

“They need a king, but they don’t need me,” his father said. “I know you destroyed the mirror; would you like to know what I saw in it?”

“Father—” Royce began.

“I went questing for the mirror in the hope of gaining the wisdom I needed to be the greatest king that I could be,” his father said. “In that mirror, I saw that I would never be that king. If I tried, I would bring darkness in my wake. The king who was awaited was not me… it’s you, Royce.”

Royce didn’t know what to say to that. He’d gone so far looking for his father, had tried to bring him back because he’d thought that the people needed their king, yet here he was saying that he didn’t want to rule.

“I can be king after you,” Royce said.

“That won’t be long now,” his father replied. “Royce, the only part of this that I regret is that I couldn’t be there for you while you grew up.”

He was talking about his own death as if it were a certainty. Royce wasn’t sure he could cope with that.

“You’re stronger than you know,” his father said, reaching out a hand to catch Royce’s wrist. “I had to stay away so that you could grow into the man you are; a man… a man I’m proud of, Royce.”

“You stayed away for my whole life because of what the mirror showed you,” Royce said. He let out a sigh. “I’m glad I broke it.”

“I’m glad that you’re glad,” his father said. “I think you’re more than wise enough to pick out the right path by yourself now.”

That wasn’t what Royce had meant, and his father seemed to guess what he was thinking then. 

“I’m sorry,” his father said. “I wish I could have been there for more of this. I wish I could have saved you every moment of pain, but… who would you have been then, Royce?”

“I would still have been me,” Royce said.

His father gave him an inquiring look. “Would you? I was a young man a lot like you, Royce. I had strength like you, intelligence, quickness, I thought that I would do what was right. I was trained from birth to be a king.”

Royce knew what his father was saying. “And yet the mirror showed you that something would go wrong? That there would be some kind of disaster?”

“I was the disaster,” his father said. “I told you before that I went looking for wisdom, but I didn’t say why. My own nobles had come trying to kill me. I went looking for enough wisdom to strike back at them and hold my throne.”

That didn’t sound so bad to Royce. “So, what future did you see in the mirror?”

“It wasn’t just the future,” his father said. “The mirror showed me myself. It showed me who I truly was. It showed me that I could never be the king that all my people needed, because I’d never experienced anything but nobility and entitlement. I’d had the finest of everything from the moment I was born, and servants obeying my every order; how could I hope to understand the peasants who needed my help, or the Picti who didn’t trust kings?”

“So you left because you wanted to make sure that I wouldn’t have that?” Royce asked. 

“I’m sorry, my son,” his father said, “I know how hard parts of your life have been. I think that they have helped to make you who you are, though. Yes, you are a warrior and a leader, but you are also someone who cares about everyone who follows you. You are someone who won’t stand by and let nobles raid villages, because you know what it felt like when they raided yours. You have the magic of kings in you, but you have more than that; you have the heart of a good man.”

“That doesn’t mean that you have to give in and give up your throne,” Royce said, gesturing to the crown. 

His father smiled softly. “I’ve had a throne once. It’s enough. But let’s not argue. I love you, Royce, and I’m proud of you. I couldn’t have wished for a better son.”

“I… thank you,” Royce said. He hugged his father tight.

“I think I will sleep now,” his father said. 

“You’ll feel stronger in the morning.”

His father just smiled in response, closing his eyes and drifting off to sleep. Royce sat there beside him, wanting to be near his father, not wanting to leave him even though Olivia was waiting. Royce wanted this moment with him, wanted to be here when his father woke. Maybe he would be able to convince him that being king wasn’t so bad.

Royce sat there beside the bed, watching his father. It meant that he saw the moment when his breathing slowed, then stopped, saw the way that his father grew still as no living thing was ever truly still.

“No,” Royce said. “You knew, didn’t you? You knew.”

Royce went back through the things that his father had said to him, and realized that the old king had been saying goodbye. Royce didn’t know what to do, or what to think, when he’d lost so many people in such a short space of time. 

Royce sat there staring, trying to make some sense of things. He sat there beside his father, thinking of the few moments they’d had, and of every instant that had brought them both to here. He sat there beside his father’s bed until the first rays of the sun came through the window, almost startling Royce with how long he’d been sitting.

Slowly, carefully, he stood and reached out for the crown by the bed. Lifting it up, he set it on his brow and strode to the door, ready to face whatever came next.

 


 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

“Is everything ready?” Royce asked Olivia. She looked perfect today, dressed in velvet brought in by ship, and worked on by the finest dressmakers the kingdom had to offer.

“Yes, my king,” Olivia said, with a smile that told him she knew just how hard it was for him to get used to being called that. She held him close. “It’s hard to believe that it has been a year since the battle.”

Royce nodded. It was hard to believe, just as it was hard to believe how much had changed since then.

They stepped out together into a courtyard of the capital’s main castle, people around them working busily to make preparations for the commemorations to come, and for the celebrations. The mood was strange, both happy and sad, the celebration of Royce’s ascension to rule mixed in with memories of the battle and the deaths that had brought it about.

“Do you think our friends are here yet?” Olivia asked, taking his hand in hers.

“I’ll check,” Royce said. He sent his awareness up into Ember, seeing the streets of the capital spread out below like a map. He could see the people gathering in the streets, looking happier already than they ever had under King Carris. Perhaps it helped that they weren’t ruled over by people who took from them whatever they wanted, and that Royce actually cared about what happened to them.

He spotted Mark out in one of the courtyards with a group of boys taken from the Red Isle. Royce had given him the job of shutting the place down, training soldiers in ways that didn’t involve sudden death for any failure.

Ember wheeled, and Royce saw his brothers Raymond and Lofen riding into the city together. They’d gone back to the village after the battle, and it would be good to see them again like this.

It took a little more searching to find Neave and Matilde, standing in the grounds of the palace, mostly because they looked so different than usual. Somehow, someone had persuaded Neave to paint herself with the cosmetics of a courtly lady rather than the woad of the Picti. Matilde stood beside her, looking prim and proper in a way that Royce knew wouldn’t last once the wine started flowing.

He saw Earl Undine too, waiting by the entrance to the great hall, obviously ready for things to proceed. Even Lori was there, and the witch looked up as the hawk passed, raising a hand in greeting.

“Everyone’s here,” Royce said, coming back to himself with a smile.

“I’m glad,” Olivia said. “I want them here for this.”

They waited another hour, giving their friends time to gather and the overworked servants of the castle time to make everything ready. Then they went together to the great hall, where Earl Undine and Lori were waiting.

“Do you have the ring?” Royce asked the witch.

She nodded. “I have checked it thoroughly. This one has no spells on it.”

Royce was grateful for that. He took it, then kissed Olivia. 

“I believe you’re meant to wait for that part,” Earl Undine said.

“I’m the king,” Royce replied. “Don’t you know that we nobles carry off fair maidens?”

“Only the ones who want to get carried off,” Olivia said. She pulled her veil down over her face. “I’ll see you inside, my love.”

Royce nodded and went into the hall with Lori. Instantly, lutenists struck up chords, marking his route down to the front of the hall. He could see his friends in the crowd now, standing in anticipation of what was to come next. Looking though Ember’s eyes, he could see the crowds outside, waiting for the announcement of what was to follow.

The witch moved up to the front of the hall.

“In the old days, before men lost what they knew, my kind were as much priestesses as magic wielders. We looked at fate, and so we were the ones to help bind people together. Today, I have the honor of doing that once more.”

Royce stood there waiting as the musicians struck up their tunes once more. Olivia walked in on her father’s arm, and even though he had only seen her a couple of minutes before, she looked more radiant now than she ever had. 

She moved to stand beside Royce, and he pulled back her veil. 

“A true marriage is not a thing for words made by someone else,” Lori said. “Say what is in your hearts, declare your wish to be married, and speak truly.”

Royce went first. “It has been more than a year since I met you, Olivia. At first, my heart was torn, first by another, and then by my grief. You have helped me to be more than I would ever have been otherwise, and you have shown me that love is a thing that can grow, as well as striking from nowhere. I love you, and I want to be your husband.”

It was Olivia’s turn then. “We have both lost so many people, in the war and in the time after. There was a time when I didn’t know whether what I felt for you was magic, or real, or something else. Now I know what I feel, and what I feel is love. I want to be your wife, your queen, your everything.”

“You are,” Royce assured her.

Lori held up a hand, drawing a symbol in the air that glowed briefly. “Fates can be twined, lives enjoined. I say that you are one life now, two souls as one, joined together. You are married in the eyes of fate, in each other’s eyes, and in the eyes of those who care for you.”

Beside them, Earl Undine coughed. “I believe now is the point when you may kiss.”

They did, and around them, the whole court cheered for their union. Looking around, Royce saw his friends, and he could think of nothing better than having them there for this moment.

Then Olivia found something that was better.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” she whispered in Royce’s ear. “The witch said to be truthful.”

“And you have a truth for me?” Royce asked.

Olivia nodded. “I went to see the castle’s physician. I’m pregnant, and it will be a boy. I think… I think that we should call him Philip.”
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