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CHAPTER ONE

 

Royce grabbed the first horse he could find and rode, not caring about the shouts behind him, ducking low on the creature’s back only when arrows flashed past. His mind raced almost as fast as the horse, thinking of the nobleman he’d just killed with a spear.

Worse, his mind flickered full of thoughts of Genevieve, unable to dismiss the image of her standing there above the fighting pit, right there with the man she had forsaken him for. Those thoughts were almost enough to make him stop and let the men behind him catch up. Only his anger pushed him on, making him heel his horse into a gallop.

More arrows came from behind, clattering off the stonework of the surrounding buildings and embedding in their wattle and daub. People threw themselves aside from the charging horse, and Royce did his best to keep it from crashing into any of them. It meant fighting against the reins, wrenching the horse’s head this way and that as its hooves clattered across the cobbles. 

More hooves joined in the staccato chorus as men on horseback raced to catch Royce. Some of them might have been knights, but more seemed like sergeants at arms, doing the work of their betters while the nobles stood by safely.

“After him!” one bellowed. “Kill the murderer!”

Royce knew there would be no hope for a peaceful resolution if they caught up with him. The penalty for murder was already death, and he’d slaughtered their duke right in front of them. They wouldn’t give up until they were sure they’d caught him, or until there was no chance of finding him again.

For now, all he could do was keep ahead of them, trusting to a stolen horse, riding out the jolts and the changes in direction while he hoped against hope that he wouldn’t fall. Royce clutched the crystal sword tight in his hand, not wanting his grip on it to falter even for an instant. 

A rider got close, a spear leveled to lance into him. Royce hacked the head from the weapon and then struck out at the man wielding it. The pursuer toppled from his horse, and Royce kept riding. 

There were more behind, far too many more. Even with the strength and skill he had, Royce doubted he could take on so many men at once. He fled on his stolen horse instead, and while he did so, he tried to work out how he was ever going to get away.

He fled from the town, the fort above receding as Royce’s mount raced over open countryside, taking the ridges and furrows of farmland in its stride. Small streams lay in between, and Royce headed for the narrowest parts, pushing the horse to leap rather than splashing through. Every step it faltered would be one step that the pursuing group of horsemen closed on him. 

He headed for farm walls next, the horse clearing the dry stone without touching it. Glancing back, Royce saw one of the pursuing horses clip the wall and tumble, bringing down another with it. It wasn’t enough. 

Another of the horsemen drew level with Royce, flinging himself across as if hoping to tumble Royce from his saddle. Royce clung to his horse fiercely, sheer strength keeping him in place as he struck at the soldier with his elbows and head. He saw the flash of a dagger as the man got ready to stab him from behind, and Royce turned hard, shoving at the man with all his strength. 

The guardsman tumbled from the moving horse, crunching from the ground and lying still. Royce heeled his horse forward again, but the gap between him and the chasing group had narrowed now.

Royce knew that he couldn’t hope to simply outrun the men behind him. They were too determined, and he had no way of knowing if his horse could outlast theirs. Even if it could, it was only a matter of time before an arrow from a hunting bow wounded the creature too badly for it to run. 

He had to think of a better way.

Ahead, he saw a gorge spanned by a small bridge. Royce ignored the bridge, heading instead for a spot where a stout tree fell across the gap. As a child, he and his brothers had run back and forth across it on foot, to the small patch of woodland that lay beyond. Royce had no idea if the horse he rode would be able to make it.

It was his best chance, though, so he guided the animal in the direction of the trunk, forcing it out onto it without breaking from its run. Royce felt one of its hooves slip, and for a moment, his breath caught, but he managed to guide the animal back onto the partially rotten wood. 

More arrows flashed by as Royce made his way back onto solid ground. Royce turned, seeing the chasing horses balking at the prospect of crossing the log. Royce hacked at it with the crystal sword, and he felt it give way, the trunk tumbling down to a waiting river below. 

“That won’t hold them long,” Royce whispered to his horse, urging it forward again while the men on the other side of the gorge turned their horses, racing up toward the spot where the bridge sat. 

It would buy him a minute or two at most, and Royce knew he would have to make the most of it to get away. At the same time, he knew that he couldn’t just run. Running didn’t achieve anything. Running didn’t change anything. 

He headed for the woods at full speed, trying to think while he ducked beneath the low branches, attempting to get out of sight. The woodland was quiet save for the sounds of small creatures and whistling birds, the rush of water and the rustle of the trees. Somewhere further off, he heard the sound of a forester playing a tin whistle. Royce hoped that he wouldn’t lead the soldiers to him. He didn’t want to bring trouble down on anyone else.

That thought made him pause among the trees. The men behind him would follow him to his village if he ran there, and yet, if he didn’t, Royce might never be able to gather any support. Worse, the duke’s men might descend on it anyway, determined to punish all those connected to the boy who had brought about his death. 

He needed a way to distract the duke’s men from the village, and buy himself time to do everything he needed to do.

The sound of the tin whistle came to Royce again, and he headed in that direction, guiding his horse between the trees. Royce pushed it through as quickly as he could. He was only too aware of how little time cutting away the log bridge would have bought him, and now, he felt as though he needed every second that he could find.

He came across the first pig less than a minute later, rooting among the litter of the woodland floor for fruit or mushrooms, or something else. It stood almost as high as Royce’s waist would have been if he hadn’t been on horseback, snuffling its way forward, apparently oblivious to him. 

More wended their way through the trees, snuffling and hunting for anything they could eat, painted with the marks of at least a couple of farms. The music of the tin whistle was close now, and through a cluster of alder trees, Royce could make out the form of a young man sitting on the stump of a fallen oak. 

“Hoi there,” the young man called out as he saw Royce, waving with the arm that held the whistle. “Don’t go riding too hard through here. The pigs are easygoing enough, but if you scare ’em, they be big enough to trip that horse of yours.”

“There are men coming this way,” Royce said, guessing that the best way to do this was to be direct. A young man like this wouldn’t appreciate someone trying to trick him. “Men who want me dead or captured.”

The pig herder looked a little worried by that. “And what’s that to do with me?” he asked. “I’m just out here herding my pigs.”

“Do you think men like that will care about that?” Royce asked. Every peasant knew what the duke’s men could be like, and how dangerous it was to be in their way while they were hunting.

“No,” the herder said. He looked Royce over. “What are they hunting you for, then?”

Royce suspected that if he told the boy the truth, it would be too much for him. Yet what else could he do? He could hardly claim to be a poacher. 

“I’m… I killed the duke,” Royce said, not knowing what else to say. He couldn’t ask what he was about to ask without telling this boy the truth. “His men are chasing me, and if they catch me, then they’ll kill me.”

“So you’re planning to lead them into my pigs?” the swineherd said. “And what happens to me if I’m still here when they get here?”

“I have an idea for that,” Royce said. He jumped down from his horse, holding out the reins to the boy. “Take my horse. Ride away from here. It’s the best chance both of us have.”

“You want me to pretend to be you?” the swineherd demanded. “After what you did? Half the kingdom would be after me.”

Royce nodded. The two of them didn’t look alike; Royce was much bigger and more heavily muscled, and even though they both had blond hair to their shoulders, it would never be mistaken for the same. Their features were different too: the swine herder’s round and homely where Royce’s were square jawed and sharpened by violence. 

“Not for long. You can ride, can’t you?”

“Aye, my da insisted. I used to canter the cart horse over the fields.”

“This horse will go a lot faster than a canter,” Royce promised, still holding out the reins. “Take the horse, ride ahead of them for a while, and then let it go when they can’t see you. They’ll never know that it was you on the horse, and they will still be looking for me.”

Royce was certain that it would work. If the swineherd kept ahead of the foe, then he would be safe the moment they lost sight of him.

“And that’s all I would have to do?” the swineherd asked. Royce could see that he was considering it.

“Just lead them away from any of the villages,” he said. “I need to get back to mine, and you can return to yours the moment you’ve lost them.”

“So you’re just looking for a way to get away with murder?” the boy asked. 

Royce understood. The swineherd wouldn’t want to help with anything so callous as that. It wasn’t just that though. It hadn’t been, even in the moment when he’d flung the spear.

“They oppress us in every way they can,” Royce said. “They take and they take, and they never give anything back. The duke took the woman I loved and gave her to his son. He imprisoned me on an island where I saw boys my age slaughtered. I had to fight to the death in a pit! It’s time that we changed things. It’s time that we made things better.”

He could see the boy considering it.

“If I don’t get back to my village, a lot of people will die,” Royce said. “But if I go and they follow, even more will. I need your help.”

The swineherd took a step forward. “Will I be paid for this?”

Royce spread his hands. He didn’t have anything. “If I can find you again afterward, I’ll find a way to pay you back. How do I find you?”

“I’m Berwick, from Upper Lesham.”

Royce nodded, and that seemed to be enough for the swineherd. He took Royce’s horse and mounted it, heeling it forward and setting off through the trees in a direction that had nothing to do with any of the villages Royce knew. Royce breathed a sigh of relief.

It was short lived. He still needed to get out of sight. He moved back among the trees, finding a spot among the foliage where he could crouch down in the shadow of a trunk, surrounded by fronds of holly.

He crouched there, perfectly still, barely daring to breathe as he waited. Around him, the pigs continued to forage, and one of them got closer to him, nuzzling at the patch of foliage where he hid.

“Get away,” Royce whispered, willing the creature to move on. He fell into silence as he heard the sounds of hooves approaching. 

Men came into view, all armored and armed, all looking even angrier than they had in the first flush of the chase. Royce truly hoped that he hadn’t put the swineherd in too much danger by making him a part of his escape.

The pig continued to move too close to him. Royce thought he could see one of the men there watching it, and he froze so still that he didn’t even risk blinking. If the pig reacted to his presence at all, he felt sure that the men would fall on him and kill him. 

Then the man looked away, and the soldiers surged forward once again.

“Quickly now!” one of them called. “He can’t have gotten far!”

The soldiers thundered off, following the path that the swineherd had taken, presumably following his tracks. Even when they went, Royce held still, clutching the grip of his sword, making sure it wasn’t some kind of trap designed to lure him out.

Finally, he dared to move, emerging into the clearing and pushing the pigs away from him. He took a moment to look around, trying to get a sense of which direction his village lay in. The deception had bought him some time, but even so, he had to act fast.

He needed to get home before the duke’s men killed everyone there.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Genevieve could only stand silently in the castle’s great hall as her husband raged. In the moments when he wasn’t angry, Altfor was actually quite good looking, with longish, wavy brown hair, aquiline features, and deep, dark eyes. Genevieve always found herself picturing him like this, though, red-faced and furious, as if this was the real him, not the other.

 She didn’t dare to move, didn’t dare to attract his ire, and she clearly wasn’t the only one. Around her, the erstwhile duke’s servants and hangers-on stood quietly, not wanting to be the first to attract his attention. Even Moira seemed to be hanging back, although she was still right there where Genevieve could see her, closer to Genevieve’s husband than she was, in every sense.

“My father is dead!” Altfor yelled out, as if there was anyone there who wouldn’t know by now what had happened in the fighting pit. “First my brother, and now my father stand murdered by a traitor, and none of you seem to have answers for me.”

This anger felt dangerous to Genevieve, too wild and undirected, lashing out in the absence of Royce, trying to find someone to blame. She found herself wishing that Royce were there and grateful that he was not, all at once.

Worse, she felt her heart aching at his absence, wishing that she’d been able to do something other than stand alongside her husband and watch him from the side of the pit. A part of her longed to be with Royce right then, and Genevieve knew that she couldn’t let Altfor see that. Altfor was angry enough, and she had felt all too clearly just how easily that anger could be directed at her.

“Will no one deal with this situation?” Altfor demanded.

“That is just what I was going to ask, nephew,” a voice said, his voice hard. 

The man who walked into the room made Genevieve want to pull back at least as much as Altfor did. With Altfor, she wanted to shy away from the heat of his rage, but with this man, there was something cold about him, something that seemed to be made of ice. He was older than Altfor by about twenty years, with thinning hair and a slender frame. He walked with what seemed at first glance to be a stick, but then Genevieve saw the hilt sticking out from a scabbard and realized that it was a longsword, still in its sheath. Something about the way he leaned on it said to Genevieve that it was injury, not age, that made him do it.

“Uncle Alistair,” Altfor said. “We were… we were not expecting you.”

Altfor actually sounded worried by the presence of the newcomer, and that came as a surprise to Genevieve. He had always seemed so perfectly in control before, but this man’s presence seemed to fluster him completely.

“Clearly not,” the slender man said. His hand strayed over the longsword he leaned on. “The part where you did not invite me to your wedding probably had you thinking that I would stay in my estates, avoid the town, and leave you to make a mess of things in the wake of my brother’s death.” He looked around to Genevieve, his gaze picking her out of the crowd as sharply as a hawk’s. “Congratulations on your marriage, girl. I see that my nephew has a taste for the vacuous.”

“I… you will not speak to me like that,” Altfor said. It seemed to take him a moment to remember that he should stand up on Genevieve’s behalf. “Or to my wife. I am the duke!”

Alistair stepped over to Genevieve, and now his sword cleared its sheath, looking light in his hands, broad and razor sharp. Genevieve froze in place, barely daring to breathe as Altfor’s uncle held the blade an inch from her throat.

“I could cut this girl’s throat, and not one of your men would lift a finger to stop me,” Alistair said. “You certainly would not.”

Genevieve didn’t have to look across to Altfor to know that it was the truth. He wasn’t the kind of husband who would care enough to try to defend her. None of the courtiers would help her, and Moira… Moira was staring at her as if she half hoped that Alistair would do it.

Genevieve would have to save herself. “Why would you stab me, my lord?” she asked. 

“Why should I not?” he said. “I mean yes, you are pretty: blonde hair, green eyes, slender, what man would not want you? But peasant girls are hardly difficult to replace.”

“I was under the impression that my marriage made me more than that,” Genevieve said, trying to keep her voice steady in spite of the presence of the blade. “Have I done something to offend you?”

“I do not know, girl; have you?” he demanded, and his eyes seemed to be searching Genevieve’s for something. “There was a message sent, revealing the direction that the boy who murdered my brother went in, yet it did not reach me or anyone else until it was far too late. Do you know anything about that?”

Genevieve knew everything about that, since it had been she herself who delayed the message. It had been all she had been able to do, and yet it still hadn’t felt like enough given all that she felt for Royce. Even so, she managed to school her face to stillness, pretending innocence because that was literally the only defense she had right then.

“My lord, I don’t understand,” she said. “You said yourself that I am just a peasant girl; how could I do anything to stop a message like that?”

On instinct, she dropped to her knees, moving slowly so that there was no chance of impaling herself upon the blade. 

“I have been honored by your family,” she said. “I have been chosen by your nephew, the duke. I have been made into his wife, and so raised in status. I live as I could never have hoped to before. Why would I jeopardize that? If you truly believe me to be a traitor, then strike, my lord. Strike.”

Genevieve wore her innocence like a shield, and she just hoped that it would be enough of one to turn aside the sword blow that might otherwise come. She hoped it, and she didn’t hope it, because right then maybe a thrust to the heart would have matched everything she felt given how badly things had gone with Royce. She looked up into the eyes of Altfor’s uncle, and she refused to look away, refused to give any hint of what she had done. He pulled back the sword as if he might make that fatal thrust… then lowered his blade.

“It seems, Altfor, that your wife has more steel in her than you.”

Genevieve managed to breathe again, and rose back to her feet while her husband stalked forward.

“Uncle, enough of these games. I am the duke here, and my father—”

“My brother was fool enough to pass on an estate to you, but let’s not pretend that makes you a real duke,” Alistair said. “That requires leadership, discipline, and the respect of your men. You have none of those.”

“I could order my men to drag you to a dungeon,” Altfor snapped.

“And I could order them to do the same,” Alistair retorted. “Tell me, which of us do you think they would obey? My brother’s least favorite son, or the brother who has commanded armies? The one who lost his killer, or the one who held the killing wall at Haldermark? A boy, or a man?”

Genevieve could guess the answer to that question, and she didn’t like the way it might turn out. Like it or not, she was Altfor’s wife, and if his uncle decided to get rid of him, she had no illusions about what might happen to her. Quickly, she moved across to her husband, putting a hand on his arm in what probably looked like a gesture of support, even as she tried to remind him to hold back.

“This duchy has been run into the ground,” Alistair said. “My brother made mistakes, and until they are corrected, I will see to it that things are run properly. Does any man here wish to dispute my right to do it?”

Genevieve couldn’t help noticing that his blade was still in his hand, obviously waiting for the first man to say something. Of course, that had to be Altfor.

“You expect me to swear fealty to you?” Altfor said. “You expect me to kneel before you when my father made me the duke?”

“Two things can make a duke,” Alistair snapped. “The command of the ruler, or the power to take it. Do you have either, nephew? Or will you kneel?”

Genevieve knelt before her husband did, tugging on his arm to pull him down beside her. It wasn’t that she cared about Altfor’s safety, not after all he’d done, but right then, she knew that his safety was hers.

“Very well, Uncle,” Altfor said, through obviously gritted teeth. “I will obey. It seems I have no choice.”

“No,” Lord Alistair agreed. “You don’t have.”

His eyes swept around the room, and one by one, the people there knelt. Genevieve saw courtiers do it, and servants. She even saw Moira fall to her knees, and a small, angry part of her wondered if her so-called friend would try her luck seducing Altfor’s uncle as well as Altfor.

“Better,” Lord Alistair said. “Now, I want more men out finding the boy who killed my brother. An example will be made. No games this time, just the death he deserves.”

A messenger ran in, wearing the livery of the household. Genevieve could see him looking back and forth between Altfor and Lord Alistair, obviously trying to decide to whom he should deliver his message. Finally, he made what Genevieve thought was the obvious choice, and turned to Altfor’s uncle.

“My lord, forgive me,” he said, “but there is rioting in the streets below. People are rising up throughout the former duke’s holdings. We need you.”

“To put down peasants?” Lord Alistair said, with a snort. “Very well. Gather such men as we can spare from the search, and have them meet me in the courtyard. We will show this rabble what a true duke can do!”

He marched from the room, leaning again on his sheathed longsword. Genevieve dared to breathe a sigh of relief as he went, but it was short lived. Altfor was already getting back to his feet, and his anger was palpable.

“Get out, all of you!” he yelled to the assembled courtiers. “Out, and help my uncle put down this revolt, or help in the search for the traitor, but do not be here for me to ask it again!”

They began to leave, and Genevieve started to rise to go with them, but she felt Altfor’s hand on her shoulder, pushing her back down.

“Not you, wife.”

As Genevieve waited, the hall emptied, leaving only her, a couple of guards, and worse, Moira watching from the corner, with a look that wasn’t even trying to pretend sympathy now. 

“You,” Altfor said, “need to tell me what role you played in Royce getting away.”

“I… don’t know what you mean,” Genevieve said. “I have been here the whole time. How could I—”

“Be quiet,” Altfor snapped. “If it wouldn’t make me look like a man who can’t control you, I would beat you for thinking me that stupid. Of course you did something; no one else who cares about that traitor is anywhere near here.”

“There are whole crowds in the streets who might prove otherwise,” Genevieve said, pushing herself to her feet. She wasn’t scared of Altfor the way she was of his uncle.

No, that wasn’t true. She was scared of him, but it was a different kind of fear. With Altfor, it was a fear of sudden violence and cruelty, but appearing to submit would do nothing to deflect it. 

“The crowds?” Altfor said. “You’re going to taunt me with mobs now? I thought you had learned your lesson about crossing me, but obviously not.”

Now fear did come back to Genevieve, because the look in Altfor’s eye was one that promised something far worse than violence toward her.

“You think that you’re so safe because I will not harm my wife,” Altfor said. “But I told you the things that would happen if you disobeyed me. Your beloved Royce will be found, and he will be killed, if I have anything to do with it, far more slowly than anything my uncle might have in mind.”

That part didn’t scare Genevieve, although the thought of any harm coming to Royce hurt her like a physical blow. The fact was that he was gone from Altfor’s grip; she had already seen to that. There was no way now that he or Lord Alistair would be able to catch him.

“Then there are his brothers,” Altfor said, and Genevieve’s breath caught.

“You told me you wouldn’t kill them if I married you,” she said.

“But now you are my wife, and you are a disobedient one,” Altfor countered. “Already, the three are on their way to their place of execution, there to sit in a gibbet on the killing hill and starve until they are devoured by beasts.”

“No,” Genevieve said. “You promised.”

“And you promised to be a faithful wife!” Altfor shouted back at her. “Instead, you continue to help the boy you should have put aside all thoughts for!”

“You… I didn’t do anything,” Genevieve insisted, knowing that admitting it would only make things worse. Altfor was a noble, and he couldn’t do anything to her directly, not without proof, and a trial, and more.

“Oh, you still want to play these games,” Altfor said. “Then the price for your betrayal has gone up. You have too many distractions in the outside world, so I will take them from you.”

“What… what do you mean?” Genevieve asked.

“Your sister was an amusement for a brief moment the first time you disobeyed me. Now she will die for what you have done. So will your parents, and everyone else in the hovel you called home.”

“No!” Genevieve shrieked, grabbing for the small eating knife that she wore. In that moment, all sense of restraint or need to be careful fled from her, driven out by the horror of what her husband was about to do. She would do anything to protect her sister. Anything.

 Altfor was faster though, his hand closing over hers and dragging it away. He shoved her back to land heavily on the floor, standing over her. He glared down at her, and only Moira’s touch pulled him away from doing more. 

“Remember that while she is your wife she is noble,” Moira whispered. “Harm her and you would be treated as a criminal.”

“Do not presume to tell me what to do,” Altfor snapped at Moira, who leaned in even closer.

“I am not telling, merely suggesting, my lord, my duke. With a wife, and in time an heir, and the law on your side, you will manage to take that all back.”

“And why does that matter to you?” Altfor asked, looking over at her.

If Moira was hurt by that, she didn’t show it. If anything, she looked triumphant as she looked over to where Genevieve lay. 

“Because your brother, my husband, is gone, and I would rather continue to be the lover of a powerful man than a woman without power,” Moira said. “And you… you are the most powerful man I have met.”

“And I should want you, rather than my wife?” Altfor asked. “Why should I want my brother’s cast-offs?” 

Even to Genevieve, that seemed a cruel game to play when Genevieve had already caught him with Moira.

Again though, whatever Moira felt was carefully hidden.

“Come with me,” she suggested, “and I’ll remind you of the difference while your men go about killing all those who deserve it. Your men, not your uncle’s.”

That was enough for Altfor to pull her to him, kissing her even though Genevieve and the two guards were right there. He caught hold of Moira’s arm, pulling her off in the direction of the great hall’s exit. Genevieve saw Moira glance back, and the cruelty in her smile was enough to chill Genevieve to the bone.

Right then, Genevieve didn’t care. She didn’t care that Altfor was about to betray her in a way that he obviously already had so many times before. She didn’t care that she’d nearly died at his uncle’s hands, or that both of them clearly saw her as an inconvenience.

All she cared about then was that her sister was in danger, and she had, had to find some way to help her, before it was too late. Altfor was planning to kill her, and she had no way of knowing when it would happen. 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Royce ran through the forest, feeling the crunch of branches underfoot, clutching his sheathed sword to his side so it wouldn’t catch against any of the trees. Without the horse he’d stolen, he wasn’t moving fast enough. He needed to go faster.

He ran faster, spurred on by the thought of getting back to the people he cared about. The Red Isle had taught him to keep running, regardless of the way his heart hammered in his chest, or his legs ached. He’d survived the trap-filled run across the island, so forcing himself to run further and faster through a forest was nothing.

The speed and strength that he possessed helped. Trees flashed by on either side, branches scraping at him and Royce ignoring them. He could hear woodland creatures scurrying to get clear of this thing running through their territory, and he knew that he had to find a better way to make progress than this. If he kept making this much noise, he would attract every soldier in the dukedom. 

“Let them come,” Royce whispered to himself. “I’ll kill them all.”

A part of him wanted to do that and more. He’d managed to kill the lord who’d put him and his friends in the fighting pit; he’d managed to kill those guards who had come at him… but he also knew that he couldn’t take on a whole land’s worth of enemies. The strongest, fastest, most dangerous of men couldn’t fight more than a few enemies alone, because there would simply be too many places that a blade could come from unexpectedly.

 “I’ll find a way to do something,” Royce said, but he slowed anyway, moving through the forest more carefully, trying not to disturb the peace of the trees around him. He could hear the birds and the creatures there now, the sounds turning what had felt like an empty space into a landscape of sounds that seemed to fill everything. 

What could he do? His first instinct when he’d run had been to keep going, out into the wild spaces where men didn’t live, and the Picti held sway. He’d thought about disappearing, simply vanishing, because what was there to hold him there?

Briefly, his mind flashed to an image of Genevieve, staring down from the stands of the fighting pit, apparently uncaring. He pushed that image aside, because he didn’t want to think about Genevieve. It hurt too much to do it, when she’d done that. Why shouldn’t he disappear into the spaces where men didn’t live?

One reason was Mark. His friend had fallen in the pit, but Royce hadn’t seen the moment of his death. A part of him wanted to believe that somehow Mark might have survived it when the games had been disrupted like that. Wouldn’t the nobles want to see another fight from him if they could get it? Wouldn’t they want to get all the entertainment that they could from his friend?

“He has to be alive,” Royce said, “he has to be.”

Even to him, it sounded as though he was trying to convince himself. Royce shook his head and kept going through the forest, trying to orient himself. He felt as though he wouldn’t be able to do anything until he got home. He would get there, and then, once he was safe again, he would be able to make a plan about what to do next. He would be able to decide whether to run, or try to find Mark, or somehow magic up an army with which to take on the duke’s men.

“And maybe I’ll pull it out of thin air,” Royce said, and kept moving. He moved with the speed of a hunted animal now, keeping low, ducking under foliage and picking his way over the leaf litter without slowing down.

He knew the forest. He knew the routes through it as well as anyone, because he’d spent more than enough time here with his brothers. They’d chased one another through it, and hunted small creatures. Now he was the one being chased, and hunted, and trying to find a way clear of it all. He was fairly sure that there was a hunting track not far from where he stood, that would lead down to a small brook, past a charcoal burner’s hut, and then down toward the village.

Royce headed for it, picking his way through the forest, and was dragged from his thoughts by a sound in the distance. It was soft, but it was there: the sound of feet moving lightly over broken ground. He wouldn’t have noticed it if he hadn’t spent so much time with his brothers in these forests, or if he hadn’t learned on the Red Isle that there could be threats anywhere. 

“Do I wait, or do I hide?” he asked himself. It would be easy to step out onto the track, because he could only hear a single person coming, and they didn’t even sound like a soldier. Soldiers’ steps had the crisp click of boots, the jangle of armor, and the scrape of spear hafts against the ground. These steps were different. Probably, it was just a crofter or a woodsman.

Even so, Royce hung back, crouching in the shadow of a tree, in a spot where its roots arched up to form a kind of natural enclosure that probably played host to animals when the light faded. Some of the branches nearby were low enough that Royce could pull them down in front of him to block sight there, but still be able to look out over the path. He crouched in place, staying still, his hand never straying far from his sword.

When Royce saw the single figure approaching along the track, he almost stepped out. The man there appeared to be unarmed and unarmored, wearing only loose-fitting gray silk clothing that seemed dark and shapeless. His feet were encased in slippers of equally gray hide, with wraps reaching up over his ankles. Something stopped him though, and as the man got closer, Royce could see that his skin was just as gray, marked by tattoos in purple and red that formed swirls and symbols, as though someone had used him as the only available surface to write some mad text on.

Royce wasn’t sure what any of it meant, but there was something about this man that felt dangerous in a way he couldn’t place. Suddenly he was grateful that he’d stayed where he was. He had the feeling that if he were standing on the track right then, conflict wouldn’t be far behind. 

He felt his hand tighten on his sword hilt, the urge to leap out there unbidden in his mind. Royce forced his hand to relax, remembering the field of deadfalls and tripwires on the Red Isle. The boys who had rushed in without thinking there had died before Royce could even begin to lead them across safely. This had the same feel. He wasn’t afraid, exactly, but at the same time he could feel that this man was anything other than harmless.

For now, the sensible thing to do seemed to be to stay still; to not even breathe. 

Even so, the man on the track stopped, cocking his head to one side as if listening to something. Royce saw the stranger crouch, frowning as he took a selection of objects from a pocket and cast them on the ground.

“You are fortunate,” the stranger said, without looking up. “I only kill those the fates send me to kill, and the runes say that we are not to fight yet, stranger.”

Royce didn’t answer as one by one, the stranger picked up his stones. 

“There is a boy who needs to die because the fates decree it,” the man said. “But you should still know my name and know that eventually, fate comes for us all. I am Dust, an angarthim of the dead places. You should leave. The runes say that much death will follow in your wake. Oh, and do not head in the direction of the village that way,” he added, as if it were an afterthought. “A large body of soldiers was heading for it when I left.”

He stood and padded off, leaving Royce crouched there, breathing harder than he would have thought, given that all he had done was hide. There was something about that stranger’s presence that had seemed to almost crawl over his skin, something wrong about him in ways that Royce couldn’t begin to articulate. 

If there had been more time, Royce might have kept crouching there, suspecting more danger from the man. Instead, the only things that mattered were his words. If soldiers were heading for the village, that could only mean one thing…

He started running again, faster than ever. On the right, he saw a charcoal burner’s hut, smoke behind it suggesting that the owner was at work. A horse that looked as though it was more accustomed to drawing a cart than to being ridden stood in front of it, hitched to a post. The house seemed quiet, and on another day maybe Royce might have wondered about that, or shouted for the owner to try to persuade them to let him borrow the horse.

As it was, he merely cut it free from the hitching post, leaping onto its back and heeling it forward. Almost miraculously, the creature seemed to know what was expected of it, galloping forward while Royce clung to its back, hoping that he would be in time.

 

***

 

It was sunset when Royce emerged from the forest, the red of the sky closing in on the world like a bloody hand. For a moment, the glare of the setting sun was enough that Royce couldn’t see past the redness to the ground below, as the whole world appeared to be on fire.

Then he saw, and he realized that the flame red was no trick of the sunset. His village was on fire. 

Parts of it burned brightly, thatched roofs turned into bonfires by the flames, so that the whole skyline seemed filled with it. More of it was blackened and smoking, soot-colored timbers standing like the skeletons of the lost buildings. One toppled over even as Royce watched, creaking and then falling, tumbling to the ground with a crash.

“No,” he murmured, dismounting and leading his stolen horse forward. “No, I can’t be too late.”

He was though. The fires that burned were old ones, holding a grip now only on the largest buildings, where there was the most to burn. The rest of his village was a thing of charcoal and acrid smoke, so long from the point where the fire caught that Royce could never have hoped to get there. The man he’d passed on the road had said that soldiers were arriving as he left, but Royce had reckoned without the distance, and the time it would take to cover it.

Finally, he couldn’t avoid it any longer, and looked down to where the bodies lay. There were so many of them: men and women, young and old, all killed indiscriminately, and clearly no mercy shown. Some of the bodies lay among the ruins, as blackened as the wood around them; others lay in the streets, with gaping wounds that told the story of how they had died. Royce saw some cut down from the front where they had tried to fight, some hacked down from behind when they had tried to run. He saw a cluster of the younger women, killed off to one side. Had they thought that this was just another raid for the nobles to take what they wanted from them all, right up to the moment when someone had cut their throats?

Pain flowed through Royce, and anger, and a hundred other things, all balled up into a knot that felt as though it might tear his heart in two. He staggered through the village, looking at death after death, barely able to believe that even the duke’s men would do something like this.

They had, though, and there was no undoing it.

“Mother!” Royce called out. “Father!”

He dared to hope, in spite of the horrors around him. Some of the village’s inhabitants must have made it to safety. Marauding soldiers were sloppy, and people could escape, couldn’t they?

Royce saw another knot of bodies on the ground, and this one looked different, because there were no sword wounds on the bodies. Instead, they looked as though they had simply… died, killed with bare hands, perhaps, but even on the Red Isle, that was reckoned a difficult thing. Royce didn’t care right then, because although these people were ones he knew, they weren’t the ones he was trying to find. They weren’t his parents.

“Mother!” Royce called out. “Father!”

He knew that soldiers might hear him if they were still there, but he didn’t care. A part of Royce even welcomed the prospect of them coming, because it meant a chance to kill them, and make them pay.

“Are you there?” Royce called out, and a figure staggered from one of the buildings, soot-caked and haggard looking. For an instant, Royce’s heart leapt, thinking that maybe his mother had heard him, but then he realized that this wasn’t her. Instead, he recognized the form of Old Lori, who had always terrified the children with her stories, and who sometimes claimed that she had the Sight.

“Your parents are dead, boy,” she said, and in that moment the world seemed to break for Royce. The whole of it froze in place, caught between one heartbeat and the next. 

“They can’t be,” Royce said, shaking his head, unwilling to believe it. “They can’t be.”

“They are.” Lori moved to sit against the remains of a low wall. “As dead as I’ll be soon.”

Even as she said it, Royce saw the blood on her rough-spun gown, the hole where a sword had gone in and out.

“Let me help you,” he said, starting toward her, in spite of the fresh surge of pain that had come from what she’d said about his parents. Focusing on her felt like the only way not to feel it in that moment. 

“Don’t you touch me!” she said, pointing a finger at him. “You think I don’t see the darkness that follows you like a cloak? You think I don’t see the death and destruction that seeks out everything you touch?”

“But you’re dying,” Royce said, trying to persuade her.

Old Lori shrugged. “Everything dies… well, nearly,” she said. “Even you eventually, although you’ll shake the world before then. How many more will die for your dreams?”

“I don’t want anyone to die,” Royce said.

“They will anyway,” the old woman countered. “Your parents did.”

Fresh anger flashed through Royce. “The soldiers. I’ll—”

“Not the soldiers, not for them. It seems there’s more who see the dangers that follow you, boy. A man came here, and I smelled the death on him so strong I hid. He killed strong men without trying, and when he went to your home…”

Royce could guess the rest. He realized something worse in that moment, the full horror of it striking him. 

“I saw him. I saw him on the road,” Royce said. His hand tightened on his sword. “I should have stepped out. I should have killed him there.”

“I saw what he did,” Old Lori said. “He’d have killed you as surely as you killed all of us just by being born. I’ll give you a piece of advice, boy. Run. Run away into the wilds. Let no one see you again. Hide as I once hid, before I was this.”

“After this?” Royce demanded, his anger flaring. He could feel hot tears on his face now, and he couldn’t work out if they were grief, or anger, or something else. “You think I can walk away after all of this?”

The old woman closed her eyes and sighed. “No, no, I don’t. I see… I see this whole land shifting, a king rising, a king falling. I see death, and more death, all because you can’t be anyone but who you are.”

“Let me help you,” Royce said again, reaching out to help plug the wound in Lori’s side. There was a flicker of something that felt like the shock from wool rubbed the wrong way, and Lori gasped.

“What have you done now?” she demanded. “Go, boy. Go! Leave an old woman to her death. I’m too tired for this. There’s plenty more death waiting for you, wherever you try to walk.”

She fell silent, and for a moment, Royce thought she might be resting, but she seemed too still for that. The village around him was still and silent once again. In that silence, Royce stood silently, not knowing what to do next.

Then he did know, and set off for the remains of his parents’ home.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Raymond groaned with every jolt of the cart that was carrying him and his brothers to the place where they were to be executed. He could feel every bounce and judder of the vehicle clashing against the bruises that covered his body, could hear the clink of the chains that held him as they moved against the wood.

He could feel his fear, although it seemed to be somewhere on the far side of the pain right then; the guards’ beating had left him feeling as though his body was a broken thing, made of sharp edges. It was hard to concentrate, even on the terror of death, past that.

The fear he could find the way to was mostly for his brothers. 

“How much further, do you think?” Garet asked. Raymond’s youngest brother had managed to sit up in the cart, and Raymond could see the bruises that covered his face.

Lofen sat up more slowly, looking emaciated after their time in the dungeon. “However far it is, it’s not far enough.”

“Where do you think they’re taking us?” Garet asked.

Raymond could understand why his little brother wanted to know. The thought of being executed was bad enough, but not knowing what was happening, where it would be, or how it would be done was worse. 

“I don’t know,” Raymond managed, and it even hurt to talk. “We have to be brave, Garet.”

He saw his brother nod, looking determined in spite of the situation the three of them were in. Around them, he could see countryside passing by, with farms and fields on either side of the road and trees in the distance. A few hills stood there, and a few buildings, but it seemed like they were far from the town now. Their cart was being driven by one guard, while another sat beside him, crossbow at the ready. Two more rode beside the cart, flanking it and looking around as if expecting trouble at any moment. 

“Quiet back there!” the one with the crossbow yelled back at them. 

“What are you going to do?” Lofen demanded. “Execute us more?”

“It’s probably those big mouths of yours that have earned you special treatment,” the guard said. “Most of the ones out of the dungeon, we drag them out and we finish them the way the duke wants, no problems. You, though, you’re going where the ones that have really upset him go.”

“Where’s that?” Raymond asked. 

The guard smiled nastily in response. “Hear that, lads?” he said. “They want to know where they’re going next.”

“They’ll see soon enough,” the driver said, flicking the reins to move the horses forward a little faster. “Don’t see why we should tell criminals anything except that they’re going to get everything that they deserve.”

“Deserve?” Garet demanded from the back of the cart. “We don’t deserve this. We haven’t done anything wrong!”

Raymond heard his brother cry out as one of the riders beside them struck him across the shoulders.

“You think anyone cares what you have to say?” the man snapped. “You think everyone we’ve taken this way hasn’t tried to declare their innocence? The duke has declared you traitors, so you’ll have a traitor’s death!”

Raymond wanted to go to his brother and make sure he was all right, but the chains that held him prevented it. He thought about insisting that they really hadn’t done anything except try to stand up to a regime that had tried to take everything from them, but that was the point. The duke and the nobles did what they liked; they always had. Of course the duke could send them to die, because that was how things worked there.

Raymond strained against his chains at that thought, as if it might be possible to break free through sheer strength. The metal held him easily, wearing away the little that remained of his strength until he collapsed back against the wood. 

“Look at them, trying to get free,” the crossbowman said with a laugh.

Raymond saw the driver shrug. “They’ll struggle better than that once it comes time.”

Raymond wanted to ask what the man meant by that, but he knew that there was no chance of getting an answer, and every chance of getting beaten just as his brother had been. All he could do was sit quietly while the cart continued on its rickety journey along the dirt road. That, he guessed, was a part of the torment of all of this: the not knowing, and the awareness of his own helplessness, with the complete inability to do anything to even find out where they were going, let alone turn the cart from its course. 

It headed up through the fields, past clusters of trees and spaces where villages lay in subdued silence. The ground around them seemed to be rising, heading up to the spot where a fort almost as old as the kingdom itself sat atop one of the hills, the ruined stones standing as a kind of testament to the kingdom that had gone before.

“Almost there, boys,” the cart driver said, with a smile that said he was enjoying this far too much. “Ready to see what Duke Altfor has in mind for you?”

“Duke Altfor?” Raymond asked, barely able to believe it.

“That brother of yours managed to kill the old duke,” the crossbowman said. “Threw a spear through his heart back in the pit, then ran like the coward he is. Now, you’re going to pay for his crimes.”

The moment he said that, Raymond found both his thoughts and his feelings racing. If Royce had really done that, then it meant that his adopted brother had achieved something huge for the cause of freedom, and had gotten clear; both of those things were things to celebrate. At the same time, Raymond could only imagine the things that the former duke’s son would want done in revenge, and without Royce there to take it out on, they were the logical next targets.

He found himself cursing Genevieve then. If his brother had never seen her, none of this would have happened, and it wasn’t as if she even cared about Royce, was it?

“Ah,” the crossbowman said. “I think they’re starting to understand.”

The horses that drew that cart carried on, moving along with the steady pace of creatures that were far too used to their task, and that knew that they, at least, would be coming back from their destination.

They headed up the hill, and Raymond could feel the tension rising in his brothers. Garet was shifting back and forth, as if he might be able to find a way to break free and jump from the cart. If he could, then Raymond hoped he would take the opportunity, running and not looking back, even as he knew that the riders would probably be able to cut him down before he’d gone a dozen steps. Lofen was clenching and unclenching his hands, whispering what sounded like a prayer. Raymond doubted it would do any good.

Finally, they reached the summit of the hill and Raymond saw everything that awaited them there. It was enough to make him slump back in the cart, unable to bring himself to move.

There were gibbets set around the hilltop, creaking in the wind as they dangled from chains in the shadow of the fallen tower. There were bodies in them, some picked clean by scavengers, others intact enough that Raymond could see the horrific wounds and bite marks that covered them, the burns and the places where the skin had been cut away by what looked like long knives. Symbols were cut into some of the flesh, and Raymond found himself recognizing a woman who had been dragged from their cell before, swirls and runes carved into her.

“Picti,” Lofen whispered in obvious horror, but Raymond could see that even that wasn’t the worst of it. The people in the gibbets had wounds that suggested they had been tortured and killed, exposed to the fury of whatever wild folk came by, but what lay on the stone at the center of the hilltop was worse, far worse.

The stone itself was a slab that had been carved both with the symbols of the wild folk, and with signs that might have been magic if such things had been common in these days. The remains of a man lay chained on it, and the worst part, the worst part, was that he moaned with agonized life even though he had no right to. His body was laced with cuts and burns, bite marks and the tearing marks of claws, yet still, impossibly, he lived.

“They call it a life stone,” the driver said with a smirk that said he knew exactly how much horror Raymond was feeling right then. “They say that in the old days, healers would use them to hold men to life while they stitched and worked. We found a better use for this one.”

“Better?” Raymond said. “This is…” He didn’t even have the words for what it was. Evil wasn’t enough. This wasn’t some crime against the laws of men, but something that stood against everything that had ever been there in nature. It was wrong in a way that seemed to count against everything that was life, and sane, and ordered.

“This is what traitors get, unless they’re lucky enough to die first,” the driver said. He nodded to the two who had ridden with the cart. “Clear that off. Whatever he did, it’s not his turn anymore. Clear the cages so that it draws the animals.”

Grumbling, the two guards set about their work, and Raymond would have run then if he had been able to, but the truth was that his chains held him far too tightly. He couldn’t even raise himself over the lip of the cart, let alone lift himself beyond it. The guards seemed to know that, moving casually from gibbet to gibbet, pulling the corpses of men and women from them and flinging them to the ground. Some came apart as they dropped, body parts scattering across the hillside for whatever came to devour them. 

The woman who had been in the cells with them brushed against the stone at the hillside’s heart as they threw her body aside, and her eyes opened wide. She let out a scream then that Raymond was sure would haunt him until the moment he died, so raw and full of pain that he couldn’t begin to guess at the agonies she had endured there.

“Must have still been alive,” the one with the crossbow said, as the others dragged her clear of the stone. She fell silent again as soon as she stopped touching it, and, just for good measure, the crossbowman put a bolt through her chest before they flung her aside.

They dragged the man on the stone clear next, and to Raymond, the worst part of it was that he thanked them when they did it. He thanked them for dragging him away to die. The moment he left the stone, Raymond saw him go from a struggling, screaming man to a lifeless lump of meat, so much so that it seemed redundant when one of the guards cut his throat, just to be sure.

Now, the hillside was silent, except for the calls of the carrion birds, and rustling that promised bigger predators further off. Maybe there were even human predators watching them there, because Raymond had heard that civilized men didn’t see the Picti out in their wild homes when they didn’t want to be seen. Just the not knowing made it worse.

“The duke says that you’re to die,” the driver said, “but he didn’t say how, so we’re going to play the game that traitors get to play. You’ll go in the gibbets, and maybe you’ll live, maybe you’ll die. Then, in a day or two, if I remember, we’ll be back, and we’ll pick one of you for the stone.” 

He looked straight at Raymond. “Maybe it will be you. Maybe you can watch while your brothers die, and while the animals come to gnaw on you, and the Picti come to cut you. They hate the folk of the kingdom. They can’t attack the town, but you… you’d be fair game.”

He laughed at that, and the guards lifted Raymond down, disconnecting his chains from a bracket in the cart and hauling him from it bodily. For a moment, they headed toward the stone, and Raymond almost begged them not to put him on it, thinking that maybe they’d changed their minds and decided to put him there straight away. Instead, they took him to one of the dangling cages and shoved him inside, closing the door behind him and locking it in place with a lock that it would take a hammer and chisel to cut through. 

It was a tight fit in the cage, so that Raymond couldn’t sit comfortably, couldn’t even begin to think about lying down. The cage creaked and shifted with every movement of the wind, loud enough that it seemed like a torture in itself. All Raymond could do was sit there while the men dragged his brothers to other cages, unable to even begin to help.

Garet fought, because Garet always fought. It just earned him a blow to the guts before they lifted him and stuffed him into another of the gibbets, the way a farmer might have shoved an uncooperative sheep into a pen. They lifted Lofen just as easily, throwing him into another of the gibbets, so that they hung there with the stench of death all around them from the bodies abandoned on the hillside.

“How did you three ever think that you could fight against the duke?” the driver demanded. “Duke Altfor has said that you’ll pay for what your brother did, and you will. Wait, and contemplate that, and suffer. We’ll be back.”

Without another word, he turned the cart and started to drive away, leaving Raymond and his brothers dangling there.

“If I can just…” Garet said, obviously trying to reach the lock on his gibbet.

“You don’t know how to open a lock,” Lofen said. 

“I can try, can’t I?” Garet shot back. “We have to try something. We have to—”

“There’s nothing to try,” Lofen said. “Maybe we can kill the guards when they come back, but we can’t get through those locks.”

Raymond shook his head. “Enough,” he said. “This isn’t the time for us to argue. There’s nowhere for us to go, and nothing for us to do, so the least we can do is not fight with each other.”

He knew what a place like this meant, and that there were no real chances of escape.

“Soon,” he said, “there will be animals coming, or worse. Maybe I won’t be able to talk after. Maybe I’ll… maybe we’ll all be dead.”

“No,” Garet said, shaking his head. “No, no, no.”

“Yes,” Raymond said. “We can’t control that, but we can face our deaths bravely. We can show them how well honest people die. We can refuse to give them the fear they want.”

He saw Garet pale, and then nod.

“Okay,” his brother said. “Okay, I can do that.”

“I know you can,” Raymond said. “You can do anything, both of you. I want to say…” How could he say all of it? “I love you both, and I’m so grateful that I got to be your brother. If I have to die, I’m glad that I at least get to do it with the best people I know in the world.”

“If,” Lofen said. “It’s not done yet.”

“If,” Raymond agreed, “but in case it happens, I wanted you to know.”

“Yes,” Lofen said. “I feel the same.”

“Me too,” Garet said.

Raymond sat there in his cage, trying to look brave for his brothers, and for anyone watching, because he was sure that there must be something or someone watching from the ruins of the tower. All the time, he tried to not to think of the truth:

There was no “if” to this. Already, Raymond could see the first flickers of carrion birds gathering in the trees. They were going to die. It was just a question of how quickly, and how horribly.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Royce knelt among the ashes of his parents’ house, charred fragments of wood falling from the frame in a way that matched the tears scouring their way down his cheeks. They scythed tracks through the soot and dirt that now covered his face, leaving him streaked and strange looking, but Royce didn’t care.

All that mattered right then was that his parents were dead. 

Grief filled Royce as he looked down on his parents’ bodies, set out on the floor in surprisingly quiet repose, in spite of the effects of the flames. He felt as though he wanted to tear at the world the way his fingers sought out the increasingly ashen tangles of his hair. He wanted to find a way to make this right, but there was no way to make this right, and so Royce screamed out his anger and his grief to the heavens. 

He’d seen the man who had done this to them. Royce had seen him out on the road, returning from this as calmly as if nothing had happened. The man had even warned him, unknowing, about the soldiers about to come down on the village. What kind of murderer did that? What kind of murderer killed and then set out his victims as if they were getting them ready for an honored grave?

This wasn’t a grave though, so Royce went around to the back of the farm, finding an adze and a shovel, working at the dirt there, not wanting to leave his parents’ flesh for the first scavengers that came by. Some of the ground was hard packed and charred, so that his muscles ached with the work, but right then, Royce felt as though he deserved that ache, and that pain. Old Lori had been right… all of this was because of him.

He dug the grave as deep as he could and then lifted his parents’ charred bodies into it. He stood on the edge, trying to think of words to say, but he couldn’t think of anything that made sense to send them up to the heavens with. He wasn’t a priest to know the ways of the gods. He wasn’t some traveling tale spinner, with all the right words for everything from a wild feast to a death.

“I love you both so much,” he said instead. “I… I wish I could say more, but anything I could say would come down to that.”

He buried them as carefully as he could, each shovelful of dirt feeling like a hammer blow when it landed. Above him, Royce could hear the shriek of a hawk, and he shooed it away, not caring if there were crows and jackdaws spread across the rest of the village. These were his parents. 

Even as he thought it, Royce knew that it wasn’t enough to bury just them. The duke’s men had been there because of him; he couldn’t just leave everyone they had killed for scavengers. He also knew that there was no chance of him digging a pit deep enough for all of the bodies alone. 

The best he could hope to do was to build a pyre to finish what the burning buildings had started, so Royce began to work his way through the village, collecting wood, pulling it from winter stores, dragging it from the remains of buildings. The beams were the heaviest parts, but his strength was enough to drag them at least, letting him build them into great cross members for the pyre he was building. 

By the time Royce was done, it was fully dark, but there was no way he wanted to sleep in a village of the dead like this. Instead, he searched until he found a lantern outside one of the buildings, only a little twisted by the heat of the fire that had wracked it. He lit it and, by that lantern light, he started to gather up the dead. 

He collected them all, even though it broke his heart to do it. Young and old, man and woman, he collected them. He dragged the heaviest and carried the lightest, setting them in their places among the pyre and hoping that somehow it would mean they would get to be together in whatever came after this world. 

He was almost ready to set his lantern to it when he remembered Old Lori; he hadn’t collected her yet in his grim harvest, even though he’d been past the wall she had been leaning against a dozen times or more. Perhaps she hadn’t been quite dead when he’d left her after all. Perhaps she had crawled further back to die on her own terms, or perhaps Royce had just missed her. It seemed wrong to leave her apart from the others, so Royce went in search of her fallen form, returning to the spot where she had lain and searching the ground around by lamplight.

“Are you looking for someone?” a voice asked, and Royce spun, his hand going to his sword in the second before he recognized that voice.

It was Lori’s, and not. There was something less cracked and papery about this voice, less ancient and wearied by time. When she stepped into the circle of his lamplight, Royce saw that was true of the rest of her too. Before, there had been an ancient, timeworn old woman. Now, the woman in front of him seemed almost young again, her hair lustrous, her eyes piercing, and her skin smooth.

“What are you?” Royce asked, his hand straying to his sword again. 

“I am what I always was,” Lori said. “Someone who watches, and someone who learns.” Royce saw her look down at herself. “I told you not to touch me, boy, to just leave me be to die in peace. Couldn’t you just listen? Why do all the men of your line never listen?”

“You think I did this?” Royce asked. Did this woman—he still had trouble thinking of her as Lori—think that he was some kind of sorcerer?

“No, stupid boy,” Lori said. “I did this, with a body that won’t let me die. Your touch, one of the Blood, was just enough to catalyze it. I should have known that something like this would happen from the moment you washed up close to the village as a baby. I should have walked away then, instead of staying to watch.”

“You saw me arrive at the village?” Royce said. “Do you know who my father is?”

He thought back to the white-armored figure he had seen in dreams, and to the time the master of the Red Isle had said that the unknown man who had sired him had saved his life. Royce knew nothing about him, save that the symbol burned into his palm was supposedly his.

“I know enough,” Lori said. “Your father was a great man, in the way that men call themselves great. He fought a lot, he won a lot. I suppose he was great in some of the other ways too: he tried to help people where he could, and he made sure those under his protection were safe. This pyre of yours… it’s the kind of thing he would have done, brave and righteous and so utterly foolish.”

“It’s not foolish to want to keep our friends from the crows,” Royce insisted, giving Lori a hard look.

“Friends?” She thought for a moment or two. “I suppose, after enough years, a few of them might have been. It’s hard for me to truly be friends with anyone though, knowing how easily death comes to most. It will come to you too, if you insist on lighting a beacon so that everyone from here to the coast can see that the duke’s men haven’t finished their job.”

Royce hadn’t thought of that, only of what needed to be done for the people of his village, and what he owed them, after bringing this down on their heads.

“I don’t care,” he said. “Let them come.”

“Yes, definitely your father’s son,” Lori said.

“You know who my father was?” Royce said. “Tell me. Please, tell me.”

Lori shook her head. “You think I’ll willingly hasten everything that’s to come? From what I’ve seen, there will be death enough without that. I will tell you this: look to the symbol you bear. Now, will you give an old woman a head start before you do anything stupid like lighting that fire?”

Anger flickered in Royce, roiling up from within his grief. “Don’t you care about any of the people here? You’re just going to walk away before this is done?”

“It is done,” Lori countered. “Dead is done. And don’t you dare accuse me of not caring. I have seen things that… arrgh, what’s the point!”

She flung a hand toward the pyre Royce had built, muttering words in a tongue that hurt his ears just to hear. Smoke started to billow up from it, and then the first small flickers of flame.

“There, does that make you feel better?” she demanded. “I managed to keep myself from resorting to that while a man stabbed me, I was going to let myself die, not that I had the power to do much else, being so old. Now you have me doing it in five minutes, damn you!”

Royce had to admit that her anger was quite impressive. There was something almost elemental about it. Even so, there was something he had to ask.

“Did you… did you have the power to save people here, Lori?”

“You’re going to try to make this my fault?” she demanded. She nodded over to the spot where the fire was just starting to catch. “Magic isn’t just wishing for sheets of fire or calling lightning from the sky, Royce. With a ritual long enough, maybe I can do some things that might impress you, but a spark like that is about the limit of what I can do as I am. Now, I’m going, and don’t you try to stop me, boy. You’re going to cause enough trouble for me as it is.”

She turned, and for a moment, Royce thought about catching hold of her arm, but something made him hold back, simply staring out as the fire grew in the dark instead. There ahead of him he could see the flickers and sparks of the conflagration as it grew, building up into something that looked as though it was consuming the entire sky with its heat.

Royce stood as still as he could, thinking of all the people committed to that fire, wanting to honor them by watching the last moments that their bodies had there. The blaze burned and burned, rising and falling with the wind and with the fuel beneath it, so that it seemed to Royce almost like a kind of symphony born out of the fire. 

Something else came through the fire, dark against the flames, flitting through them as easily as if it didn’t feel them. Royce made out the shape of a great fishing hawk, of the kind that plunged into the lakes nearby, but this was no normal bird. Its feathers seemed tinged by the red of the fire where they weren’t a deep, sooty black, and there was something far too intelligent about the look it gave Royce as it circled him, glowing with embers in the dark.

On instinct, Royce held out an arm the way he’d seen falconers do, and the bird settled heavily on his forearm, working its way up to his shoulder and preening itself. It spoke, and Lori’s voice came out.

“This bird is a gift, although the gods alone know why I’m doing it. I will see what she sees, and tell you what I can. May she be your eyes, and stop some of what’s to come from being worse.”

“What?” Royce said. “What do you mean?”

There was no answer, beyond the shrill shriek of the hawk’s call as she took to the air. For a moment, Royce had an image of the fire below him, the circle of flames it formed seeming puny from so high above…

He came back to himself with a start and held out his arm for the bird. She landed as casually as if nothing had happened, but he found himself staring at her. There was a flicker of flame in her eye that made it clear that this was anything but a normal hawk. 

“Ember,” Royce said. “I shall call you Ember.”

 

***

 

Royce stood with Ember through the night, ignoring the way his legs ached, and his body fought with him in the desire to move. They stood vigil over the fire while it burned, with the hawk flitting from time to time above the flames, soaring in the thermals they created. 

He didn’t move; he felt as though he owed the dead that. 

Eventually, the sun came over the horizon, and as it did, Royce saw the men and women on the edges of the trees near the village. He turned toward them, and he felt himself stumble, his legs unwilling to obey after so long standing in one place. If these were the duke’s people, then he was as dead as Lori had predicted he would be.

Strong hands caught him up as they came forward, and now, Royce recognized some of them. There were friends from the village, and others from villages further off, deeper in the dukedom. They were all about his age, some dressed as foresters, others just dressed in whatever they had on hand. All of them carried weapons.

Royce recognized one of the boys who held him up, a large young man called… it was Hendrik, wasn’t it?

“What are you doing here?” Royce asked them. He looked at some of the ones who had come from his village. “I thought…”

“Some of them got away,” Hendrik said. He was taller than Royce by a head, and there were those who joked that he must have the blood of some troll kin out of stories to be so large. “We heard what happened here, and when we saw the fire burning, we came.”

“What you did, building the fire, standing there,” a girl with short red hair said; Royce thought her name was Matilde. “It was right somehow, you know?”

Royce nodded, because he understood. He managed to stand now without help, looking round at all of the others.

“But what are you all doing here?” he asked.

“We’re here to help you,” Hendrik said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 

“Help me?” Royce said. “Help me with what?”

“Help you overthrow the duke,” Matilde said. “We heard what you did back in the pit, and there’s a whole rebellion in the dukedom. We want to be part of it. We want to help.”

Royce started to shake his head, wanting to tell them that he didn’t intend to start a rebellion, wasn’t planning to kill whoever the new duke was. Then he thought about all the people who had died in his village, and who must have sent the men to kill them, and he knew that wasn’t true. He wanted the new duke dead, just as he wanted to kill the man who had slain his parents and then passed him by like it was nothing.

“It will be dangerous,” Royce said. “Most of you… you aren’t fighters.”

“More dangerous than sitting at home waiting for some nobleman to decide he has taken a fancy to me?” Matilde demanded. 

“More dangerous than just being less than them, when they come raiding?” Hendrik added. “We’ll learn to fight. You can teach us. And then…”

And then, they would not just be a rabble, Royce knew. They would be exactly what he needed them to be if he was truly going to beat Altfor and his men. They would be an army.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Dust tracked his prey through the night, seeing well enough in the dark that he needed only the starlight, following the signs that the world presented to him with equanimity. A spider’s web spun the wrong way had him split from the path. A tree whose knots looked like the ancient Gaath sign for travel told him that he was on the right route. 

“Everything is right, because it cannot be other than as fate decrees,” Dust reminded himself as he walked. Such were the words that the priests in his home had taught him, until no part of him could deny the truth of them. “Against the power of fate, all are small. Who would swim against an ocean?”

The truth of it seemed like an absolute to Dust; was an absolute, since those who questioned the will of fate’s signs usually found themselves given up as sacrifices in his homeland, or provided as subjects on which to teach the Thousand Torments, or the many ways of death. Even so, he knew what the question was: if fate would happen as it must, why were the angarthim necessary? The answer was as well-worn as it was obvious.

“We are the tool through which fate corrects itself,” Dust said. “We are the balancing hand on the scale, the correcting push against chaos.”

He murmured these things like the prayers they were, along with other, older phrases as he walked. When the signs around him showed a place to rest, he sat cross-legged with his back against a tree and rested in a way that wasn’t quite sleep until the fatigue drained from his body. Ready to continue, he started to walk again, down toward a place where a large pit sat, surrounded by a kind of stand. Dust had seen fighting pits before, although he doubted that this one saw anything so elegant as the duels through which he had been trained.

Nevertheless, it was where the signs pointed, and so he went there.

There was fighting in the streets beyond the pit, out on the edges of the town, where guards vied against men and women who looked to be no more than ordinary townsfolk to Dust. It said something about the chaos around the place that hardly anyone looked at Dust at first, even though his hood was down. He stopped beside the road, casting knuckle bones into the dirt to try to find out the cause of it. Reading them told him that there had been death, and the death of someone important. 

The signs among what was happening told him more. The duke’s men were there, and Dust could see their nerves, hear the flickers of their conversation. He pulled his hood up over his head so they would not see him as anything more than a beggar, a mad prophet, a person to overlook. It let him move closer to them and listen.

“…right through his chest! Just threw it!”

“Try not to sound so admiring,” another guard said, “or Lord Alistair will have your head for it.”

“Are we obeying him now, or the old duke’s son?”

“Who do you think?” the guard demanded. “A boy or a respected commander? Rumor is that Altfor bowed down to him anyway. Saw which way the wind was blowing.”

Dust had long read signs in the wind, but this was one set of signs that he hadn’t read until now. Slowly, he was starting to piece things together.

He was still doing it when the two guards looked over at him. Apparently, he’d moved too close.

“You, what do you think you’re doing?” one of them demanded. “What are you doing out despite Lord Alistair’s curfew?”

“I was listening to your conversation,” Dust said. “I take it that there has been a death here?”

“Are you stupid?” the other one demanded. “Of course there has been a death. What do you think the fighting is all about? That boy they sent to the pit, Royce, managed to kill the old duke! Have you been sitting under a rock while half the dukedom has been hunting for him and there has been rioting in the streets?”

“I have not been in this land,” Dust said, pulling back his hood so that the men could see his skin, and his tattoos. “But it seems that we have something in common. I too am hunting this boy, Royce.”

The first guard laughed. “You think you can just come here and declare you’re going to take the boy from us?”

“Yes,” Dust said, because it was no more than the truth. He would be the one to find Royce, and he would be the one to kill him. “Tell me where he is and the fates may let you live.”

“Tell you…” The first of the guards looked to the other, as if barely able to believe what he was hearing. “You want to question us like we’re some peasant scum? I have a better idea: how about we take you in for questioning? I’m sure the duke’s inquisitors will get some answers out of you.”

“No,” Dust said, shaking his head. Did these men really think that things would happen that way? “No, I am sorry, but it will not happen. I would have seen it if it were to be allowed.”

“What is going on here?” a third man demanded, and this one was dressed in the clothes of a noble, silk and velvet, with a light courtier’s sword on his hip. “There’s no time for harassing beggars when there are still knots of traitors on the street.”

“This madman says that he’s hunting Royce,” one of the guards said. “He demanded to know where he was so that he could kill him.”

The noble turned toward Dust. “You aren’t armed.”

Dust shrugged. The things that most people thought of as weapons were too… coarse. He could use them, of course, but why should he, when the needles and garrotes and slim knives in his sleeves were more than enough?

“An angarthim is never unarmed,” he said. On the noble’s breath, he was sure he smelled the scent of alcohol. Such things could be exploited, but they could also be dangerous. They made men less predictable, although nothing was truly so to a man who understood fate.

“This man is clearly some kind of madman,” the noble said, waving a hand dismissively. “Make him go away, and then get back to the fight. Lord Alistair was most insistent that we control the situation!”

As he waved that hand, Dust saw the rings there, the swirls and decoration blending together with the light to form symbols that he thought he knew. Now he understood. He had been put here in this moment for a reason. He smiled at that.

“What are you smiling about?” the noble demanded. He raised his hand as if to slap Dust. 

Dust struck him in the chest with the palm of his hand, sending the noble staggering back into the dirt.

“Right, that’s enough!”

The first guard lifted an axe, and now Dust saw how the waves and shine of the metal formed something that could, in the right light, be taken for a skull. This was another place where fate had sent him, to kill those who needed to die. 

“Ah, I see,” he said. “Forgive me.”

“Too late for that,” the guard said, and swung his axe in Dust’s direction. 

Dust stepped inside the swing, as close as a lover might have been in an embrace, then spun, throwing the first guard at the second, who was just starting to raise his sword. Dust timed the throw perfectly, and he heard the guard’s gasp as the sword point appeared through his chest. 

The one with the sword dropped it, scrabbling for a dagger, but Dust didn’t let him get close to it. He grabbed the reaching hand, holding it in place, while his elbow swung round with bone-breaking force once, then again. As the guard fell, Dust brought the heel of one foot down sharply on the man’s throat, hearing the crunch of cartilage.

By this point, the noble was back on his feet, slender sword held in the tentative grip of a man who had clearly only used it for show before now. Casually, Dust slipped a throwing needle from his sleeve, end glistening. 

“On the way here,” he said, “I was contemplating why fate sends me where it does. Now I know. Thank you for showing me that I have more than one role to play.”

“Stay back!” the nobleman said. 

“Certainly,” Dust replied with a bow. As he straightened, he flung the needle, seeing it embed itself in the noble’s flesh. The toxin was one taken from frogs kept for the purpose in the temple’s vaults, and Dust was already turning away as the man fell, gasping.

He continued toward the pit, moving at a measured walking pace and lifting the sword that one of the fallen guards had used. As more men came at him, Dust cut left and right, constantly moving, never staying in one spot, even though the men’s movements were obvious enough that a fool could have seen the places they intended to attack. Enemy after enemy fell before him, with sufficient ease that Dust started to feel a little bored. He chided himself mildly for that; this was not about his entertainment, but about the requirements of the signs around him. Death continued to shine in everything he saw, and Dust moved onward through a trail of blood.

Eventually, there were no more foes to kill, either because he had slain them all, or because they had learned enough to keep out of his way. It made it possible for him to come out into a box overlooking the fighting pit, and there he saw half a dozen noblemen and women sitting around drinking, obviously holding back when they should have been engaged in the search for his prey.

Dust looked around, half expecting to see another death sign proclaiming their fate, but instead, he saw two discarded flowers forming the sign of peace in the language of one of the lesser islands. Dust set his stolen blade down and ignored the nobles for now as he moved around the place.

“This is where the former duke was killed?” he asked as he moved. One of the noblewomen nodded a reply. “And the boy, Royce, was here?” That got another nod. “Then I require you to leave me here.”

The nobles seemed only too glad to flee the place, and Dust could understand it. He knew how much most people feared death, rather than welcoming it at its appointed time. He suspected that the nobles might be back with more guards in due course, but the prospect didn’t bother him. 

Instead, he knelt, attending to his task. Back when he had been trained, each of his senses had been honed by the priests in turn, the better to look out for the smallest sign of the foes he was sent to slay. Now, he bent those senses to his will, looking for clues as to where his target might have gone, listening and touching and tasting.

Scent was the sense that gave Dust something first, though, because there was something on the edge of what his nose could detect that was familiar. He was not a dog to track a man with ease by it, but the priests had at least trained him with flasks of water which might or might not be poisoned, suits of armor that might or might not contain a foe to fight. His nose was sharp enough to pick out the subtle distinctions that marked one man from another, and Dust knew this scent, had smelled it before, but where?

The forest.

Royce had been the boy he had passed in the forest.

Dust laughed then, and the sheer rarity of that laughter caught him a little by surprise. Things were not funny or good or unexpected; they just were. But in this case, the runes he had cast near the stranger had told him that it was not the time for that one’s death yet. It seemed that the fates had a sense of humor, leading him so close to his prey only to lead him away again. 

That, or they had some deeper purpose.

Dust heard the sound of men gathering beyond the room in the scrape of armor, and the rasp of blades being drawn. Probably the men doing it believed that they were being stealthy, and a part of Dust urged him to leap forward among them, showing them the weakness of their attempt at surprise.

His eyes fell upon the still intact symbol for peace, though, and Dust bowed his head in acknowledgment of the sign. This was not the moment for more violence, but for a more subtle approach instead. 

Dust surveyed the box, examining his options to see with seemed the most favored by the signs. The box had a sloping roof that headed up to the edge of the pit’s walls, and from there to the streets beyond. The scampering of a rat across it showed him the best route, the only route. 

Bunching his muscles, Dust leapt up, catching hold of the rim of the roof with his fingertips. He pulled himself up smoothly, muscles moving with the perfection of long training. Somewhere below him, he heard the crash of the door, and the shouts of men come to try to kill him.

“Where has he gone?” one demanded.

“He’s a sorcerer! Vanished into thin air!” another declared.

Dust smiled at that. The only magic he had was that which the priests had drawn into his body, and the knack for reading the signs. He needed no more. Idly, he wondered if these men knew how close they sat to their deaths, and if they understood that only the sign of peace had saved them.

Of course not, because they were not angarthim. 

For the moment, he stayed still, picking out his route across the roof. Dust became a part of it for the time that he was there, still enough to let eyes slide from him, silent enough that his breathing was the loudest thing about him. He saw that the rat had been correct, and that its path would avoid those spots where the roof might squeak or give him away. Silently, on padding feet, Dust ran.

Once he reached the walls, he dropped lightly, not caring that the drop might have killed another man. It was not his moment to die. He rolled at the bottom, coming up smoothly, and pulled his hood up to obscure his features. Sticking to the shadows, he headed for the parts of the settlement where the violence was, knowing that it would be easiest to lose any pursuers there, because what sane man would step into such violence?

Dust would, and he would come through unscathed, because none of the runes he had cast today had told him otherwise. Besides, he still had a task to complete. He knew his prey now, and would not be fooled again. He would not pass him by next time. Instead, he would come upon the boy as swiftly as an arrow fired from some celestial bow.

“And when I do, fates willing,” he whispered, “I will be every bit as deadly.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

It seemed so strange to Royce to be walking away from the village in which he had grown up, and to be doing it with so few answers. He and the others were only walking slowly through the forest, yet it seemed as if every step was taking him a hundred miles from the spaces where he had grown up, and the person that he had been doing it.

“There is a blacksmith a couple of villages over who forges good weapons,” Hendrik said. “He has been providing people with them ever since the first rumblings against the duke started. Now that you’ve struck the first blow in the fight against the nobles, I’m sure he will want to help.”

“That wasn’t what I planned to do,” Royce said. He held out his hand and Ember leapt from his grip, circling up amongst the trees.

 If he concentrated, Royce could see things as the hawk saw them now, seeing the clusters of people spread out there, making their way through the spaces where there were no tracks, just in case there were any of the duke’s men watching. He could also see that there weren’t, and quickened his pace.

“Whatever you planned to do,” Matilde said, from the other side of him, “the fact is that you did it. You struck the blow that started all this, and you stood all night over the dead. People won’t forget that.”

Royce wasn’t so sure about that, but he knew that he wouldn’t forget it, just as he wouldn’t forget any of the things that had made it necessary. He wouldn’t let the people who had died slip away into oblivion, forgotten by everyone. He would make sure that they were remembered, and avenged.

“We should find a better name for you,” Matilde said. “Maybe Royce of the Pyre. Royce Vigil Holder. Royce… What’s that?” she turned toward a sound in the forest. 

Royce was already looking at the cause of it through Ember’s eyes.

“A deer,” Royce said. “We’re causing enough noise…” He was about to say “to wake the dead” but didn’t, because the dead of last night wouldn’t be so easily woken. “…to scare off anything, and there’s no need to play at sneaking about anyway. There aren’t any of Altfor’s men here that I can see.”

“Sharp eyes you have,” Hendrik said. “Maybe we should call you Royce Game Spotter.”

“Just Royce is fine,” Royce said. He knew the others were trying to cheer him up, but right then, he couldn’t see anything that would lift his spirits after everything that had happened. He still had the soot of the fire on him, could still smell the stench of burning flesh and hear the things Lori had said about him. They put him no closer to learning who his father had really been, though.

He flexed his hand, considering the mark on the palm there. The lines on it were as clear as if they’d been designed that way, rather than being burnt into place in some moment he had no memory of. They stood, white and silvery, against the rest of his flesh. 

“I think they’ll call you more than that before this is done,” Hendrik said. 

Royce shrugged and kept walking. “I don’t care about that.”

“Then what do you care about?” Matilde asked. 

A part of Royce wanted to simply say vengeance, but even as he thought it, he knew that it was more complicated than that. He took a moment to think, and when he spoke, he picked his words carefully. This felt like a moment when the world was listening. The people following him through the forest certainly were.

“I want to save my brothers,” he said. “I want Altfor to pay for what he did to my village. I want the man who killed my parents dead, and I want people to be free to live without nobles swooping down on them whenever the whim takes them. If my friend Mark survived the pit, I want to find him too.”

“Sounds like a lot to achieve,” Hendrik said.

Royce looked over to him. “If it’s so much, why are you coming with me?”

“I said that it was a lot,” the other boy said. “Not that it was impossible. Some things are worth the effort. Some things are worth dying for.”

Royce thought back to his village, and the pyre. He thought back beyond it, to the Red Isle, and the pit. He even found himself thinking about what it must have been like on the night he was conceived, wherever and whenever that was.

“There has been a lot of death already,” he said, “but I suppose, if anything is worth fighting for, this is it.”

They walked until the edge of the trees came into view, revealing a flat landscape of fields in which a village sat behind the kind of low palisade that might slow down horses long enough for the inhabitants to flee. Royce saw people going about ordinary days there, and somehow that felt wrong. It felt anything but right that normal life could go on so calmly when his own village had been wiped from the world. It felt to Royce as though even walking down into it would be a betrayal.

Even so, he did it, because where else could they all go?

They walked down into the village together, and they should probably have looked like a rabble with no direction in that moment, but through Ember’s eyes, Royce saw the beginnings of an army below, dozens moving in concert, following him. The others with him followed along in his wake like a broad shadow spread across the ground, or like an arrowhead of which he was the point. 

As they came into the village, some of the villagers there came out to meet them, and some of them had weapons in their hands as if expecting an attack by the nobles, or maybe the Picti who sometimes poured out of the wild places. They had blades and they had bows, and more than that, they looked as though they knew how to use them. 

For a moment, Royce thought that maybe they would attack, and that perhaps he had done the wrong thing by bringing these people here. Then Hendrik waved, and one of the villagers waved back with a smile. 

“Ho there!” Hendrik called out. “We’re here with Royce, the one who killed the old duke!”

That got a moment of silence from the villagers, and then a cry went up. Royce half expected it to be a cry to kill him for the treason of attacking the duke like that, because whatever these villagers felt, surely they would need to show their loyalty if they wanted to avoid the nobles’ retaliation.

Instead, he heard them calling out his name.

“Royce… Royce… Royce!”

Some of them jabbed their weapons in the air while they did it, while others moved forward to join in the throng of people who went with him. Some of the ones with him were talking to the villagers, and Royce was surprised to find that the snatches of conversation he caught were mostly about him.

“…killed the duke as easily as breathing…”

“…fought in the pit and won…”

“…say he trained on the Red Isle…”

“…he stood there all night, I swear it…”

Royce swallowed at the thought of so many people talking about him, but he didn’t tell them to stop. Instead, he walked in the direction of what was obviously a blacksmith’s forge, where smoke billowed out over the rooftops from a stone building. An older man stood in front of it, hammering on a billet of red hot steel with a hammer that looked as though even Royce would have struggled to swing it. The man had gray hair, a braided beard that had been tied back over his shoulder, and a leather apron covering up his clothes.

He glanced up as Royce approached, but then looked back down, continuing with his work. Royce approached closer, waiting for the man to acknowledge him, but he just kept hammering.

“You must be the only person in this village who isn’t interested in me showing up,” Royce said. 

“Man takes his eye off his work, man might hit his thumb,” the smith said. “They say you’ve done some stuff, but that doesn’t make a thumb grow back.”

“No,” Royce said. “I guess not. I’m Royce.”

“Know who you are,” the smith said. 

Royce had the feeling that the smith would keep going like this all day if he had to. He tried to think of something that would catch the other man’s attention, and could think of only one thing. He drew his sword, laying it out on the table nearest the older man.

“When you get a minute, can you make sure my sword doesn’t have any nicks?” he asked. “We’ve a lot of fighting ahead. Hendrik even said you might be able to help get us weapons.”

“Did he now?” the smith said, sounding dismissive, but he still went over to the spot where Royce’s sword sat, the crystal blade shining in the morning light. He looked up, staring Royce in the eyes. “Where did you get this?”

“On the Red Isle,” Royce said. “It was part of the test before they sent me here to die.”

The smith held up the blade, looking along its length to inspect it, looking impressed, even awed, by the object he held. 

“It must have been the gods’ own test to earn a thing like this,” he said. “And you know as well as I do that a blade like this won’t nick.” He held the sword out to Royce, hilt first. “I’m Ogren, blacksmith to this place. I’ve made blades for rebels, for soldiers, for wanderers. At a time like this, when there are rebels in the streets and everyone wants to fight, why should I give you and your friends anything when those swords might be needed elsewhere?”

“Because we can actually change things,” Royce said. “Because everyone wants to fight. If it were as easy as wanting it, then the kingdom would already be ruled fairly. You know weapons, so you know it takes more than a willing hand to wield them. I’ve trained on the Red Isle.”

Ogren stood there for a moment or two, apparently considering. “And what will you do with these weapons?”

“I’ll start by saving my brothers,” Royce said.

The smith seemed to consider for another second or three, and then nodded. “Follow me,” he said, and led the way back, away from his forge, to what looked like an old wood store set ready for winter. He pulled away a panel, and Royce saw the gleam of steel within. He saw swords and axes, bows and suits of mail. There was enough there to equip a small army of skirmishers and warriors, and just looking at it, Royce could see that it was of the highest quality.

“A man who can remember family at a time like this is a man worth following, I reckon,” Ogren said. “Tell your friends that they can take what they need, if they can show me that they know enough about using it that they won’t cut their own feet off.”

“That seems fair enough,” Royce said. 

Ogren snorted. “Fair? You think this world is fair?”

“Maybe we’ll make it a little fairer,” Royce suggested, and he heard the smith snort again.

“I think I liked your first idea better. At least saving your brothers is something a man might actually do.”

 Royce didn’t know what to say to that, so as the others started going to Ogren to get kitted out with blades and armor, he went over to the heart of the village, where it seemed that people were starting to gather. It was only as they turned toward him that he realized they were waiting for him to say something. 

“I don’t know what to say to you all,” he admitted. “I’ve no experience of being a leader, and everything I’ve done is just because it seemed like the only thing to do at the time. Now, the next thing for me to do is to save my brothers, and I’m not sure I can ask any of you to come with me.”

“We’re coming anyway,” Matilde said from the side. She had a bow and a couple of long knives now, along with a coat of mail that shimmered in the light.

“Just tell us where we’re going,” Hendrik said.

“That’s the first thing,” Royce said. “We need to find out where they are. My guess is that Altfor will have taken them to the castle’s dungeon, if they’re anywhere.”

He saw a boy pushed forward, younger than he was, and looking nervous as people shoved him to the front. Royce looked at him, seeing that he obviously wanted to say something, but also seeing that he was clearly uneasy.

“What is it?” Royce asked. 

“They… they aren’t there,” the boy called out. “My brother works up at the castle as a guard, and my ma has me bring him food sometimes. Last time, I saw them being dragged out and hauled off somewhere.”

“Somewhere?” Royce asked. He didn’t want to think about the possibility that they might already have been taken to their deaths. He didn’t want to think that after all of this, he might still be too late. “Do you know where?”

The boy shook his head, and Royce could feel the disappointment rising inside himself. 

“My brother might, though,” the boy said. “He says that he knows everything that goes on up at the castle. If anyone can tell us, he can.”

That might be true, but it was also dangerous. Royce could hardly just go to the castle and ask, could he? Except… if he didn’t do that, then there was every chance that his brothers were going to die.

“You can’t be considering this,” Hendrik said. “You can’t seriously be thinking about going to the castle, just on the chance that someone’s brother might know something.”

Put like that, it sounded utterly insane. Even so, Royce couldn’t see another way to do it.

“I’ll go,” Royce said. “If there’s a chance to save my brothers, I’ll go, but no one has to come with me.” He looked around at the people gathered there. “I’m serious. I don’t want anyone else risking their lives for me.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Matilde said. “Of course we’re going to come. Where you go, we go.”

She offered a salute with one of her blades, the light shining from the weapon. Around Royce, there was a chorus of murmurs, and almost all of them seemed to agree with what Matilde had just said. They were looking at him as if he were some kind of hero, some kind of leader.

One by one, they raised their blades to the sun, and Royce knew that there was no point in trying to argue with them or keep them safe. They would follow him now, whether he wanted them to or not. In truth, he would need the help, would need all the support he could get. He could fight, but if his brothers were in the depths of some dungeon somewhere, it would take more than him to get them to safety. It would take an army, and, looking around him… 

…looking around him, Royce had the feeling that he was starting to build one.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Genevieve slipped from her husband’s rooms by the first light of dawn, careful not to wake him and fearing what might happen if she did. At the very least, he would drag her back to bed to demand of her everything that he seemed to think was his right now that she was his wife. More likely, if he guessed where she was going, he would find some way to hurt her even more.

She still had to do this.

The trick to it was to make it appear that she was doing nothing that she shouldn’t. That meant Genevieve dressing as perfectly and as quietly as she could, seeking to look every inch the lord’s lady. It meant striding along the corridors rather than sidling, and walking up to the dungeons with the kind of determination that so many of the nobles there seemed to possess.

She stopped in front of the guards.

“You there,” she said. “Which of you knows where my husband had Royce’s brothers taken?”

It was a terrible risk. Just by asking it, Genevieve knew that she had put herself in danger. Still, if she’d gone this far, it meant that it wasn’t such a large step to the rest of it.

“They’ve been taken to the hill of traitors, my lady,” one of the men said, with a short bow that said that her attempts at playing the noble were paying off. “It’s a little way to the north, if you wish to watch them suffer.”

Genevieve nodded. “Thank you.”

That got an odd look from the men, and Genevieve cursed herself as she remembered that the nobles didn’t thank those they considered to be less than themselves. 

“As you were,” she said, and turned on her heel, heading for the kitchens.

In spite of the early hour, those were already a hive of activity, with servants and cooks hurrying in every direction, working to get fires lit and to prepare the mountains of food that would be required by the duke’s forces during the day. Lord Alistair’s forces, Genevieve corrected herself. She had to remind herself that for all his violence, Altfor was considerably less dangerous than his uncle. He would not hesitate to kill her if she crossed him; Genevieve had seen that much in his eyes in the great hall.

“I require food for an outing,” Genevieve said. “Bread, cheese, meats, and wine.”

She managed to say it with enough authority to get the cooks there moving, and soon, she had a basket filled with food. Her pretense of authority was enough to get her a horse too, from a stable hand who looked at her with awe. Genevieve hoped she wouldn’t get him into trouble for it. 

She rode out across the castle bridge, and it was only then that guards stopped her, stepping in front of her with weapons drawn.

“Hold there, my lady,” one of the men said. “No one said that you were heading out today. Young Lord Altfor said—”

“As we saw yesterday,” Genevieve shot back, “Lord Alistair is in charge now, and he has not forbidden me anything. I mean to take food to those who need it.”

It was even the truth, after a fashion. 

“If you’ll wait here,” one of the men said, “we should find men to accompany you. The land is dangerous hereabouts, and—”

“And I doubt Lord Alistair will want to waste men on me,” Genevieve said. “Besides, what kind of message does it send, offering kindness to the poor while accompanied by an armed escort?”

That seemed to half persuade the men, and half persuasion was really all Genevieve needed.

“That’s settled then,” she said, and heeled her horse forward, past the spot where the two guards stood. As soon as she was sure that they weren’t watching too closely, Genevieve urged the creature into a gallop, hoping she would be able to get to where she was needed in time.

Finding the spot where Royce’s brothers were wasn’t hard. Everyone had heard of the hill where they took traitors to die; it had even been boasted about with a certain kind of grim relish by some of the children while she was growing up, with the brave, or the stupid, claiming that they had been there to see the caged bones and the half dead remains of whoever was left there. Genevieve rode hard, ignoring the fires that burned in the distance where it was clear that Lord Alistair’s men were engaged in putting down every hint of rebellion. She rode with all the speed and desperation of someone who knew that any moment might be the one when Royce’s brothers were killed.

Despite the speed with which Genevieve rode, the sun was still well over the horizon by the time the hill came into view. It looked like some balding old man, with trees on its lower slopes giving way to a patch of open ground where the ancient tower lay. Genevieve continued forward, even though the path narrowed and became little more than a hunting track.

Away in the trees, she thought she heard voices, speaking in a rough tongue that Genevieve had never learned to understand. Were there actually Picti there, she wondered, or was it some trick of her imagination? She thought back to the stories she had heard about the wild folk when she was young, and all the things they might do to someone unwary enough to be caught by them. She kept going in spite of it, knowing that she had to do something.

When she came to the spot where the gibbets hung, though, Genevieve found herself gasping in horror. Birds flew around those gibbets, trying to settle on them, and within, she saw Royce’s brothers. Lofen flailed weakly at one of the birds there. Garet was slumped against the bars of his, while Raymond glared down at Genevieve as she approached, the hatred in his eyes obvious.

“Come to gloat while we starve?” he asked her.

Genevieve shook her head quickly. 

“I came to help you if I could,” she said. “I brought food.”

“And why should we trust you?” Lofen demanded. “It’s probably poisoned.”

Genevieve took out the little that she had, offering it up to the brothers. “It’s not poisoned. It’s… I risked my life just coming here. I know you won’t trust me, no matter what I do, but I’m trying to help.”

Raymond took a hunk of bread from her. “If you really want to help, get us out of here.”

Genevieve looked at the lock holding his cage closed. “There’s no key.”

“Then use a knife, or find a rock or something to smash it,” Raymond said. 

Genevieve nodded, and started to search down among the rocks of the ruins until she came up with a fist-sized lump of rock. She wasn’t tall enough to reach the lock directly, but mounting her horse, she found that she could reach it well enough to hammer down on the metal, the sound of stone on iron ringing like a bell through the surrounding woodland.

“That’s it,” Raymond said. “I think it’s weakening.”

Genevieve kept going, but then she heard something above even the sound she was making that made her freeze in place: the sound of booted feet making their way up the hill.

“Why are you stopping?” Raymond demanded.

“I can’t be seen here,” Genevieve said. “If guards come, they’ll capture me, and there will be no getting out for any of us.”

She had to believe that there was still some route through this that didn’t involve her being found out. Besides, helping Royce’s brothers was only the first of the things she planned to do today that defied her husband’s will, and if she found herself caught now, then she wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop the one thing happening that was even worse.

“Here,” Genevieve said, passing the rock to Raymond. “The lock isn’t so far from breaking. You can probably hit it harder than I can.” The sound of booted feet was growing closer, and worse, Genevieve could hear the sounds of the Picti too, away in the forest. If she left it much longer, she would be trapped. “I have to go. I have to.”

She didn’t even wait for Raymond’s reply, but instead wheeled her horse and set off back the way she’d come. She’d spent too much time here already. She had to get to her sister.

 

***

 

Genevieve rode hard for the house that she and her sister had shared with their family, knowing that every moment would count now. If Altfor had given orders for Sheila’s death, there would be no chance of the guards holding back. The only hope was for Genevieve to get there first.

The horse thundered forward under her, heading for her old village. In the distance, she could see smoke coming from where Royce’s village had once been, and Genevieve didn’t want to think about everything that might mean. Instead, she rode straight for her old home, the only home she’d known from the time she was a child to the point when the old duke’s men had seized her for his son. 

The house was there as it had always been, the blue flowers around the door reminding Genevieve of all the good times she had spent there growing up. Now, she hurried to it, knowing that there was no time to waste, and hiding the horse she had ridden there around the back of it where it wouldn’t be seen.

“Sheila!” she called out, running inside. “Sheila!”

The house was quiet, and for a moment or two Genevieve thought she might be too late, but then her sister came down the small staircase.

“Genevieve?” her sister asked. “What’s happening? What are you doing here?”

“Is it only you here?” Genevieve asked. 

Sheila nodded. “Why?”

“Because Altfor is sending men to kill you.”

“Altfor?” Genevieve saw her sister pale. “Him? He…”

“He told me what he did,” Genevieve said. “He told me to try to hurt me. Now, to hurt me more, he wants to murder you. I’m sorry, if it weren’t for me…”

Sheila shook her head. “This is his fault, not yours.”

Genevieve put an arm around her sister. She wished they had more time to talk about everything, and to really work out what they were planning to do next, but she didn’t know how soon Altfor’s men would be there, or what she and Sheila might be able to do to stop them.

“We need to go,” Genevieve said. “We need to leave right now.”

She headed for the door, all but dragging her sister with her. Through a small window though, she saw something that made her stop in place. Two men were advancing down the village street, armored in plate, and carrying one-handed swords with double edges. They had the cold looks of professional killers, and people scattered back from them. One man got too close, and one of the men kicked him back, raising the sword he held in a threat. 

“We can’t go out there,” Genevieve said, because the moment they did, the men would see them, and then it would simply be a question of who could run fastest. That wasn’t a race that Genevieve wanted to risk, even against men in armor.

“Where then?” Sheila asked.

“Upstairs,” Genevieve said. “We need to hide.”

She led the way, thinking about all the spots in the house where they had hidden as children. 

“Quick, grab sheets, clothes… anything with some bulk to it,” she said. She dove into the house’s small kitchen, finding the little meat that was there, still bloody, thankfully. Sheila came to her with spare blankets, and Genevieve nodded. 

“Those should be perfect. Quick, come with me.”

She led the way upstairs, quickly stuffing the bloody meat she held into a pillowcase, and then wrapping the whole in more of the sheets. Coming to one of the bedrooms, she started to arrange the bedding under the blankets there, trying to get the shape of it right…

A crack came as someone hammered on the door.

“Open up!” a man’s voice called. “In the name of the duke!”

“The attic,” Genevieve said to her sister. Sheila nodded, and they hurried up a small set of steps, levering open the small hatch in the ceiling that led up there. When they had been children, it had been one of their favorite places to hide, lying there on their bellies and looking down through the cracks in the ceiling at their parents. 

They did it now, pulling the steps up after them and laying the hatch back in place just as a crash of splintering wood came from below. 

“Come out, come out!” one of the men called. “You can hide if you like, but it won’t work. Might as well come here and give us a reason not to kill you.”

“None of that,” the other man said. “I’ve a wife at home.”

“And?”

“Well, if that’s not enough for you, how about this? Do you really want Altfor to find out that you’ve been doing what he has? Who he has? You think he won’t take something like that personally?”

There was a brief pause, and then a curse.

“Looks like you’re in luck, girl,” the first man snarled. “You get to die quick!”

Genevieve and her sister lay above the bedroom where they had laid their decoy, staying silent and still, hoping that it would be enough. From this angle, it didn’t seem like enough. It seemed like such a pathetic substitute for her sister, with no way that it could ever hope to fool men used to violence. They would see through the ruse in an instant, then search the house, and then kill both her and Sheila when they found them.

Through the cracks in the ceiling, Genevieve looked down as the men ran into the room. They stared at the human-sized lump in the bed, and one of them laughed.

“Trying to hide, girl? That’s the last mistake you’ll make.”

He thrust his sword into the pile of bedding, and as he dragged it out, Genevieve saw the bloodstains starting to spread.

“There,” he said to his partner. “It’s done. Now you can get back to that wife of yours, and neither of us is going to get killed by his lordship. Happy?”

“Happy,” the other man agreed. “Come on.”

They set off from the room. Beside Genevieve, Sheila looked as though she was going to say something, but Genevieve clamped a hand over her sister’s mouth, shaking her head. She waited a minute, then another. Only when she was certain they were gone did she let go.

“They came in and they stabbed what they thought was me,” Sheila said, sounding shocked. “Just like that. They walked in and just stabbed me!”

“We’re not done,” Genevieve said. “Come on. We need to get out of here.”

She slipped down from the attic with her sister in tow. Even though she thought the soldiers were gone, she still moved carefully, not wanting to risk being found. They went downstairs together, then out into the yard.

“Where are we going?” her sister asked.

“I don’t know,” Genevieve admitted, “but we need to get you away from here before Altfor realizes his mistake.”

After that… well, after that, Genevieve wasn’t sure what they would be able to do.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Royce slipped down toward the castle in the early morning light, only too aware that for this part, he was nearly alone. The others were there, but further back, hidden out of sight among buildings.

The boy who had said that his brother might be able to help walked with him. His name was Nicolas, and he seemed nervous as they got closer. For a moment, Royce thought that it might all be some kind of trick to lure him there, but then he realized that Nicolas was probably just worried that he was traveling with probably the most wanted man in the kingdom right then.

“It will be all right,” Royce said to the younger boy. “And if it isn’t… well, you run, and you don’t look back.”

If all this went wrong, it wasn’t as if Nicolas would be able to save him. He suspected that no one would. The presence of the others back among the houses was comforting, but the truth was that they were too far back to make a difference should every guard in the place decide to attack Royce. He would have to cut his own way clear, if he could.

“Where is your brother?” Royce asked Nicolas.

The younger boy pointed. “There, over near the small bridge outside the walls.”

Royce saw the spot that Nicolas meant, and he was grateful for it. The bridge in question was uncomfortably close to the castle, a small thing designed for servants or maybe nobles going on dalliances within the surrounding settlement, but at least it was designed to be discreet for those dalliances, and at least it was small enough that it would only take one man to guard it. So long as no one looked down from the walls, and Nicolas’s brother didn’t call for help…

Put like that, it still seemed as though there were far too many things that could go wrong with all of this.

“Nicolas, what are you doing here?” the young man guarding the bridge said as they approached. “You know it isn’t safe for you to be… wait, Nicolas, who is this?”

“You know who I am,” Royce said, moving close with his hands well away from his sword. “Your brother tells me that you might be able to help me.”

“Just listen to him, Edwin,” Nicolas said.

Royce saw the guard look around, as if considering whether he could call for help before Royce could cut him down. 

“What is it you want?” he demanded. “If you think I’m helping the man who murdered the duke…”

“You’re from one of the villages, right?” Royce said. He waited for the young man to nod. “Then you saw the things the duke’s men did there. You’ve seen the people killed for opposing them, or for refusing to hand over everything they have, or for not wanting to give over their daughters to be raped.”

He saw Edwin pause a moment or two, then nod again. “But without order, there’s only chaos. There have to be laws.”

“Laws that don’t seem to apply to the duke,” Royce pointed out. “I was thrown into a pit to die. The girl I loved was taken away to be given to his son like a horse or a new sword. I threw that spear because the man who had done all of that was standing there screaming for my death. Wouldn’t you?”

“Maybe,” Edwin admitted. “But that doesn’t mean I’m letting you into the castle. I’m not a traitor.”

“I’m not asking you to be,” Royce said. “I just want to know what has happened to my brothers. You can’t think it’s right that they’ve been taken just because they’re my brothers, can you?”

Edwin stood there, and Royce had some sense of the conflict within him. The young man probably knew that his duty as a guard meant that he should call out to the others on the battlements, and that he should at least try to kill Royce where he stood. To do anything else was a betrayal of the people he had—

“The Hill of Traitors, to the north,” Edwin said. “They took them to the Hill of Traitors, so that the Picti could have them.”

 

***

 

Raymond clutched the rock in his fist while guards moved into the clearing where the tower lay. The ones from before were there, along with a couple more who had clearly come along to see the horror of it; maybe participate, given the evil-looking knives and tongs and other instruments of torment they had tucked in their belts. 

That wasn’t even the frightening part of it, because away in the woods, Raymond could hear the calls of the Picti, yelling back and forth to one another in something that wasn’t quite the tongue of the rest of the land, clearly excited about the prospect of what might follow.

“Didn’t die quietly, I see,” the guard who had driven the wagon said. “You’ll probably wish you had though, soon enough.”

Raymond thought about the rock he held. One more blow, and he suspected the lock on his cage would give way. One blow, and he might be able to grab whichever guard was nearest, try to wrest a blade from him. 

Then what? Alone, he would find himself facing the other guards, and he wouldn’t be able to free his brothers. He needed a moment when they were distracted. Act too early, and all of this would be for nothing.

Too late, and…

“Now, which of you shall we start with?” the guard demanded.

“Me,” Raymond said, trying to be brave, and thinking about what he might be able to manage with a blow from that rock. Bringing down the first guard by surprise might at least give them a chance. “Leave my brothers alone and choose me.”

The guard laughed at that. “Oh no, you’ll be last, boy. You’ll get to watch your brothers die, and hear every scream. No, we’ll start with… this one.”

He pointed at Garet.

“No!” Raymond yelled, but the guards ignored him, moving across to his brother’s cage. “Leave him alone!”

“You’ll get your turn,” the guard promised Raymond. “Just as soon as you’ve watched what happens to the others. Bring him!”

Garet fought, but even so, the guards dragged him out of the gibbet. A part of Raymond wanted to strike that final blow against the lock right then, wanted to come to his brother’s aid as they pinned him in place and chained him down atop the life stone, but even then, it felt as though the moment wasn’t right. Raymond would get only one chance, and he wanted to make sure that when he took it, it would save all of them.

That was when Raymond heard something that was even worse than the shouts and the calls of the Picti: he heard silence from them. It was the kind of silence that promised death, and slow death at that. It was the silence of hunters in the moments before they struck.

“We have a deal with them,” the guard said. “They know that if they strike us, the duke will hunt all of them down and slaughter them, so they leave us be. You, though… they get to take out all their hatred of us on the likes of you.”

The Picti started to emerge from the trees then, and it was like a kind of magic in itself. One moment, there was only the tree line below the tower; the next, men and women were loping forward, wrapped in tartan, painted in woad. They were human, but there was something different about them, something more sharp-edged and graceful, more wild and less settled. Their eyes were wider, their frames mostly more slender. Their weapons were things of bronze as often as iron, their ornaments made of bone where they weren’t torcs of gold. Even from this distance, Raymond could see their hatred of him, his brothers, and every person whose farms and laws had driven them out into the wild places. 

They stalked forward, and in spite of his supposed deal with them, Raymond saw the guard who had driven them there take a step back. The guards and the Picti stood staring at one another over the expanse of the life stone, and Raymond could see that there was no love there, no liking, only the kind of cold hate that would turn to violence if there were any chance of getting away with it.

In that moment, things felt as though they were balanced on a knife edge. Maybe if he’d had more time, Raymond might have been able to think of something to do. If he’d spoken any of the old tongue, he might have thought of some clever way to turn the Picti against the guards, or appealed to their sense of honor to try to get them to help him and his brother.

Instead, all he could do was sit in the gibbet clutching his rock, and hope that somewhere, somehow, a way would come for them to survive this.

 

***

 

Royce rode uphill through the trees, not caring about the branches that whipped at him while he did it. Around him, the people of the village ran, or rode, trying to keep up, heading for the bare space at the hill’s summit. 

“Nearly there!” he yelled out, drawing the crystal sword. He leapt down from his horse, knowing that any horse untrained in fighting risked throwing him, and that his time on the Red Isle had prepared him for fighting on foot, not on horseback. Royce didn’t let that slow him, plunging on through the trees, toward the space where ahead, he could hear Garet cry out. 

He burst past the tree line, up onto the broken ground where the tower lay. There, guardsmen and woad-painted Picti stood, all armed, all dangerous. Royce plunged in amongst them without even hesitating.

He cut a guardsman down without slowing, ducked under the swing of another’s sword, and plunged his blade hilt deep into the man’s chest. Royce tore the weapon clear, spun away, and parried a blow aimed at Hendrik’s head. The huge young man swung an axe two handed and battered through a guard’s defenses. He saw Matilde leap at one of the Picti, almost as wild as they were, stabbing with both the weapons that she held.

Around Royce, villagers plunged into the conflict, striking down guards and Picti alike as they strove to save Royce’s brothers. Royce fought his way forward toward the flat stone, shoving back a guardsman and cutting the legs out from under another. One of the Picti came at him, stabbing with a spear, and Royce darted aside, before Ember’s claws raked across the man’s face, sending him staggering away. 

For those first few seconds, they seemed unstoppable. Royce saw his people cutting and killing, bringing down guards and Picti before they could strike back. Matilde brought her knee up into a Picti woman’s face, while Hendrik severed the head from a guard with one sweep of his axe. More villagers cut and killed around them. 

Then the Picti and the guards started to fight back, and villagers started to die. Royce saw a boy stabbed through the heart, a girl hacked down by the sweep of an axe. He flung himself forward, parrying a blow aimed at Matilde’s head, then cut back at the man who had attacked her. 

Still, the Picti kept coming, too many of them to hope to stop.

“We need to run,” Matilde said.

Royce nodded. “I need to get my brothers first, though. Just hold them a few more seconds.”

Even that seemed as though it might be too much to ask. Around Royce, he could see his people being driven back by the force of the Picti’s attack. The guards weren’t the problem, but the wild folk fought with all the savagery of folk who fought every civilized person they met.

Royce ran forward, and from the corner of his eye, he saw a guard approaching. He started to turn to try to block the blow that he knew would come, but that attack never came at him. Instead, as he turned, Royce saw Raymond standing there over the fallen body of the guard, holding a lump of rock.

“I’ll free Lofen,” Raymond called out. “You get Garet.”

Royce nodded, and then hurried for the spot where his youngest brother lay chained in place. Around him, the battle raged more and more, Picti flowing into the space around the tower in seemingly limitless numbers. Royce had never known so many lived nearby.

For now, the only thing he could do was try to save Garet. Royce pushed his way through the fight, standing over Garet and holding the crystal sword in both hands. 

“Leave me!” Garet called out. “You won’t be able to get out otherwise.”

Looking around, Royce could see that his brother had a point; there were Picti everywhere he looked now, pretty much surrounding the clearing. If it had only been the guards, they might have been able to fight their way clear, but like this, there would soon be no chance.

Royce didn’t care. He wasn’t going to leave without his brothers. There was no key nearby, and no obvious way to find one, so there was really only one way to free his brother. He hefted the crystal sword and then brought it down using all the strength he had.

The metal of Garet’s chains gave way, the crystal sword slamming into the stone beneath, and it rang out like a bell. Something seemed to resonate through Royce, and as he touched the sword to the stone again, he felt something pour from it.

A scream rang out around the clearing, and it was a scream that seemed to run through every fiber of him. Improbably, impossibly, it came from the stone, pain and anguish pouring out from the place where so much had gone into it. The raw agony of it was overwhelming, and for a moment, Royce could only stand there, the sword in his hand.

Around him, in that moment, everything came to a halt. Everything. Guards stood there staring at him. Villagers stood there as if they didn’t know what to do next. The Picti, meanwhile, stood there in stunned silence, staring straight at Royce in a way that had nothing to do with their usual hostility. They were staring at him in awe.

A horn sounded then, somewhere back in the trees, and at the sound of it the Picti started to back away. Those who could still stand melted back into the forest as smoothly as they had come from it. Their leaving seemed to be the spark that reminded the guards that there was still a fight going on, and now they clumped together, weapons raised.

Royce charged at them. 

He cut down one man, spun toward another, and hacked off his arm. He ducked under a sword blow, and the crystal sword sang as it ripped up into him. Royce dodged and spun, cutting and killing, and then his brothers were there beside him, and the villagers joined them, all of them attacking in a group. 

Against the might of them together, the guards couldn’t hope to prevail. In just seconds, the guards were down, leaving only bodies around the tower. Ember flew down, and Royce had an image of more of the Picti around the clearing, watching, obviously trying to understand.

 

“We need to go,” he said to his brothers. He looked over to where Matilde was be dragging a half-conscious Picti girl along, and Hendrik was going around the guards, checking that they were dead. “We need to go right now.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Altfor rose from his bed when the messenger started hammering on his door, hastily wrapping a robe around himself and stalking across his chamber to throw the door open.

“This had better be good,” he said to the servant who stood there, flanked by a pair of guardsmen. 

“My lord, forgive me, but Lord Alistair requires your presence.”

“Then tell him I’ll be awake at a civilized hour. What kind of man gets up before noon when there’s no hunt planned?”

Not that Altfor normally lay abed that long. Only the half glimpsed sight of Moira still there was enough to make him wish to be back there. Well, that and the thought of keeping his uncle waiting, reminding him that Altfor was not some weak boy for him to—

“At once, Lord Alistair said,” the servant insisted, in a tone that said that it wasn’t negotiable. A part of Altfor wanted to shut the door in the man’s face anyway, but one of the guards took a half step forward, in a way he wouldn’t have dared to just a day or two before. 

“Oh, very well,” Altfor said. “Give me a moment to get dressed, and—”

“At once, his lordship said,” the servant insisted. “We were to bring you by force if necessary.”

Altfor considered his options and realized how few he had in that moment. He couldn’t exactly fight his own guards, especially when he was anything but certain that he would win. His only choice was between being dragged forward and walking with grace, so he chose to do the latter, walking with as much pride as he could muster in just a robe. All the time, he considered the things he would do to the three men escorting him once he had full control of his lands again.

Instead of the great hall, they took him to his father’s old chambers, which his uncle seemed to have commandeered without so much as asking. The same way that he’d taken the dukedom, Altfor thought. He’d made changes too, his father’s more extravagant ornaments and oddments piled against the walls, ready for servants to take away. The rest of the room looked more severe now, like the command tent of a hard-bitten general. 

His uncle stood in the middle of it all, looking down at a table where a map of the dukedom was set out. A nervous guardsman stood next to him, looking as though he would rather be anywhere but where he was.

“Uncle,” Altfor said, “was it really necessary to drag me out of my bed for this?”

“For this?” Lord Alistair said. “Yes, when this is your mess.”

“My mess?” Altfor tried to think of all the things it might be. He liked to think that he had things under better control than that. “What do you mean?”

“Tell him what you told me,” his uncle said to the guardsman. Looking at the man now, Altfor could see that he looked disheveled, scratched, bruised, and cut. 

“We were at the Hill of Traitors, dealing with the brothers as you ordered, my lord,” the man said to Altfor. “When Royce showed up, with a group of… they must have been villagers, but they didn’t fight like villagers. They fought us, and they fought the Picti, and then the boy did something that made the stone scream out, and the Picti just… left.”

Altfor shook his head. “Picti do not just leave,” he said. “Not unless you face them with an entire army. They stay, and they fight, and they kill.”

“They left,” the guard insisted. “And then there were more villagers than us. I think… I think I was the only one to get away, because I’d been hurt on the edge of the fight, and—”

“You ran like a coward,” Lord Alistair said. 

“I managed to grab a horse,” the guard said, “I fought my way free with—”

“You ran,” Lord Alistair said again, “and the penalty for one of my men who deserts is death.”

He drew his sword and struck in one movement, the blur of the blade at neck height. The guard had a moment to look shocked, and then his head toppled from his shoulders, his body collapsing. Altfor’s uncle was already cleaning his blade.

“You sent the boys away to die rather than just killing them quickly,” he said. “That was foolish. Where a man has an enemy, he must strike quickly and completely, not play games. Do you understand, Altfor?”

“Yes, Uncle,” Altfor said, meaning every word of it. “I understand completely.”

“See that you do. Now, there is the question of what we do next.”

“You’re asking my opinion?” Altfor said. 

He saw his uncle shrug. “One day, eventually, you might rule this dukedom. It would be nice to see if you have the strength to be a good ruler. Perhaps you’re going to prove better than your father and your brother were.”

Altfor bristled at the suggestion that his uncle got to decide whether he ever got to rule the dukedom, but even so, he decided to try. He wasn’t stupid.

“If they are coming from the villages, then we need to show them that any village that supports them will suffer,” he said.

“There are those who would say that such a strategy risks damaging us as much as them,” his uncle said. “We need the food from those villages, and everything else they produce.”

Altfor saw the gleam in his uncle’s eye. He knew a test when he saw one.

“Authority comes first,” he said. “We have the gold to buy food elsewhere, and villagers can be replaced.”

His uncle seemed to pause, and then nodded. 

“Good. Cruelty for its own sake is worthless, but sometimes it is necessary. Every village that supports the rebels will be cleared, the inhabitants replaced by those who are loyal. The rebels will be hunted down, and if they do not come forward to face justice, they will see those they care about die.”

That caught Altfor a little by surprise. His uncle was even more ruthless than Altfor had thought. Under other circumstances, he might even have appreciated it. As it was, though, it just meant that when he took his dukedom back, he would have to be thorough about it. 

“That will be all,” his uncle said, dismissively. 

Just the tone of it was enough to make Altfor’s hackles rise, but he was careful not to let it show as he turned and stalked toward the door.

“Just one more thing, Nephew,” his uncle said as he left. “Where is that wife of yours?”

“Did you wish to speak to her, Uncle?” Altfor asked, again careful not to let any of what he felt show.

“I merely want to be sure that she is under your control. A man who cannot control his wife can hardly be ready to control an entire land.”

“There is nothing to worry about, Uncle,” Altfor said. Internally, he seethed, because he didn’t know where Genevieve was. She was missing, and he hadn’t even noticed.

 

***

 

Genevieve kept looking over her shoulder as she and Sheila made their way down to a small stream not far from the village, down to a spot that she had used to bathe sometimes before Altfor had taken her. There, she was sure that she and Shelia couldn’t be seen by anyone passing, but even so, she couldn’t help looking around for the possibility of someone coming after them.

“We need to find somewhere else that’s safe for you,” Genevieve said. 

“For both of us,” Sheila replied. “You can’t just go back to Altfor. Not after this.”

“He would hunt us down,” Genevieve said. “And as his wife…”

“What? You’re safe?” Sheila asked.

That was a part of it, because it seemed that Altfor wasn’t going to risk breaking the laws of the kingdom by harming his own wife. But there was more to it than that.

“I can do more good as his wife than I can running,” Genevieve said. “I’m going to have to go back at—”

She didn’t finish the sentence, because in that moment a wave of dizziness overcame her. She staggered, and she might have gone down to one knee if it hadn’t been for Sheila supporting her. 

“I’m all right,” Genevieve said. “I’ve just… it’s just running away like this…”

“Are you sure that’s all it is?” Sheila asked. 

“What do you mean?” Genevieve asked, still leaning on her sister. They made their way to a rock by the stream, sitting there together. 

“Well, you’ve been married to… to him for a while, haven’t you?” Sheila asked. 

Genevieve nodded. 

“And you’ve both been…”

Genevieve nodded again. “I am his wife.”

“Not that he cares much either way,” Sheila said. “But do you think maybe… maybe you could be pregnant?”

Genevieve shook her head. “No, I can’t be.”

“Can’t be?” Sheila countered.

Genevieve paused then. Of course she could be. She’d slept with Altfor enough times, because once she’d agreed to it, her husband had been eager for it. That had stopped recently, after she’d found out about Moira, and Sheila, and all the rest of it, but before that…

“I don’t know,” she admitted.

“Then the next thing we need to do is find out,” Sheila said. “Find out if you’re carrying that monster’s child.”

Genevieve knew how to do it, of course; it was something that all the women of the village learned, when the nobles descended whenever they wanted and took what they wanted; who they wanted. There was moss that would shimmer blue when it came into contact with the urine of a pregnant girl, when it would just wither when that girl wasn’t with child. There were other ways too, known to some of the older women, but most of those sounded like stories made up just to frighten the younger ones. 

It took a while to find the moss, and longer to use it. Genevieve and Sheila sat waiting when it was done, watching until finally, with the kind of sick certainty that Genevieve should have known was coming, the moss started to shimmer blue. 

“I… I’m pregnant,” Genevieve said, barely able to believe it.

Sheila hugged her tight. “It will be all right. There’s still the root. Eat that, and there will be no more child. You’ll be free to stay, or go, or do anything else you want.”

She said it so simply, in the matter-of-fact way of that could only come in the villages where the nobles preyed on those they chose. 

“Did you… did you use the root when Altfor…” Genevieve couldn’t finish the sentence.

Sheila nodded beside her. “I wanted to make sure. The moss didn’t say anything, but until I had, I felt as though there might still be some part of him buried inside of me, growing.”

Genevieve held onto her sister then. “He told me about what he did, Sheila. He boasted about it to try to hurt me more and make me do everything he wanted. I’m so sorry.”

“You don’t need to be sorry,” Sheila said. “It’s him who needs to pay for it, and he will.”

Genevieve shook her head. “He’s the son of the old duke and the nephew of the new one. Men like Altfor don’t pay for what they do.”

“He will,” Sheila said. “I’m going to kill him.”

She sounded so certain about that, as though she was saying that the sky was blue, or that thunder would follow lightning. Genevieve couldn’t see how she could be that certain, though, when nobles had taken girls and raped them here for as long as anyone could remember. There was no retribution for it, when their victims weren’t of the noble class.

“How do you plan to do it?” Genevieve said.

“I don’t know,” Sheila replied. “But I’ll do it. I’ll kill him, even if it kills me.”

“I don’t want you dead,” Genevieve said. She held her sister out at arm’s length. “Promise me, Sheila. Promise me that you won’t do anything stupid.”

Her sister didn’t make the promise though, but only stood there. 

“What about you?” she asked instead. “When are you going to take the root?”

“I…” Genevieve hesitated. “I don’t know if I am.”

“But he’s—”

“He’s my husband,” Genevieve said. “It’s not like I was caught up in some raid and left behind. This is his legitimate child, and his heir.”

“So you’re going to go back and play the part of the loving wife?” Sheila asked.

Genevieve shook her head. “He wouldn’t believe that. But this child… it will be mine as well as his and I don’t think… I don’t think I can do it. I want to keep the child.”

“And will you tell him?” Sheila asked. “Will you announce it to the world, as the wife of the duke-to-be?”

She made it sound like some kind of twisted play, and maybe, just maybe, that was what it was. What it could be, at least. 

“If I’m carrying his heir, that gives me a kind of power,” Genevieve said. “I can do some good. As the heir’s mother, I will have a say in how things are done. I can change things.”

“You really believe that, don’t you?” Sheila asked.

Genevieve nodded. “I have to.”

“Of course, there’s another side to that,” Sheila said. “You might be the mother to his heir, but he will still be the one in charge.”

“Not if he’s dead,” Genevieve said.

“Dead?” That seemed to be enough to catch Sheila’s attention.

“Not yet.” Genevieve shook her sister. “It can’t be yet, you understand? But if he dies after the baby is born, then we have a chance to say what’s going to happen. We have a chance to change things, and make them better. I can raise my child how they want, and they can rule for everyone.”

It felt so strange to be discussing it in those terms, to be putting it so coldly, but it was the only way that Genevieve could think of to make this right. She could never go back to being a villager, because Altfor would kill her rather than let that happen. She couldn’t have Royce, because she was Altfor’s wife. Her only hope to do any good in the world was to stay where she was and become more. 

Murdering Altfor would be a truly evil act, but if she killed Altfor at the right moment, it was the kind of evil that might still do some good. The world might actually change, and things might be better for all the people like her who might be the next to suffer otherwise. 

She had to do this, she had to be a noble wife and mother, no matter how much it hurt. 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Royce led the way down from the hillside, through the trees, with the others following along behind him as closely as they could. Lofen and Garet helped one another, while Raymond was almost level with Royce. Royce strode quickly, wanting to get out of there before any fresh threats came to them. Above him, Ember circled, the magic that connected them showing him that the Picti were still watching from spots within the trees. It would only take a moment for them to start attacking again, and then he and his friends would be lost.

“Why do you think they aren’t trying to kill us?” Matilde asked. She was dragging along the Picti girl she’d knocked half-unconscious with a length of rope, like the prize of some noble out on a raid.

“Let her go,” Royce said. 

“But she was trying to kill me,” Matilde said. “Maybe she can tell us things. Besides, I don’t see why only the nobles should get to take all the pretty girls.”

Royce sighed, then turned to the girl Matilde was dragging. “What can you tell us about the Picti following us?” he asked. “I can see them through my hawk. I know that they’re there. Why did they let us go when the stone screamed?”

He turned back to Matilde.

“She probably doesn’t speak any tongue but the Picti one,” he said. “And even if she understands us, she wouldn’t say anything without us torturing her. Do you want to start torturing people? Or dragging them off to be no more than slaves like the nobles do?”

He heard Matilde sigh. “I guess not.” She cut the rope using one of her knives. “Go on then. Run away.”

The Picti girl seemed to understand that part at least, because she scampered away to the edge of the trees. There, she paused, and spoke perfectly in the language of the kingdom.

“We left because the stone only sings a song of pain for the worthy,” she said. “You are the one who was promised, who will give us back our place in the land. And girl…” She looked over at Matilde. “I think you are pretty too.”

She disappeared into the forest before Royce or anyone else could say anything. He watched her go through Ember’s eyes, but she moved so quickly even the hawk couldn’t follow her as she was lost under the trees. 

“We need to keep going,” Royce said. He didn’t know who the Picti thought he was, or what they believed he was going to do for them, but this still didn’t feel like a place to stay. For one thing, there was still the risk that more guards might show up. If anyone had seen signs of the fighting, or been expecting them back, then there might be a whole company about to descend on their group.

“We need to get to the old clan meeting place,” Hendrik said. “It’s far enough from the villages that no one will look for us there, but still sheltered enough that we won’t die up among the heather.”

Royce started to nod his agreement, but then paused. “There’s something I need to do first; someone else I need to at least try to save, if he’s still alive.”

“If?” Hendrik said. “You want to have another fight for ‘if’?”

“I don’t want another fight,” Royce insisted. “But I don’t want to abandon a friend either. Mark was my closest friend back on the Red Isle. We’ve saved each other’s lives, and fought together when there was no one else.”

“If he’s from the Red Isle,” Hendrik said, “I guess that tells us where you want to head.”

“The pit,” Royce said. He nodded. “I’m sorry, I know how dangerous it is.”

“More dangerous than you think,” the larger boy said. “The pit has been the heart of the rioting ever since you threw that spear. They keep putting it down, but fights spring up again. They’re even starting to tell mad stories in the chaos now, of a magical man with gray skin who killed a squad’s worth of guards without trying. Do you want to run into him?”

“If it means a chance to kill him,” Royce said, his hand tightening on his sword. “I would charge straight into a battle if it meant that I got to kill him.”

“Well, that’s exactly what we’ll be doing,” Hendrik said.

“We?” Royce asked. 

Hendrik nodded. “You don’t think I’m going to let you go alone, do you?”

“None of us will,” Matilde insisted.

Beside them, his brothers seemed to be in agreement. 

“If you go,” Raymond said, “we all go.”

Royce thought about the danger he might be putting them in, but only for a moment. “Then we all go.”

 

***

 

They walked and ran, those of them with horses leading them so they wouldn’t leave the others behind. It seemed to take forever before they reached the small settlement where the fighting pit lay, and looking down on it, Royce could see that Hendrik had been right: there were still plenty of spots where violence flared up in the streets.

“If we just march in there, we’re dead,” Raymond pointed out. 

Royce could only agree with that. If they went into the settlement that housed the pit as one charging group, they might make it out with Mark, but they might also find themselves in the middle of a fight they couldn’t win. At the very least, some of them might die trying to save him, and looking around, Royce had to ask which of his friends and his family he was willing to sacrifice just for the chance of getting Mark back.

The answer was simple: he was the only one he could risk doing this.

Royce settled down in the grass beyond the settlement, keeping low and trying to avoid being seen while he watched the patterns of what was going on below. There were guards there, and enough to potentially overwhelm his people, but not, he realized, enough to be everywhere at once. Where the sporadic patches of violence were breaking out, they were rushing to intercept, moving over to one part or another of the settlement by following the sound of whistles and shouts.

Royce could use that.

“I want most of you to cause a distraction,” he said to the others. “Hit and then run, without letting them catch up to you. Move among the buildings and draw them off, maybe see if you can emulate those whistles they’re using. Raymond, Garet, Lofen, I want you ready with horses to come in and get me and Mark.”

“You make it sound like you’ll be going in there alone,” Raymond said.

Royce had been expecting an argument about this part of his plan. “It’s the best way. There will be less chance of someone spotting me if I’m alone. Just… be ready if this goes wrong.”

“We will,” Raymond promised him.

Royce set off down into the settlement then, every step taking him closer to the space where the guards were still patrolling, looking out for trouble. He set Ember flying overhead, watching their movements, and just barely ducked back into the shade of an ostler’s doorway in time.

He waited there, watching through his hawk’s eyes until he was sure that the guard was gone. He hurried forward again and then ducked into a stand of bushes while more guards went by. His hand tightened on the grip of his sword, a part of him wanting to strike out at men who would willingly serve men like the duke and his sons. Then he thought of Nicolas’s brother and relaxed his grip slightly. Perhaps some of these men were serving because they thought they didn’t have a choice, or because it was that or starve on a farm somewhere, or even because they had thought that they might be able to do some good as a guard.

Even so, he was grateful for the moment when he heard shouting in the distance, and the men ran off to try to deal with it. Through Ember’s eyes, he saw men rushing toward the spot where Hendrik, Matilde, and the others were attacking. He wouldn’t have long; he had to move now.

Royce ran in the direction of the pit, and found the interior worryingly empty. There were bodies left on the floor where someone had attacked, but otherwise, the place seemed deserted. Instinctively, Royce avoided the areas where the nobles might sit; he wouldn’t find Mark in those. Instead, he headed down to the cages and the pens, where ordinarily, men and beasts might have been chained, waiting for their turn. 

They were empty though, and bloodstains suggested some of what might have happened to any men left behind. In that moment, Royce started to feel any hope that he might have had fade.

“You! What are you doing there?”

A guard came out of a side tunnel, raising a club. Royce could have pulled back, but instead, he was on the man in an instant. He grabbed the guard’s arm and twisted, wrenching him to the ground. 

“Where is everyone?” Royce demanded.

“If you’re looking for someone, you’re too late,” the guard said. He seemed to be enjoying that fact. “We cut their throats and threw them in the body pits. Just like we’ll do with you!”

He shoved Royce back and came up with a knife in his hand, lunging for him. Royce spun aside, drawing his sword and cutting in one movement. The guard fell, almost cut in two.

He knew that he should leave then. There wouldn’t be much time, because there was only so long that the others could keep their distraction up before one of them got hurt. Even so, he couldn’t leave before he’d checked. He had to see for himself that Mark was gone, or it would always haunt him.

He made his way through the surroundings of the pit, looking for the spot where the guards had dumped the corpses of those they’d killed. Royce’s nose told him the way even before Ember’s eyesight picked out the spot from above.

The mound of the dead was horrific to stare at. There were men there, and women, criminals and warriors of the Red Isle and more. There were limbs with no connection to bodies, and puddles of blood that turned the floor into a wash of red. Body after body had the marks of battle on it, while far too many of those nearest the top had simply had their throats cut.

Royce collapsed to his knees at the sight of it, slipped in the blood, and forced himself back to his feet again. He knew in that moment that Mark hadn’t survived, because no one could hope to—

“Royce!” The voice was little more than a croak, the sound of it only audible because of the awful silence of the rest of the place. 

“Mark?” Royce called out.

“Royce!”

He hurried forward, not caring about the blood now. He had to steel himself to plunge into the horror of the dead, looking where his eyes demanded that he couldn’t look, searching for his friend until…

Mark lay among the horror of the rest of it, down beneath the surface of the pile, where he’d obviously been thrown in the moment when Royce had escaped. The wound in his chest was awful to behold, blood covering him, simply an absence there where some of him should have been. How he was still alive with that awful violence done to him, Royce didn’t know. 

For a moment, all he could do was stare at his friend, but then he knew that he had to reach out for him, pulling Mark from the pile of the dead even though he cried out through gritted teeth at the pain of it.

“I hoped that you weren’t dead,” Royce said. “They struck you down, but I didn’t see them kill you.”

“They threw me on the pile when you left,” Mark said. “They were so busy chasing you that they didn’t bother finishing me. They just… left me.”

“I left you,” Royce said. “I should have taken you with me.” 

“You couldn’t have escaped,” Mark said. “They would have killed us both.”

“I’m taking you with me now, though,” Royce said.

“No, leave me. You can’t escape carrying me. Just… finish it.”

Royce shook his head, lifting Mark on his shoulders and holding him there, his sword held ready.

“Hold on. We’re getting out together.”

Using Ember’s eyes as much as his own, he headed toward the exit from the pit. A guard moved into his path, a spear held in his hands. Royce stepped aside from the first blow, feeling it scrape across his side. He cut him down, then kept moving. He came out into the open air, and two more guards came for him. Royce barely parried a blow and kicked one man back, then thrust his blade through the other’s throat before he could react. The first man cried out, and Royce cut him down too, but he could tell that it was too late. 

From above, looking through the hawk’s eyes, he could see that other men were closing in.

He picked the path that looked like it would be the most open and kept going. 

Men started to come out from between the houses, and Royce killed them as they came, the crystal sword singing in his hand while Mark was almost a dead weight over his shoulder. He was far too quiet too, and Royce might have paused to check on him if he’d had any time. As it was, he pushed on, striking out where he had to, taking twists and turns as he saw them, using them to avoid the worst of the incoming guards.

Then he saw the horses charging in, and he heard the sounds of Lofen’s voice, shouting above the sounds of battle.

“Hold on, Royce, we’re coming!”

They charged into the heart of the settlement with weapons drawn, dragging Royce’s horse behind their own. Royce ran for them, then spun as he heard something behind him. A man struck out at him, hard enough that it made the crystal blade ring as he parried. He cut him down without pausing and ran again, making it to his horse and all but throwing Mark across its back. He was almost relieved to hear his friend cry out as he landed there, and then Royce jumped up next to him.

“We need to get out of here,” Raymond yelled to him, hacking down at a guard who came too close to the three of them.

Royce nodded, making sure that Mark was secure. Then he kicked his horse into a gallop, and the four of them thundered away from the settlement, racing for safety.

 

***

 

The old meeting place sat at the heart of a bowl-shaped depression up on the moorland. There were rocks and stones there that all of the old families had dragged up into place, each one carved and recurved, until the patterns of the carvings turned into a kind of history of the families who gathered there. 

Royce stood at the heart of it all, not knowing what to think. He’d been to the edges of this place before, as a boy, but then it had been just an old place, long abandoned since the duke would have sent soldiers to break up any gathering. Now, it teemed with people, both those who had come with him and others who had come in from the surrounding villages.

He stared over to the spot where a couple of the local wise women were tending to Mark. Royce might have dragged him from a pile of the dead, but some of the expressions of those there suggested that they weren’t sure whether he would stay clear of it for long.

“You’ve done all you can,” Raymond said, as if guessing his thoughts. He held out a wooden plate filled with rough porridge, seasoned with scraps of game. Royce took it even though his stomach felt like lead.

“Where are Garet and Lofen?” Royce asked. 

“They have their own wounds to see to,” Raymond said, “but they’re safe, thanks to you.”

“I’m not sure that anyone here is safe,” Royce said, looking around at the people there. There were people he’d never met, who’d come in from all kinds of places. There were villagers with no villages left to hold them, and people who had fled in advance of the duke’s men. They’d come in, apparently from nowhere, and it seemed impossible to Royce that they might have decided to gather around him like this.

“This is an old place,” Raymond said. “A safe one.”

“Only as long as no one comes here in force,” Royce replied. He thought about the duke’s men, and what might happen if they all came here. He took another look around at the people there. “It feels like they’re all waiting for me to decide something for them; like they’re all expecting me to keep them safe.”

“And can you?” Raymond asked.

Royce shook his head. “Not all of them. As long as I’m here, Altfor will hunt for me, and he’ll kill anyone who gets in his way.”

“Then maybe the best thing is not to be here,” Raymond suggested.

“What do you mean?”

“We head to the coast, get a boat and head south into the rest of the kingdom, or over the sea into the Varranlands or to Dressia. We could start a new life where they won’t find us. It might even stop people from being hurt.”

Royce didn’t like the thought of running. It felt like giving in, abandoning the people who needed him, yet maybe, just maybe, it was what he needed to do. He thought about the things the witch, Lori, had said to him, about the blood that she’d seen stalking him. Maybe if he walked away, he could save other people from that. 

Maybe if Genevieve had still been there, if she hadn’t been Altfor’s wife, he might have stayed. Maybe he would have had something to stay for. Here though, like this, it seemed that there was only one thing he could do to keep all these people safe.

“You’re right,” he said to Raymond. “We’ll wait until we can move Mark, and then move to the coast. Maybe if we find a ship, we can get away from this with everyone who wants to come. Maybe if we go far enough, we can stop this darkness from killing everyone.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Altfor rode into the latest village, sitting tall and proud atop his charger, armor in place so that he looked every inch a commander. The fact that this was his uncle’s force, and that the men here would have gone about their business regardless of whether he was present, was a matter of no consequence. He wanted to be here for this.

“Is this all of them?” he demanded, looking down at the lines of peasant folk arranged before him. 

“All that we could find… my lord,” one of the men said, and the fact that it took him that long to remember the part that mattered irritated Altfor further.

He was sure that this couldn’t be all of them. A village would have more young men and women, wouldn’t just be these lines of sorry looking folk, so worn and weather-beaten that it seemed impossible that they could ever survive alone. 

“Check the buildings again. If there are any hiding, I want them killed for their disobedience, unless they come out now!” Altfor raised his voice for that last part, letting it ring around the village.

A couple of others did come out, staggering out into the sunlight. There was a grubby-looking family, a young woman Altfor might have considered under other circumstances, a man who was probably a farmer. It still wasn’t enough to make for a full village’s worth in front of him.

“Where is everyone else?” Altfor called down to them.

For several seconds, no one answered, then one lumbering man stepped forward.

“Everyone else, your lordship? Begging your pardon, but there’s just us here, and—”

“And all those who are young enough and strong enough have either run up onto the heathland, or joined Royce’s little rebellion, or both,” Altfor snapped. Did this man think that he was stupid?

“Begging your pardon,” the man insisted, “but most of our young folk have been dragged off into the duke’s armies, or have been taken by nobles, or—”

“What’s your name?” Altfor asked, still looking down from his horse at the man.

“I’m Yarrow, sir, the headman of this village.”

“And who decided that?” Altfor demanded. He drew his sword at a leisurely pace.

“Well, sir, the others kind of got together and decided, you see…”

“Ah, so you decided something like that without the permission of your betters?” Altfor asked. In the distance, he could see the fires from the places his uncle was visiting. “No doubt, they chose you for your ability to make important decisions for them? For your ability to keep them safe?”

“Well, sir—”

Altfor heeled his horse forward and hacked down, feeling his blade bite deeply into the man’s neck and shoulder. It was anything but a clean cut, and Altfor had to dismount, wrenching at his blade to pull it free. The so-called headman collapsed while he did it.

“Your duke keeps you safe!” he bellowed to the others. “Your duke decides who will give orders on his behalf, and what actions you will take in your pitiful lives. How many years now have we kept you safe from the forces of the neighboring lands? Whose soldiers have fought off Lord Kershaw’s men, and Earl Undine’s?”

Altfor looked around at them, walking down into the middle of them. His men were nearby now, their hands on their weapons, ready for the slightest hint of violence from the villagers.

“My family has given you so much since the settlement of these uncivilized lands by the south,” Altfor said. “Nobles have brought stability to these lands, and the rule of law. We have brought order, and safety from both the Picti and those who would invade. We have given and given, yet our thanks is that you rise up against us to follow some boy?” He shook his head, barely able to believe their ingratitude. “The boy, Royce, is a traitor and a murderer. All those who follow him are traitors, as are those who fail to stop them. You will tell me where he and his friends are if you wish to live.”

Altfor looked around at the villagers. Some of them quaked visibly. One man tried to run, and Altfor gestured to one of his guards. The guard raised a hunting bow and fired in one smooth movement, bringing the fleeing man down easily.

“See the penalty for traitors,” Altfor said. 

“But we don’t know anything!” a woman protested from the back.

Altfor shook his head and took a sand timer from the recesses of his saddlebags. He turned it and set it on the post of a low gate.

“I don’t believe you. You have until the sand runs out to tell me something more useful. Until then, someone bring me a drink to wash away the filth of this place.”

One of his men ran off to the local inn to get it, and while he did, Altfor went back to the rest of his men. He wasn’t surprised to find a man riding in, his horse breathing hard with the effort of being pushed to a gallop for so long. Altfor recognized the man as one of his men; his, in a way that most of them weren’t. The fact that he was having to divide the men in such ways was more than irritating in itself.

“Ah,” he said to the others, “a man with news from my uncle, no doubt. Go and spread out. Make sure that the village is secure and keep an eye out for any of the villagers who want to come forward.”

“You think that they’ll tell us anything?” one of the men asked.

Altfor ignored the impertinence, for now, of the man thinking that he could speak when he wished. “They’ll tell me whatever they can think of, eventually. They’ll scream out the location of every valuable in the place, and tell us everything they know about the rebels. You and you, get a fire going and heat some irons.”

The men went off about their tasks, and while they did, Altfor mounted his horse and went to meet the man riding in.

“My duke,” the man said, which immediately won him more favor than the rest of the men put together.

“Careful… Trin,” Altfor said, because he made a point of remembering the names of those men who were loyal to him. It made them feel valued even when they weren’t. “As much as I appreciate it, there are things that you cannot risk being heard saying.”

“I understand, my lord,” the man said, and the best part was that he seemed reluctant to do even that. Altfor found himself wondering what exactly he’d done to win the man’s loyalty; certainly nothing that he remembered. That in itself was a little concerning. At least with fear or greed, a man’s motivations could be relied upon. Still, Altfor would use the loyalty while he could.

“What news of my uncle?” Altfor asked.

“Lord Alistair has burned three villages so far, but has yet to find signs of the traitors, my lord,” Trin said. “He asked me to see that you were progressing in your own efforts.”

“And what will you say to him?” Altfor asked.

“That you are making every effort, my lord,” the man said.

That was good, although possibly not good enough for his uncle. Lord Alistair would probably not care how strenuous Altfor’s efforts were; he was a man who valued results over everything.

“And the other matters?” Altfor asked.

“The men say that they went to the girl, Sheila’s, home, and found her in bed under the covers. They killed her there with a sword thrust.”

“Did they check that it was her?” Altfor asked.

“There was blood,” Trin said.

Altfor sighed at the stupidity of that. “A stuck pig will bleed. How do they know that they killed the right person, or killed a person at all? Didn’t they check?”

“Once… once it was done, they wanted to get out of there quickly,” the guard said.

Altfor shook his head. That wasn’t good enough. “They were lazy, and they didn’t check. So I’ll tell you… the girl is still alive. Do you think that a girl would just hide under the covers while two guards killed her? Do you think that she wouldn’t try to run, or fight, or beg? Does that fit with anything you’ve seen?”

“My lord, I’m not sure that—”

Altfor sighed again and rode over to one of the women there. “You, I’m going to kill you.”

“My lord,” she begged, falling to her knees. “Please, I’ll do anything you want. If you want money, I’ll find some. If you want me…”

“I don’t,” Altfor said, with a note of contempt.

She rose and started to run then. It took Altfor only seconds to ride her down, hacking down with his sword and catching her across the back. He paused to flick the blood clear from his blade, then rode back to where his guardsman was waiting.

“Do you see?” Altfor said. “Yes, a peasant might hide, but they hide better than that. The others have been fooled. Tell them that I want the girl found, and killed. Tell them to make sure this time. My wife is going to suffer for her disobedience.”

“Yes, my lord,” Trin said.

“And Trin?” Altfor said. 

“My lord?”

“Find my wife too. I want her brought to me. I don’t care what it takes.”

Altfor knew that he shouldn’t admit his desperation in this, but it mattered. Genevieve was his, and he knew that his uncle would hold him responsible for losing control of her if he found out that she was missing. As it was, Lord Alistair was distracted, but that would not last forever. 

“She will be found, my lord,” Trin promised him. He hurried off, and Altfor found himself both grateful to the man and worried by him. He knew too many of Altfor’s secrets now. At some point, he would have to die, quietly of course. For now though, he was useful.

There was more to do now; the kind of work that would probably make a butcher proud, and his uncle prouder. 

Altfor made his way back to the middle of the village, walking pointedly to the spot where the sand timer lay. The last few grains were just making their way through its pinched neck, tumbling their way down to sit upon the rest.

“Does anyone have anything to tell me?” he demanded. “Does anyone know where the traitor Royce is?”

“We don’t know,” an older man cried out. “We just know that he’s on the heath somewhere!”

Altfor nodded to the guards, and they dragged the man forward. “It seems that you know something then.”

“Where else would he be?” the man said.

“And of course, some of your sons and daughters have gone to him.”

“We couldn’t stop them,” he said.

“Then what use are you?” Altfor demanded. He drew his sword and hacked down into the man’s leg, ignoring his screams. “What point is there in keeping you alive?”

“Please, I have gold!” the man said. “Hidden… hidden behind the chimney of my house!”

“Which house did we drag him from?” Altfor asked his men. 

One pointed. “That one, my lord.”

“Check.” As the guard hurried off, Altfor turned back toward the older man. “Of course, now you’ve told us that, we don’t need you.”

“But I’ve given you everything I have!” the older man protested.

“You say that as if it excuses your crimes,” Altfor said, “rather than telling me that you hid things you should have paid as taxes to your lord.”

“Please!”

“The property of traitors is forfeit, and you… you deserve this.”

Altfor swung his sword again, and it should have been a beautiful, clean blow. Instead, it took him another three hacking strokes before the man collapsed into the dirt. He stood there panting, then looked around at his men, daring any of them to suggest that he hadn’t meant to do it.

“Well?” he called to them. “What are you waiting for? Get killing!”

His men didn’t need any further prompting, and that either said something about their loyalty, or about the kind of men that his uncle was careful to employ as guards. They charged forward into the lines of the villagers, blades drawn, hacking as they went in. Villagers screamed, and backed away, and tried to run. A couple even tried to fight, for all the good it did. The guards struck at them, hacking them down with the expertise of long practice. 

The first rush done, the guards settled in for some slower killing. One had hot irons ready as Altfor had ordered, waiting while other men dragged villagers forward, ready to make them tell whatever they knew about Royce, or the rebels, or anything else they knew. Another lit a torch, flinging it into the thatch of one of the houses. To Altfor, that seemed like a waste; peasant scum were easy enough to replace, but good houses took time to build. Perhaps he should order them spared, but then, Altfor supposed that the sight of burning buildings would be as good as a signal fire to Royce, wherever the traitor was. 

An idea came to him as a couple of the men dragged some of the women away, their intentions obvious, but for once, Altfor had no interest in the sport. He was about to yell to them to kill the peasants quickly, but he realized that there was far more he could do with them.

“Bring them here,” he demanded.

The guards dragged them forward, probably assuming that Altfor had some special torture planned for them. Perhaps that was the kind of thing Manfor might have done out in public, but Altfor preferred to reserve cruelty for where it was needed, or where it at least would not be seen. 

“You think that I’m going to kill you personally,” he said, taking a moment to savor the fear in their eyes. “You think that I’m going to torture you, or pick one of you for my amusement and kill the rest.”

He paused to let the suggestion sink in.

“I could do that. I could do all of that and more.” He drew in the dirt with the tip of his blade, watching their eyes as they followed it. “But I have a better use for you. You’re going to go from here out onto the moorland. You’re going to run and not look back. You’re going to run until you find the traitor, Royce, and you’re going to tell him what happened here. You’re going to tell him that this is his fault, and that it will keep happening because of him.”

Altfor picked one of them, the youngest and the prettiest. He lifted his sword, tracing the flat of it along her cheek.

“In the old days, there was what they called the chevauchee. A man whose enemy would not give battle would raid his villages, kill his people until he came to the field. When you see Royce, tell him that I will meet him on the fields before my father’s castle. My castle. Tell him that until he comes to meet me, people will continue to suffer.”

Quickly, casually, he turned the blade and scored a line of blood down the girl’s cheek while she screamed.

“Now go!” he yelled. “Run and tell Royce that I will be waiting for him!”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Royce watched his people as they made their way down toward the harbor, standing over them like a shepherd making sure his flock got safely home to their pastures. The difference was that these people would never see their homes again. They would set off across the sea, and yes, they would be safer there, but they would not be home.

“It’s what needs to happen,” Royce whispered to Ember. He didn’t know if Lori could watch through her eyes the same way that he did, but if she was there somewhere, what would she be thinking now?

“I have to do this a different way,” he said. “If the witch saw death everywhere I walk, then I need to walk somewhere else.”

It made sense. Go across the sea, end up somewhere else, and he wouldn’t be able to bring whatever chaos to the kingdom Lori had foreseen. He could head as far as the forest-filled lands of the Varl, or perhaps even the islands of Mennem, where it was said that no one spoke above a whisper, and all emotion was treated as a crime.

It didn’t matter where he went, right then, so long as he went.

Raymond was riding up toward him, up the track from the harbor. “It’s all arranged,” he said as he got close. “There’s a ship captain willing to carry us all as far as Thevis, and from there we can work out what we want to do next.”

“It won’t be that simple,” Royce said. “So many of us arriving at once, the city’s rulers will want to know where we’ve come from and why we’re fleeing. They might think we’re criminals, or carry plague.”

“Then we’ll show them that neither one is true,” Raymond said, sounding far more confident than Royce dared to feel. He felt responsible for all the people who were filing down toward the harbor, and for everything that might happen to them in the future. He felt as though he should be able to do more to keep them safe, even though this was everything.

“You’re doing what you can, you know,” Raymond said. “No one blames you for any of this.”

“Maybe I blame myself,” Royce replied. “None of this would have happened if I hadn’t fought back. If I’d just let Genevieve be taken and not tried to get her back…”

“Could you have done that?” Raymond countered. “The Royce I know couldn’t.”

Royce wasn’t sure, even now, even when he knew that Genevieve had embraced her role as Altfor’s wife, and when he had seen her standing there willingly to watch everything that happened in the pit.

“I guess not,” he said.

“Then trying to get everyone to safety is the best option that we have. Maybe that will stop Altfor and this uncle of his. They won’t keep killing people to find you when you’re gone.”

Royce nodded. It made sense as a plan, and it seemed like the only way to avoid the threat that Lori had raised. So why did it still feel as though he was being a coward, running away from where he needed to be?

“Come on,” he said to his brother. “I want to get down to the ship.”

He heeled his horse forward, heading down in the direction of the harbor. The ship stood waiting for them: a large, three-masted vessel that still seemed only barely big enough to hold all the people who wanted to travel with him. He was halfway down there when he saw a figure on horseback riding in over the heather, waving as if trying to catch his attention.

Royce turned his horse to meet them. Whoever this was, he wanted to be the one to go to them, because he couldn’t risk this being some kind of foe, or trick, or worse. What if this was the gray-skinned man? If it did prove to be him, then Royce wanted to be the one to meet him, if only to be sure that he was the one who killed him.

Instead of the gray-skinned man though, the rider proved to be a young woman with a gash on her cheek that looked as though it had come from a courtier’s sword. She looked both terrified and relieved as she reached Royce, looking as though she might topple from the saddle at any moment. 

“It’s you,” she said. “I thought… I thought I might not find you in time, and then… then I’m sure he would kill me!”

“Who?” Royce said. “Who would kill you? Who are you?”

“My name is Eme. Lord Altfor came to my village with soldiers. He killed almost everyone, looking for you. He had buildings burned. I thought… I thought I was going to die.”

The young woman was crying now, and Royce wasn’t sure that there was anything he could say that might comfort her in the face of the horrors she must have seen.

“You’re safe now, Eme,” he said. “You got away.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t get away. He let me go. He let the last few of us go and told us to find you. He wanted us to bring you a message. He said that this wouldn’t stop unless you faced him in battle on the fields before the castle. He said he would burn every village you’d had people from, kill everyone he found.”

Royce froze at those words, but somehow he still managed to wave the young woman in the direction of the others. 

“Go to them,” he said. “You’ll be safe.”

Safe. Who could be safe, when Altfor was promising to do so much harm? Royce might have thought it was impossible that anyone could do what he was threatening to, but if he looked in the distance, Royce could see the smoke.

“Royce, is everything all right?” Hendrik asked, walking up with Garet and Matilde. “The others are getting ready to go.”

“I…” Royce tried to think, tried to come up with some way out of all this. There was no way though. “I don’t think I can go.”

“What is it?” Garet asked.

“I have to go back and fight,” Royce said. “Altfor and his uncle aren’t going to stop if we go. They’re going to keep killing until we stop them. They’ve sent a message to call us out to a battle.”

“Which will be a trap,” Garet pointed out.

“Maybe,” Royce said, “but maybe we can find a way to make this work. We know where they’re going to be, after all.”

“You really want to go back?” Matilde asked.

Royce shook his head. “I don’t want to. I want to go away and let this end, but it won’t, not unless I end it.” He thought of Lori, and how much the witch had to be laughing at him right then. “I have to go back. None of you do though. You could still get on the ship. You could still be safe.”

There was silence then for what seemed like an eternity. Garet was the one who finally spoke up. “I thought you were supposed to be clever, brother. Of course we’re going to come with you.”

Matilde nodded. “Don’t you dare tell me that I’ve got to keep out of a battle. We’re going to go there, finish this, and then we can get a boat to some boring place I’ve never heard of.”

Royce looked around the others. It seemed like far too much to ask of them, but he wasn’t asking. They were offering, and that felt completely different. It felt… it felt like he wasn’t alone in this, and like he needed to find a way to make it work. 

“Okay,” he said. “We’re going to do this, but we need a plan.”

“And you have a plan?” Hendrik said.

Royce nodded. “I have a plan.”

 

***

 

As he walked out onto the flat plain before the castle, Royce started to wonder if his plan was quite as good as it had seemed back in the harbor. He stood there with just the barest contingent of his people: his brothers and Hendrik with a few others. Even Matilde wasn’t there, and now the group barely seemed big enough to Royce’s eyes.

He kept his focus on Ember’s eyes as he walked out onto the open space, watching from above as the gates to the castle started to open and figures started to pour from within. Guards and soldiers flowed down into formation, a small contingent of mounted knights forming up along one flank, and archers on the other. The ones who were visible to Royce’s eyes seemed like only a pittance, but through Ember’s, he could see the ones who stood just out of sight, hidden by the rise and fall of the ground. It seemed like a lot for just the few of them. 

Royce could see Altfor seated amongst the knights, and his hand tightened on his sword hilt at the sight of him. An older man stood among the archers and the sergeants at arms, and just from the way the men there seemed to be looking to him for orders, Royce knew that this had to be Altfor’s uncle.

Altfor raised a flag of truce, and Royce didn’t believe that for a minute. Even so, he stepped forward with the others, wanting to see when the duke’s son would try to spring his ambush. 

It didn’t take long. He stepped closer across the open ground, and Altfor started to move to meet them. Halfway across, he paused, and he was close enough that Royce saw the smile as some of the men who had been hidden from his eyes started to move into view. It would have been a more impressive sight if Royce hadn’t seen all of the men through Ember’s eyes first.

“Now?” Lofen asked. Royce could hear the fear in his brother’s voice. He realized that none of the others there had seen what he saw, and of course they would be frightened by it. They still held, though.

Royce shook his head. “Another second or two, let them advance… now.”

He sent Ember down in a swooping dive, down toward the spot where Matilde was hidden with the bulk of their people. He saw her wave in response, and knew that she’d gotten their signal. His own force came out of hiding, throwing off cloaks sewn with leaves and bracken, coming up from the side ready to strike at the flank of the opposing force.

Royce half expected Altfor to tell his men to run. There were dozens of them, but there were just as many of the villagers, and they were coming in from the flank, where the soldiers wouldn’t be able to react in time.

If it had just been Altfor, that might have been enough. 

Instead, Royce saw Altfor’s uncle stand there at the head of the group of archers, giving them orders with sweeps of a sword that seemed almost too large for a man to handle. In response to those orders, the archers pulled out flints and fire pots, setting them to arrows, quickly setting the tips burning like a forest of fireflies.

It took Royce a moment to realize what that must mean, and by the time he did, it was already too late.

“No, turn back!” he yelled, wishing that he could somehow relay that through Ember, but the hawk did no more than wheel and shriek in response. 

The air filled with fire as the archers launched their missiles, some sailing out toward Royce, others flying toward Matilde and the others. Flames licked up in response, and Royce realized then that Lord Alistair must have had the ground prepared with tar or lamp oil, because those flames roared hot and fierce, forming walls of fire that Matilde and the others couldn’t hope to cross.

Worse, he, his brothers and the few others with them had come forward enough that arrows flew over their heads, setting light to the ground behind them. It meant that there was nowhere to run, no way to pull back from what was about to come down on them.

That left only one option.

“Charge!” Royce yelled, and sprinted forward, his blade at the ready. His brothers and friends ran with him, and now it seemed that the small knot of them was like a pebble flung at an ocean. They reached the enemy and that pebble struck home, plunging into the middle of the duke’s forces.

Royce struck out with all the force and speed he possessed, cutting left and right as he slammed into the enemy lines. He cut through the first man to step in front of him, then the second, without even slowing. He deflected a blow with the crystal sword and sliced a man’s legs from under him, then thrust it through the chest of another opponent. 

Around him, the others cut and hacked, trying to keep up. Hendrik slashed in great sweeps of his axe. Lofen fought wildly, Raymond coolly and precisely. Garet slammed a man back with a shield, then cut down another with a sweep of his sword.

“We need to get to Altfor and his uncle,” Royce said. That was their only hope now. If they could fight their way to those two and cut them down, perhaps the enemy’s forces would lose some of their sense of direction and fall back.

They fought their way toward them, step by blood-soaked step. Around Royce, people started to fall. He saw a young man cut down by one of the soldiers, another fall as arrows struck him. All the time, Matilde and the others could only stand and watch on the other side of the bank of fire.

Then Royce saw a spear plunge into Hendrik’s chest, the large young man transfixed by it like a bear before hunters. He fought his way forward, bringing down one man, and then another. Then, as if finally running out of whatever energy propelled him forward, he fell and didn’t rise.

Royce would have gone to him if he could have. Instead, all he could do was slash in every direction, trying to cut a path through the bulk of his enemies with his blade and the skills he had learned on the Red Isle. 

It wasn’t enough. It could never be enough. He and his friends were going to die.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Dust stood on the edge of the battle, seeing the patterns of it unfolding beneath him. Another man would have seen only chaos, but he saw the shifting signs and whorls formed by the violence. 

The whole thing was like some great sacrifice on one of the altars where the entrails were read, blood and screams and agony contributing to sign after sign. Dust stared at that, trying to make sense of it, and the role the fates seemed to have in mind for him. He let his mind settle on the violence, his eyes relaxing, taking in the swirl and the shift of it until images started to build in his mind.

He saw Royce then, bestriding a kingdom. He saw battles bigger than this one, whole lands shifting beneath the weight of them. He saw the fall of his own kingdom, the priests dying, the sacred beasts kept beneath the temples running wild. In that moment Dust understood why they had sent him to kill Royce: they had done it in the kind of fear that his kind were not supposed to have for their own lives. They, who saw that all creatures’ fates ended in death, were trying to cling to this flawed and fragile existence.

“They are seeking to use me,” Dust said to the air around him. Yet the priests would not send him where he was not needed to ensure the smooth running of the world. They would not send him against what fate required, even if it meant their deaths. 

Would they?

Dust sat there long moments after that, staring down at the battle, trying to read the signs for himself. He read the movements of the combatants and the patterns of the crows above, read the smoke from the flames and stared into the flames themselves. He looked and he looked, and everywhere Dust looked, he saw the same thing:

The fates did not want him to stand back from this battle, did not want it to continue as it went.

That was a dilemma, because Dust had his instructions from the priests, and angarthim did not disobey. They did as they were commanded. They did as they must to contribute to the whole weave of creation. They had told him that Royce must die, and Dust had already struck at his parents, at his home.

He didn’t know what to do, so he did the only thing that he could: he dove into the battle blindly, trusting to the fates, hoping that they would make proper use of him and take him to his target if it was what they required.

The fire was not a problem. Dust had been reading the warp and weft of flames for as long as he could remember, and spotting the places where a man could smother the flames was easy. He kicked dirt on one of the places where the fire leapt up in a wall, and managed to punch a hole in it that was more than wide enough to step through. 

He charged into the fight then, and took a couple of pouches from inside his robes. The dust within was one the priests used to induce visions, both good and bad. In unprepared initiates, it could send them screaming and running for hours, assuming that they didn’t do something that would get them killed first. Thrown into the midst of a battle, and Dust could only guess at the chaos it would cause.

He threw the pouches anyway, holding them in the nearest flames until they caught, and then flinging the resulting balls of fire into the midst of the violence. They exploded there, in dust and fire and smoke, and a second later, Dust started to see.

Horrors stalked the fight now. Things with too many legs scuttled through the violence, while scaled creatures stalked among the combatants. Men screamed as they saw them, throwing themselves back, or trying to thrust at things that should never have been there for them to fight. Some even turned to run, and in the chaos of it all, Dust couldn’t see whether they were cut down by enemies, or the creatures that walked through it all, or by men of their own side.

Dust threw himself into it, trusting to the whims of fate, striking out where his hands found themselves led. He threw a needle into a guard’s throat, snatched a blade from another, cut down a third.

“Too wild,” a voice said. “You are being too wild.”

Dust looked round at the sound of Angarthim Ash’s voice. The older man seemed to float among the battle, Dust’s former teacher drifting forward, his hands outstretched for Dust’s throat. Dust flung himself aside, and then cut down a man who thrust into the space where he had been. 

“So slow,” Ash said. “So filled with your own thoughts, rather than trusting to the fates.”

“You’re an illusion,” Dust said, twisting away from a blow that seemed to come from his mentor, but turned out to be the thrust of a spear. He killed the wielder with a cut to the throat, and kept moving. “You’re just the effects of the powder.”

“And the powder does not show anything that is not meant to be there,” Angarthim Ash said. “Everything here is a lesson, my pupil. Everything in the world is.”

Lesson or not, the beasts and signs of the powder seemed to be sowing chaos within the battle. Men whirled, trying to keep track of where the next creature might come from. A flock of flying fish made their way across the battle, and a soldier was cut down as he turned to look at them. A spider-like thing pounced toward one of the villagers, and he leapt back so sharply that he impaled himself on the sword of one of his fellows.

More of them poured in now, coming through the gap Dust had made in the fire. Was this what he was meant to do here? He looked around for Royce, trying to find the boy that he had been sent to kill in all of this. Dust thought he caught a glimpse of him, but now he was hidden behind a scaled wyrm, lost to sight, and as Dust rushed forward, men and women got in the way, fighting with one another, fighting to get away, fighting just to survive.

Dust cursed, and it seemed foolish to do that. He’d chosen this, casting himself into the arms of the fates. He couldn’t complain when they didn’t give him what he wanted. Still cursing, he threw himself back from the fight, hoping that the chaos he had caused would be enough.

 

***

 

“We can’t fight like this!” Altfor shouted, lashing out at a swarm of butterflies that seemed to flash past his head. He felt the clash of steel as his sword hit something, but he couldn’t see what in the chaos.

“This is nonsense!” his uncle yelled back to him, his sword clutched tight. “This is nothing to be afraid of!”

“Nothing to be afraid of?” Altfor said. “It’s magic! We can’t fight against magic.”

“We can and we will!” his uncle insisted, swinging through the spot where a hairy creature the size of a man stood. A soldier fell, and it took Altfor only a moment to see that the man was one of theirs. 

“We can’t see who we’re fighting,” Altfor insisted.

“We’re fighting our enemies,” Lord Alistair said. “This is the best chance we have, with them caught perfectly. We will not let them survive this!”

His uncle fought his way forward, hacking and slashing, cutting his way through the shifting, impossible creatures that surrounded him. Men fell, and then more men, far too many of them their own. Altfor had no problem with sacrificing the common soldiers when it suited, but this risked losing everything. More than that, he saw an opportunity in it.

“Pull back!” he yelled. “Pull back toward the castle!”

He saw his uncle turn toward him, the fury obvious on his face. “We do not pull back,” he yelled back. “We—”

Something hit him on the side of the helm. Altfor couldn’t say quite what the creature was meant to be, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that his uncle fell to one knee, and then tumbled the rest of the way to the ground for a moment, struggling to rise back to his feet.

A more foolish man might have left him then, but Altfor wasn’t a fool. A man who ran risked his uncle somehow surviving to exact retribution for doing it. A man who did the logical thing by going over to finish him risked being called a traitor. There was truly only one thing to do…

“I’m coming, Uncle!” he yelled, heeling his horse forward. He hacked down at an enemy who came too close, kicked another man away, and ducked until the sweep of an illusory thing’s claws. He reached his uncle and grabbed for him, grateful that the older man was still only semi-conscious; certainly not aware enough to give orders.

“Protect my uncle!” Altfor yelled, as he dragged Lord Alistair onto the back of his horse. “We need to get him back to the castle!”

His uncle’s sword lay on the ground and, with a flourish, Altfor snatched it up, struggling to hold his uncle and the blade in place, but managing it somehow. Perhaps it was the part where his life depended on getting this right. Even slightly wrong, and he would look like a coward, rather than a hero, a fool, rather than the one man on the battlefield who had seen sense through the chaos.

He saw Royce as he lifted his uncle up, and for a moment, Altfor considered abandoning his plan to charge for the traitor, but sense prevailed. He wasn’t some thug to fight one on one, trusting to the strength of his arm to prevail. Besides, there were too many men between the two of them, and too many swirling, impossible things that could hide a blade or an iron mace.

So he ran, because running was the thing that offered Altfor the biggest advantage right then; not just to save his life, but to persuade the men who followed him. They ran with him, and together, they thundered back toward the castle.

 

***

 

Royce couldn’t see a way out of the chaos. He cut in every direction, parrying blows and then striking back, trying to focus, trying to push through the pain in his head that insisted the world was filled with gods and monsters, things that couldn’t have been there, at least not then. 

“It isn’t real!” he called out to the others. “You have to focus!”

He forced himself to concentrate, trying to see past the madness of it all. Royce felt as though the things he saw were just a layer of cloth laid over the rest of it. He knew that if he just concentrated enough, he would be able to tear that cloth away.

Royce turned, and in that moment, he saw through the chaos there. The images weren’t gone, they danced and spun and fought, but he found that he could see beyond them, to the reality that sat there. He saw his people fighting and killing, and dying.

He saw Matilde cutting into a guard with her short blades, heedless of a guard moving up toward her. Royce leapt in, parrying the blow and then kicking the man back. 

“Stay with me!” he yelled to her. “Grab the others if you can!”

“Hendrik’s dead,” she said, above the noise of the battle, and Royce could hear the pain there. It mirrored the agony he felt in himself at the thought of the large young man dead.

“I know,” Royce said. “But we can’t stop. We need to save the others. There!”

He pointed to where Lofen stood, waving his sword as he battled something that only he could see. Royce fought his way toward him…

That was the moment when he saw himself in the twisting illusions of it all. He saw himself standing atop a pile of bodies, the crystal sword running red with blood. He saw men of at least three armies standing around, all looking at him with a mixture of terror and awe. It was like some echo of what Lori had told him that she’d seen, only now, Royce was seeing it for himself.

He pushed that aside too, because the most important thing was to get to his brothers. He fought his way to Lofen’s side, grabbing hold of his arm and forcing his brother to face him.

“Lofen, we have to get out of here. Stay with me!”

He pulled Lofen along in his wake, then Garet, then Raymond. One by one, he collected the people who had come there with him, and he was grateful as he did it that Altfor’s forces seemed to be retreating. Some of them weren’t, but those seemed to be the ones who were busy fighting things that only they could see. One got in Royce’s way, and Royce cut him down as he started to lift his sword, but most of them seemed too caught up in their own struggles to truly hope to fight.

“All of you,” Royce called out, “if you want to live, you have to come with me!”

Go where though? Royce still hadn’t worked that part out, and none of their options seemed like good ones right then. The castle lay ahead of them, as strong as it had ever been. Flames licked up around them, growing closer by the moment, and as soon as the visions and monsters had passed, Royce had no doubt that more men would come down after them. 

“Matilde, how did you and the others get through the flames?” Royce asked.

“There was a gap,” she said. “We saw… we saw the gray man make a gap.”

The gray man; the same one who had killed Royce’s parents. Instinctively, Royce looked round for him, but there was no sign of the man. What he could see, though, was a space where no flames burned, and where the blackened ground seemed to offer enough of a gap that people might manage to burst through.

“There!” Royce called out. “Follow me!”

He led the way, and maybe it was the way he said it or maybe they didn’t have any other option, but people followed him. Royce stood by the spot where the flames didn’t burn, and guided them through, one by one, person by person. He counted his people out of the circle of the flames, and there were far too few compared to the ones who had come in. 

“Now you!” Raymond called from beyond the fire. 

Royce took a moment to look back at the battlefield. It was strewn with corpses now, and visions still danced across it like the toys of some mad puppeteer. He’d hoped that by coming here, he might be able to stop Altfor and his uncle from attacking villages. He’d hoped that things might finish here.

Instead, even with so many dead, it felt as though things were barely beginning.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Royce led the others back to the meeting place almost in silence. There seemed to be so little to say after what had just happened, at least until they had gotten back, seen to the wounded… counted the dead.

They trudged along the long march back, rain coming down now the way it so often did out on the heather. Around Royce, the others started to huddle in under cloaks and even shields, holding them up the way they might to deflect arrows. There seemed to be far fewer than there had been coming out.

“We failed,” Garet said, keeping pace with Royce. “We were going to smash them, and we failed.”

Royce nodded, not knowing what to say. 

“It all seemed so simple when we planned it,” Lofen said. “We knew they were going to try to trap us, and we’d trap them while they did it.”

The fact that it had been Royce’s plan made that worse. He’d thought that after a short time training to fight he could out think a seasoned warrior like Lord Alistair.

“We just didn’t consider the fire,” Raymond said. “That’s all.”

He made it sound like a mistake anyone could have made.

Matilde didn’t sound so forgiving. “Hendrik’s dead.”

Now, Royce knew that he had to say something. “A lot of people are dead. I didn’t think things through enough. I should have guessed what might happen.”

“Who could guess at magic and strange creatures?” Raymond asked.

No one, but that hadn’t been the part Royce meant. 

“The truth is, all that saved us,” he said. “I think it scared Altfor’s forces more than us.”

“So we have a friendly magician now?” Matilde said.

Royce shook his head. “No, if it was the gray man, he isn’t friendly. He’s anything but friendly. I don’t think he meant for things to happen like that. That, or he didn’t care how they turned out.”

That was almost more frightening. A would-be assassin out to kill him with all the otherworldly power that this stranger possessed was terrifying enough, but one whose actions couldn’t be predicted at all was worse. It meant that there was no way to plan for him, and no way to keep safe if he did come. 

“What now?” Lofen asked. “Do we head for the boats again?”

“I don’t want to run away,” Matilde said. “I want to fight. I want to kill them for what they’ve done.”

“I want to stop them killing any more villagers,” Garet said.

“They’re right,” Royce said, “if we go, we’re just back to where we were, with people dying. We need to think of another way.”

“But what?” Lofen insisted.

Royce didn’t have an answer to that as they approached the bowl-shaped depression where the meeting place stood. They came up on it quietly, in case guards had found it, or guessed that they might have gone there. Royce sent up Ember, and what he saw there in it made him stop dead.

“What is it?” Raymond asked.

Royce shook his head. “You won’t believe it unless you see it for yourself.”

He led the way again, hurrying now, wanting to get to the meeting place. He reached the place where the moorland gave way to it, and just stood there, looking down.

There were people there, so many people that it was hard to believe it. There were men and women, young and old, some armed ready for battle, others merely with the clothes they stood up in. There were so many that they must have come from a dozen different villages, because no one village could possibly hold all of them. More were coming in from the far side of the depression even as Royce watched.

“It seems,” Raymond said to him, staring out over them, “it seems that you have the beginnings of an army.”

 

***

 

Royce went down into the meeting place, and everywhere he turned, people looked at him, or waved to him, or even saluted him, as if he were some returning hero rather than a boy who had just led far too many of his friends into danger. 

“What is all this?” he asked one of the people he passed, a man who seemed to have pieced together armor from some long-forgotten stint in the guards. “What are you all doing here?”

“You saved us,” he said.

Royce frowned at that. “No, I didn’t.”

“You did,” he insisted. “The duke’s men were coming round, burning and killing, but when they heard that there was a chance to get after you, they all pulled back to do that. It gave us time to run.”

That seemed almost too improbable to believe. Royce had thought that he’d failed. He’d thought that all of this had fallen apart, and that all he’d succeeded in doing back on the battlefield was getting people killed. Now, there were hundreds of people here, if not more, who wouldn’t be alive without what he and his friends had done. It was enough to take Hendrik’s senseless death and turn it into a sacrifice. It was enough to make all of it worth it.

Royce walked through the camp that seemed to be growing there in the open space, taking in the ways people were already starting to organize themselves by putting up tents or starting to gather food. There were so many now, and it seemed hard to believe that all of them could have come there because of something he’d done.

Then he heard the cries of alarm from one end of the camp, saw the people scrabbling for their weapons.

For a moment, Royce’s heart sank. He assumed that Altfor’s men must have followed them, in spite of Ember flying circuits above to watch out for exactly that kind of hunter. Worse, what if it was the gray-skinned man, who seemed to be able to kill so easily, and who conjured fantastical things out of the air?

Either way, Royce drew his sword and started forward, pushing his way past the other people of the camp as they pulled back, or gathered weapons, or looked around not knowing what to do. As figures walked down into that bowl-shaped depression, Royce didn’t understand the danger at first. It was only as he got closer that he saw the woad and the tartans, the wildness of their hair and the faint wildness to the way they moved.

There were Picti in the camp.

Around Royce, people were starting forward with their own weapons drawn, ready for battle. They seemed prepared to cut the strangers down where they stood, but astonishingly, the Picti stood there. They didn’t rush forward to meet the battle. They didn’t scream war cries and prepare to kill those who had come onto the lands they claimed. Instead, one of them looked around, took off his sword, and laid it down in the dirt.

“Stop!” Royce called out, moving forward past the others. “Everybody stop! I don’t think they’re here to fight!”

He put himself between the Picti and the advancing rush of his people. He stood there even though it would probably make him the first to be cut down if it came to true violence. This close, and he thought that he could make out faces he had seen before, familiar patterns in the woad tattoos and the ornaments. He definitely recognized the girl who stood beside the leader, because she was the one who had spoken to him up by the healing stone.

“What are you doing here?” Royce asked her, knowing that she would understand.

“It’s a free land,” she replied. “For us, at least, not caged in your wee villages and…” She stopped as the man beside her snapped something in the language of the Picti. “Aye, I know. I was there, remember?” She looked back to Royce. “Osin says to say that we’re here because the stone sang, and because of what that might make you. A man like you, we might be willing to follow. And he’d say all this himself, if he’d bothered to learn the tongue of you southerners while he was fighting you.”

“We’re hardly southerners,” Royce said. “We were born here.”

“Aye,” the girl said. “After men with steel took the land just a hand’s worth of generations back. Have you stood on the end of Giant’s Point and looked out over the last of the world? Have you laid cairns for your ancestors and sung to the gods who made this place? Have you…” Again, she paused as the man with her snapped something, then she said something back in the strange language of the Picti. 

“Aye, well,” she said when she was done, “in spite of all that, you are the one the stone sang for, and we’ll follow you, so Osin says. Others might, if you turn out worthy. We’ll make camp over that way.”

She nodded to a vacant section of the meeting place.

Instantly, half a dozen villagers started to move forward, weapons drawn.

“They’re Picti!” one of the men called out. “What do they think they’re doing, saying they’ll camp on our land?”

“This was ours centuries before it was yours, southerner!” the girl shouted back, her hand straying to her sword. “We built this place. Our people would meet here before yours took it and—”

“What about all the things yours have taken?” the man shot back. “The number of cattle they’ve stolen from me! And we all know what they do to people they catch out in the—”

“Enough!” Royce bellowed, knowing that he couldn’t let this go any further. “This is not the time for arguments, or for hatreds. Yes, we’ve fought for a long time; for too long. But this is a moment when we need to come together. We need to recognize that Altfor and his uncle are more dangerous than any of our conflicts. We need to work together, which means that Osin and the others stay.”

Royce looked around them. He pointed at the girl. “What’s your name?”

“I’m Neave.”

“Well, Neave, tell Osin that if there’s any trouble from his people, I’ll be the one dealing with it.”

“But that’s—”

Royce spun toward the man who had protested so much. “And if any of you antagonize the Picti, I’ll want restitution for that, too.”

He waited, silently daring any of them to challenge his decision. He hoped that it would be enough, and for the moment, at least, it seemed to be.

“Now, everyone get settled in, eat, rest. At sundown, we will meet and decide what to do.”

 

***

 

The rest of the day went far too slowly for Royce. He spent most of it sitting by his tent, thinking. He thought about the men and women who were with the healers even now, from his friend Mark to the ones who had been injured in the fight against Altfor and his uncle. He thought about the ones who wouldn’t be coming back, and about the things he had glimpsed in the gray man’s dream stuff.

He tried to think of a way to make all of this work, and even while he knew there was only one answer, he knew it was one the others would never accept. Even so, he had to put it to them, had to find a way to persuade them, so he waited until the sun started to set and the others lit a bonfire, which shone like the fiery pupil of some great eye when viewed through Ember’s gaze.

He waited until the others were all gathered around, and then he spoke.

“We’ve had the day to think,” he said. “My guess is that many of you will have spent it hoping that all of this will go away. It won’t. I don’t believe that Altfor or Lord Alistair will stop burning villages now until they catch every last one of us. I could be wrong though. It might be that they just want me, so that’s the first thing I want to put to you: that you all hand me over to them and let that be an end to it.”

That got an immediate chorus of disapproval from the throng there. 

“You want to give in?” Garet shouted out.

Others there shouted out against it too.

“I don’t want to,” Royce said. “But I’m not going to tell you. I’m going to ask. Do you want me to hand myself over?”

The roar of no echoed around the meeting place. 

“Then we have to think about other options,” Royce said. “Do you want to run? We can still find boats and try to escape.”

“And then what?” Matilde demanded. “We go somewhere else with another lord who is as bad as Altfor and his family?”

“We could try to rebuild our lives,” Royce suggested. “We could scatter and be safe.”

“Until the next time someone comes for us,” Lofen said.

Neave listened to Osin and then shook her head. “We are Picti, and this is our home. We will not leave. We will stay and fight!”

Royce had guessed that someone would say that. 

“There aren’t enough of us,” he said. “I’ve seen what Altfor’s forces are like. We have more people now, but I’m sorry, you aren’t an army yet.”

“We can learn,” Garet insisted.

“We can,” Royce agreed, “but not fast enough. What if they come now? Even if we do train together, how many people can we get on the battlefield compared to them? It isn’t enough.”

“Then what?” Neave called out. “What do you have in mind?”

Royce paused before he said it, because he knew that this was the part that would divide people. Even so, he couldn’t see another way to do this.

“I want us to go to some of the other nobles and seek their help,” he said.

Instantly, there was an uproar. People seemed almost as unhappy about it as they had been about the prospect of him giving himself up. Even so, he knew that he had to make the case for it.

“Listen to me,” he said. “The nobles hate one another, and not all of them are the same. Lord Kershaw and Earl Undine have both fought against the old duke.”

“Lord Kershaw is almost as bad,” a man called out.

“But from what I’ve heard, Earl Undine is fairer than that,” Royce said. “And he has men.”

“But he’s still a noble,” Neave said. “Still one of those who stole our lands.”

Royce forced himself to stay calm. “You can say that about anyone who is here,” he said, “but we need help. We need soldiers who are willing to help us.”

“The Picti are helping,” Neave argued.

“And their help is important,” Royce said, “but with respect, if you were enough to overcome Altfor’s forces, you would have done it years ago.”

Neave looked as though she was going to argue more, but then Royce saw Osin put a hand on her arm.

“Okay,” she said. “We’re willing, apparently.”

“It’s still risky,” Raymond said. “We could go to Earl Undine, but what if he decides that we’re just peasant rebels? What if he decides to hang us?”

That was the biggest risk, and Royce understood just how dangerous it could be. He could be leading his people to their deaths. He could be risking everything they had, but what did they have? A small encampment? The risk of being found and killed at any time? They had to do this.

“We need to risk it,” he said. “We have to go seek the support of the nobles.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Genevieve stared up at the gleaming lights of the castle’s torches, not wanting to go up to it, but not able to look away.

“You’re still not sure, are you?” Sheila said.

Genevieve didn’t answer for a moment or two, because she knew what she had to say, and it wasn’t the same as what she felt in that instant. Her instinct was to turn and run, but that instinct wouldn’t help anyone.

“You could still do it,” Sheila insisted. “You could still take the root, still run, still be free of him.”

Genevieve shook her head. “He would find me, and anyway, I need to be there if I’m going to influence any of this.”

It was like they’d decided before: she would go back and be everything she needed to be until her child was born. She would arrange things so that she would have control in the event of Altfor’s death. Then, with Sheila’s help, she would do what was needed.

“I hate the idea of you being in that castle with him,” Sheila said. “I wish I could go with you, maybe pretend to be a maid or something. At least that way, I could make sure that he couldn’t hurt you.”

Genevieve wished that it might work so easily. It wouldn’t, though. “Altfor would guess who you were, and then he would have you right where he wanted you. He would hurt you just to make me watch it. He already wants you dead.”

“If not the castle, then where?” Sheila asked. “Where do I go?”

Genevieve had been thinking about that for most of the journey back to the castle. So far, she had only been able to come up with one place that was hidden enough and safe enough, at least if her sister was careful.

“Fallsport,” she said. “You need to go to Fallsport.”

“But that’s over the water,” Sheila insisted. “It’s almost another kingdom!”

Genevieve nodded. “That’s the point. Almost, but not quite. The island there is a place all kinds of people go, and you’ll be able to drift in among them without being noticed. You can read and write, and we used to play at the manners of the nobles, and I have a little money, so I have a plan.”

She took out what she had, wishing that it were more.

“Take it and pretend that you’re some lady’s maid about a task for your mistress,” Genevieve said. “I’ll send more when, if, I can. If you’re secretive about your identity then, people will just assume that you’re arranging something illicit for her: some tryst or alliance or something. You’ll be able to use the idea of her to keep people away from you, and to build up a life until it’s time to act. And…” She hadn’t mentioned this part to her sister. “If all of this goes wrong, then I will need somewhere to run. You can prepare a place for both of us.”

“I don’t like the thought of leaving you behind,” Sheila said. “You could come now.”

“You won’t have your revenge if I do that,” Genevieve said, even though it wasn’t the reason for needing to be there. If she left, she wouldn’t be able to change things for the people around her, she wouldn’t be able to rein in Altfor’s excesses…

…she wouldn’t see Royce again.

“I have to stay here,” Genevieve said. “Promise me that you’ll stay safe.”

“I feel as though I should be the one getting you to do that,” Sheila said. She hugged Genevieve then, tightly and fiercely. “Are you going to tell him? He won’t hurt you if he knows you’re carrying his child.”

Genevieve nodded. “I’ll do whatever I need to.”

She walked toward the castle then, forcing herself not to look back until the darkness had swallowed her sister so completely that there would be no hope of finding her. If someone watched her on her approach, Genevieve didn’t want them guessing that she had come with Sheila.

She headed for a small, postern gate, where a guard stood watch. If Genevieve had thought that she could enter the castle quietly though, she was quickly disappointed, because the door swung open, revealing Altfor standing there, flanked by a pair of guards. 

“Where,” he demanded, “have you been, wife?”

 

***

 

Genevieve stood in the middle of their shared chambers while Altfor paced before her, growing redder by the moment in his anger. Her fear was growing along with his anger, because she was sure that somewhere in this, Altfor was going to lash out at her, either with his fists or with a weapon. 

She wasn’t sure what she would do if he did that. She wasn’t sure what she could do.

“Where were you?” Altfor demanded.

“I went to see my sister,” Genevieve said, because there was no point in pretending anything else. “I got there before the men you sent to kill her.”

“You think you’re clever?” Altfor said, whirling toward her. “Where is she?”

“Somewhere you will never find her,” Genevieve promised.

He did hit her then, slapping her with the flat of his hand so that Genevieve staggered, catching herself and staying upright only because she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of falling. 

“Where is she?” Altfor demanded again, raising his hand as if he might strike her again.

In that moment, Genevieve knew that she could stop him simply by telling him that she was pregnant with his child. Do that, and she would be protected until the very instant she gave birth to his son or daughter. 

She found that she didn’t want to, though, so she just stood there, glaring at him and somehow managing to hold him at bay just with the strength of that stare.

“Remember your place,” Altfor said.

“I was under the impression that my place was now as a noblewoman, protected from the likes of you,” Genevieve said. She couldn’t help it, or rather, she wasn’t going to shrink back and meekly accept whatever Altfor chose to do. Let him have Moira for that. Talking of which…

“I don’t see your lover here,” she said. “What’s wrong? Tired of Moira already?”

“She doesn’t come into this,” Altfor said, but there was a twitch to him as he did it.

Genevieve knew that was her best chance to keep attention from her sister. The longer Altfor took about this, the longer Sheila had to disappear into the dark and start to find her way to a new life.

“What is it, Altfor?” Genevieve asked. “Are you ashamed enough that you don’t want your wife talking about your mistress?”

“You think you’re clever?”

“No, that’s not it, is it?” Genevieve guessed. “It’s something else. Are you worried that she might move on? What’s wrong? Scared that she’ll go from you to your uncle?”

That seemed to make him angrier, and not just in the way that Genevieve had been hoping for. He took a step back, drawing a long, slender knife, his expression paling. 

“Be. Quiet.”

Genevieve knew in that moment that she’d gone too far. She’d thought that attack might save her and distract attention from her sister, given that Altfor was constrained by the need to keep his wife safe. Instead, it seemed that he had a point where even that might not hold him back.

He took a step forward, and even then Genevieve didn’t tell him that she was pregnant. She wouldn’t use the fact of it like some kind of shield, wouldn’t put her child between her and the violence that looked set to come her way. Instead, she took a step back, looking around for something, anything, she might be able to use to ward him off. There wasn’t anything, and when Altfor started to take another step, Genevieve got ready to run.

The sound of Altfor’s door slamming open interrupted the moment, and for an instant, Genevieve thought that she’d been saved by some kind of hero, perhaps even by Royce. Wouldn’t it be like something out of a bard’s tale if he broke in there right at the moment when she was in danger?

It wasn’t Royce though. Instead, Altfor’s uncle stood in the doorway, flanked by a dozen courtiers, and looking almost as angry as Altfor was.

“Give me one good reason, Nephew, why I shouldn’t hack your head from your shoulders.”

Genevieve stood still while Altfor spun toward his uncle, and she watched his expression change to one of pleased concern. She had seen some of the way he could change from one mood to another, but this… he should have been a player upon a stage with skills like this.

“Uncle,” he said. “I’m glad to see you safe! I was worried that the blow you took might prove worse.”

“Hoped, you mean,” his uncle snapped.

Genevieve saw Altfor clasp his hands to his heart. “You do me a disservice, Uncle. I have no wish to do you harm. I would have left you upon the battlefield if that were true. Isn’t that right, wife?”

He turned to Genevieve, and in that moment, she realized that he was expecting her to play along. The worst part was that she really had no other choice. She could go along with Altfor, or she could risk both his continued wrath and whatever violence would come from his uncle.

She stepped forward to put a hand on Lord Alistair’s arm. 

“You were hurt, my lord?” she said. “And Altfor brought you back to us? Then I am grateful for it.”

“Grateful for him pulling back in the middle of a battle?” Lord Alistair snapped back. “Grateful for him not continuing when we had a chance to seize the traitor, Royce?”

“I am sure my husband had his reasons,” Genevieve said. She knew better than to comment any other way. Admit that she was grateful it had happened, and both Lord Alistair and Altfor would accuse her of siding with Royce. Say that she wasn’t, and Altfor would think she was taking his uncle’s part in this.

“Oh, he had reasons,” Lord Alistair said. “He wanted to save his skin.”

“Had I merely wished that,” Altfor pointed out, “I wouldn’t have ridden back toward the fighting for you. I did what I had to in order to marshal the defense in the face of those… horrors.”

Genevieve didn’t know what had gone on, but something about her husband’s face said that it had been more than anything natural. 

“We were faced with magic,” one of the courtiers pointed out. “No one could have predicted magic, my lord.”

Genevieve saw Lord Alistair’s eyes narrow, but eventually, he nodded. “No, I suppose not. This is twice now that there has been such magic.”

“We will not let it stop us,” Altfor said. “We will work together to overcome it.”

“Work together,” Lord Alistair said, looking thoughtful. He looked around at the courtiers. “And what do all of you have to say? Do any of you have a way to overcome magic?”

Most of them shook their heads, while one or two of them muttered about charms that their nursemaids had laid over their beds at night. None of it seemed to impress Altfor’s uncle.

Suddenly, Genevieve found Lord Alistair looking straight at her. “And what do you say? None of these boot lickers will give me a real opinion. What do you think? What will we do in the face of magic?”

Genevieve considered her options as quickly as she could. Again, she felt caught between her husband, his uncle, and the man she actually loved.

“I think that we need to learn more about it,” Genevieve said. “I doubt the magic would have come from Royce, so we need to understand who is performing it, and to what end. Only then can we be safe from it.”

“Perhaps,” Lord Alistair said. “Or perhaps we will strike at their heart. If it is not them producing this chaos, then we have nothing to fear from attacking them. We will seek them out, and we will slaughter them.”

“You know where they are?” Genevieve said, trying not to show how frightened she was by that prospect.

“When we burned the villages, they ran. There are only so many places they can run to,” Lord Alistair said. “They have gathered together somewhere, a boil ready to lance. I have already started to summon men back together. We will find them, and then we will destroy them.”

“We will,” Altfor agreed. “Together.”

“Yes,” Lord Alistair said, seeming slightly caught off guard by that. “Together. Come on, all of you.”

He led the way from the room, and the courtiers followed him. 

Genevieve froze as they did so, not sure if the moment they were gone she would find herself facing Altfor’s violence again. A part of her considered trying to tag along with the courtiers, but that would only be putting this off.

As the door closed behind them though, Altfor seemed curiously pleased.

“My uncle thinks that he has control of this,” he said. “He thinks that everyone is loyal to him, but did you see the courtiers there? They’re seeing the fact that I took control of the battle as proof of my leadership.” 

“And when you’ve run away enough, do you think that they’ll help you overthrow him?” Genevieve asked.

A flash of the anger was there again. 

“Don’t think I’ve forgotten you,” Altfor said. “Do you think that you get to talk to me like that?”

“I think that I’m tied to you for better or worse,” Genevieve said. “If you overstep, you get both of us killed. I have to help you succeed.”

“Ah, so I’m supposed to believe that we’re one partnership now?” Altfor asked.

“You can believe that I don’t have another choice,” Genevieve said. “What’s good for you is good for me.”

It sounded so cold when she put it like that. The worst part was that it was even kind of the truth. She needed Altfor, even as she hated him.

“Perhaps you’re right,” Altfor said. “Which means that you will be only too happy to watch me succeed in the battle to come.”

“You’re going to make me come with you?” Genevieve guessed. “Like to the pit? Because that ended so well?”

Altfor rounded on her again. “You need me, and perhaps you can be of help to me, but do not pretend that you are in control in this marriage. I say that you will come to the battle. You will see your precious Royce fall. You will kneel before me in the aftermath and proclaim your love.”

“You can make me do a lot of things,” Genevieve said. “You can even make me go to the battle, but you can’t make me love you.”

Altfor turned away from her. “And that is why I hurt those you care about. Why should they be alive to receive your love, when you will not do as I command?”

“That’s not love,” Genevieve said.

Altfor shrugged, turning back before Genevieve could think to grab an object and strike him.

“I don’t care. I tried to persuade you to truly be mine, and you thought of Royce. Now, you will be what I require, and I will leave you with nothing to distract you from that.”

In that moment, Genevieve knew that as desperate as her plan was, it was the right one. Altfor was a monster who could never be allowed to rule. She would do whatever she had to for the time until her child was born, and she would keep that birth as secret as she could, so that Altfor couldn’t whisk the baby away from her. 

Then Altfor would die, because there was no other way that the people she loved would be safe.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Royce led the way as he and a clutch of the others rode south, heading for Earl Undine’s lands. He tried not to show any of the worry he felt as they rode through the night, using the stars for guidance, taking any road they could find so long as it was heading in the right general direction.

Was he doing the right thing by taking them this way? Every stride of his horse brought fresh worries for Royce, whether those were about the people they’d left behind to wait for them, the scale of the danger that they were facing, or simply the fact that they were about to walk into the home of a noble who had no more reason to love peasants than any other.

“What if they decide that we’re traitors?” Lofen asked him. He’d obviously been thinking the same thing. 

“They won’t,” Royce said, hoping that he could sound confident enough to convince his brother and the others around him. 

“But what if they do?” Lofen said.

“Then we find a way out, and we work out what to do next,” Royce said. What did his brother want him to say? That there were only about thirty of them, and that they couldn’t hope to fight Earl Undine’s forces if it came to a fight between them? That they probably wouldn’t even have a chance to run, and that this noble had every reason to see them as a threat to his power, as much as anyone else’s?

“You’ll find a way to make it work,” Garet said. 

Royce smiled at the trust in his brother’s words, and he hoped that trust didn’t prove to be misplaced. He was sure that this was what they needed to do, but he could still see all of the ways that it could go wrong. He could try to plan for all of the things that might go wrong, but some things just couldn’t be prepared for.

Daylight started to break as they continued their journey, slowly turning the landscape into something that stretched out before them, shrouded in morning mist. Royce kept on his path, using Ember’s eyes to guide him, and he could see the speck of their destination in the distance.

They drew closer, and now the mist started to burn away, revealing the land as if a cloth were being pulled aside. They were crossing a space of heathland, cut through by a road that looked so ancient Royce could barely begin to imagine the days when it had been built. Perhaps it had been before even the Picti. That road stretched out like a gray ribbon into the distance, through the space where the land gave way to field after field, their ridges and furrows forming a patchwork around the villages there.

At its end lay Earl Undine’s castle home. It was a square, stone-built keep that stood blocky and huge atop a hill with a small settlement at its base. A tower stood near it on an outcrop, jabbing up toward the sky like a pointing finger, with a slender bridge connecting the two. It seemed stern and imposing, but bright blue and green banners and pennants turned it into something more colorful than the gray stone might have made it.

“That’s where we’re going?” Matilde asked.

Beside her, Neave snorted. “What’s wrong, scared?”

“I’d have thought you would be scared,” she snapped back. “After all, don’t the nobles kill Picti?”

She was obviously doing it to get under the other girl’s skin, but even so, Royce wondered if she had a point. It was another thing to worry about as they continued to make their way toward that great block of a place.

It didn’t look far away, but as they traveled on, Royce realized that was a trick of its size. The keep was big enough that it could have swallowed a settlement, big enough that an army could have stood safe within it. They kept marching toward it, continuing as the heather gave way to fields, and ignoring the way some of the people there looked at them: as if worried that they might be invaders or worse. People stood there leaning on their tools until Royce and the others were out of sight, or hurried back into their homes as if to hide.

The sun was high in the sky before they reached the settlement beneath the castle. It seemed quieter and sleepier than the one around Altfor’s home, and although the people there gave them the same wary looks that the ones in the rest of the countryside had, most of them seemed more content too. There were certainly fewer guards about. 

There was a group of guards up near the keep, standing by the spot where a staircase led up to an entryway on the second floor. They stood around with horses nearby, and some of them were richly dressed, the house signs of knights upon their shields. As Royce and the others approached, they formed up in a line, their hands on their weapons even if those weapons weren’t drawn.

“Hold there, strangers!” one of the men called out. He was a little older than Royce, but not much, with brightly shining armor edged in cobalt. “Come no closer! I am Sir Bolis, and you are trespassing on Earl Undine’s lands. We will not suffer raiders or invaders!”

“We are neither,” Royce said. “We’re here to see Earl Undine.”

“And we’re supposed to believe that?” Sir Bolis demanded. “You walk with Picti! They slaughter our people when they see them. You’re lucky we don’t slaughter you where you stand.”

“I’d like to see you try,” Lofen said beside Royce, and perhaps his hand strayed to his sword or perhaps it was one of the guards there who drew their weapon first. Either way, Royce quickly found himself in the midst of a sea of steel, swords, and spears all around. 

He could have drawn his own, could have cut his way past those swords, but what would that have done? Earl Undine would never offer his help if Royce fought with his soldiers, and even trying might endanger his friends. Instead, he stepped down from his horse, keeping his hands open as he walked forward, so that the men there would see that he had drawn no weapon.

“Wait!” he called out. “Wait, we are just here to talk with you.”

“There will be no talk!” Sir Bolis said. “You will step back, and you will leave now, or—”

“Wait, Bolis,” another armored man said. He was older, with flecks of gray in his hair. The sign on his shield was of two snakes fighting, tangled so completely that it seemed that each was attacking itself.

“Sir Simeon, this is not the moment!” Sir Bolis said.

“Look at his palm, you young fool,” Sir Simeon snapped, and something about the tone of it was sharp enough to compel the younger knight to stop and look, staring at Royce’s hands where he held them up.

“So he has a burn,” Sir Bolis said. “A raider like him probably got it burning some dead peasant’s home.”

“I’m not a raider,” Royce insisted.

“And he couldn’t have gotten that mark like that,” Sir Simeon insisted. “Two snakes, wrapped around a moon, with a dagger between them?”

“Your mark, Simeon?” Sir Bolis said.

Sir Simeon shook his head. “Mine is a parody of it. He gave me mine, and you know whose mark that is. Think, or did none of your heraldry lessons sink in?”

Sir Bolis seemed to think for a moment, and then Royce saw his eyes widen in shock. 

“King Philip. That is King Philip’s mark, but he’s—”

“That’s the mark of my father,” Royce said, thinking of the man in white armor he’d seen in his dreams before. Shock hit him in that moment, so deep and sudden that for several seconds, all he could do was stand there and stare. He knew he should say something else, but he just couldn’t think.

“The man who taught me on the Red Isle told me… he recognized it,” Royce said, and he was talking to himself as much as to anyone else. He couldn’t believe what was happening. He’d known that his father was someone special, and the things that had started to happen to him had shown that he was special in some way too. “This was his sword…”

He drew the crystal sword, and he saw the guards around him turn their attentions his way, their blades at the ready. The older man pushed past them. 

“Stop, all of you!” he demanded. “You can see that the boy’s almost as shocked by this as we are. And yes, that’s the old king’s sword. I saw him fight with that, and they said that his reign was done when he lost it. The master of the Red Isle had it?”

Royce knew that the other man was looking for answers, but he didn’t have any to offer. All of this… he hadn’t expected to find this here. He hadn’t expected to learn any of it.

“Earl Undine will want to know about this,” Sir Simeon said. “I need to go to him. Bolis, if I leave you here with him, you won’t do anything stupid like pick a fight?”

Sir Bolis’s eyes narrowed, but he nodded. The older man turned and ran up the stairs into the keep, quickly disappearing from sight.

“Sir Simeon might see the old king in you,” Sir Bolis said, “but I just see an old man who wants the past to come back. Just because you have a mark on your hand, and a sword, doesn’t mean that you’re who you say.”

“I didn’t claim to be anyone,” Royce pointed out. He turned to his brothers, ignoring the knight. “They know who my father is. They know.”

It felt so strange, knowing that one small piece of information. It was no more than a name, but it seemed like the key that clicked everything else into place. 

“I can see some of the old king in him from this angle,” one of the guards said. He was another older man. He looked at Royce as if seeing something there that filled him with awe.

It felt so strange, standing there with the soldiers looking him over like that. The older ones there seemed to be looking at Royce as if seeing him for the first time, while the younger ones didn’t seem to get it, or looked at him with suspicion, the way Sir Bolis did.

Then another man came down from the keep, and instantly, Royce knew that he had to be Earl Undine. He was a broad-shouldered man in his fifties, who must once have been massively strong but was now running to fat. He was clean shaven, but something about him suggested that he would have been more at home with a luxurious beard, as if someone else had told him that he looked better without it. The overall effect was of some great bear who had been tamed and who now chafed at being civilized.

“What is all this?” he said, and even then, it felt as though it was a voice better suited to shouting orders.

“Earl Undine,” Royce said, struggling to remember that he had a reason for being there, and that it didn’t matter who he was if he couldn’t get help for the people around him. “My name is Royce, and I have come to beg for your help.”

“Sir Simeon said that you had a mark in the shape of Philip’s old sigil,” Earl Undine said, cutting past any chance Royce had of keeping things on track. “Is it true?”

Royce held up his burned hand for Earl Undine to see. Even so, he kept talking. Partly, it was because he knew how desperately he and the others needed help in their battle against Altfor and his uncle. Partly, it was because he still didn’t know what to say, or think, about everything he had just found out.

“My lord, we are here to ask for your help,” he said. “We are in conflict with Lord Alistair and his nephew, Altfor. They are burning our villages and killing our people. We are trying to stand against them, but we need your help.”

“You want me to help peasants stand up and fight against their sworn lord?” Earl Undine said. 

“It is said that you are a fair lord,” Royce said. “Surely you can see that what Altfor is doing is evil?”

“Are you the boy who killed the old duke?” Earl Undine asked, out of nowhere.

Royce thought about trying to find a way around the question, but one look at this man said that he was no courtier to be flattered.

“Yes,” he said. “He’d thrown me into a pit to die after I tried to stop him from taking the girl I loved.”

“Then you have my sympathies,” Earl Undine said. “Even so, the current king has commanded that his nobles shall not go to war, and you are traveling with Picti. To help you would be… it’s not something I should do. I should send you away, at least, or better yet, hold you in a dungeon until I can hand you back.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Royce saw his brothers start to edge forward. He raised a hand to stop them. It wasn’t a coincidence that it was the one with the mark on it. Royce might only have learned about the implications of it a few minutes ago, but if it would keep the others safe, he would use it for all it was worth.

“You say it’s what you should do, my lord,” he said. “But what will you do? Please, we want your help, and I… if you know more about my father and who I am, then I need to know.”

Royce stood there, not daring to say more than that, and certainly not daring to move. He could see Sir Bolis there, still looking as though he didn’t trust Royce even a little. Royce wasn’t sure whether to treat him as an enemy or be impressed that he was so determined to drive away what he saw as a group of raiders.

Finally, Earl Undine nodded to himself, then set off back toward the keep. He was almost at the top of the steps when he turned back, waving an arm in Royce’s direction.

“Well? What are you waiting for? Come up, boy, and join me to eat. Your people can camp down here if they promise to do no harm.”

“They won’t hurt anyone,” Royce said. “Not unless they’re attacked first.”

“Good enough,” Earl Undine said. “Now come with me, and you can tell me all about how you came to be at my door. Maybe in return, I’ll tell you the stories I remember about your father.”

Royce looked around at his brothers, who nodded. He set off in the direction of Earl Undine. The prospect of hearing more about his father was too good an opportunity to pass up, and maybe once he was actually in the room there, he would be able to find a way to persuade Earl Undine to help.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Dust staggered through a writhing mass of vision things, barely able to tell what was real from what would be, or might be, or had never been by now. He concentrated on the feel of the ground under his feet, and staggered onward. 

It had seemed like such an obvious thing, to dive into the battle and cut loose the winds of fate. It had seemed like the only way to fit into what the fates wanted, when it was now so clear that the priests of his order had been trying to manipulate things in defiance of everything that was right, and holy, and sane.

“And do you still think that you are any of those things?” the voice of Angarthim Ash demanded. The man was walking along beside him now, and Dust lashed out, but the other man parried the blow and moved, lashing out so that Dust had to dance back. A fire drake dove in toward him, and Dust ducked, lifting his arms in time to block a kick from his former mentor. He struck back, and Ash was gone, only to be replaced by an apelike thing that leapt at him.

Even as he leapt and spun and struck, Dust knew how ridiculous it had to look from the outside. Anyone who couldn’t see everything that was affecting him would only see a man flailing blindly at the world, trying to strike out at things only he could see.

“Are you all right?”

Dust looked around and saw the shape of a young man, no more than a child, really, although by that age Dust had already been made to kill his first people, shown the utter futility of fighting against fate.

“Are you real?” Dust asked. He walked up to the child, poking him with a finger. “Are you real, or another vision?”

“I don’t know,” the boy said, as if it were the first time he’d contemplated such a thing. “I think I’m real. Do you need help? My family lives just over there.”

Dust was about to say that he was fine, but the truth was that he was anything but that. The risk he’d taken, pushed by his confusion about what the fates truly wanted… that was harrying him now with the sight of things that made his brain scream just to see them.

“I… need help…” he managed.

The boy took his hand, leading him to a small farmstead, little more than a hovel really. There were animals in the yard—a goat and some chickens. Around them, vegetables grew, scratched into place in the dirt and questing for the sunlight. It was a quiet place, and distantly, Dust had memories of somewhere like it, where he had once been small, and helpless, and innocent.

Perhaps those were more unreal things, because he couldn’t imagine ever truly having being like that.

“Mother, Father, come quick!” the small boy called out.

A man and a woman came out, and while Dust half expected them to attack him as something strange and different and evil, instead, he found himself ushered through to a spot by a fire, where a blanket was wrapped over him. 

“You sleep here,” the man said. “Nothing bad will happen to you.”

Dust wanted to point out that it already had, but that seemed ungrateful, so he lay there while vision bursts of possibilities flowed around him, impossible to follow, impossible to make sense of.

“No,” he told himself, “I will not let this stop me.”

He lay there, shutting his eyes, and from the outside, it must have looked like sleep. It was anything but that, though. Sleep was an undisciplined thing, while this… Dust dove down into his heart, his skin, his feelings, sinking into each moment and drawing it out until it turned into a lifetime. 

He picked one of the visions floating around him, focusing on it and understanding it, then he reached out to grab it, stuffing it into his mouth the way another man might have devoured a pastry or a sandwich. Dust reached for another, then another, and with each he consumed, he felt as though he understood more. 

More importantly, there were fewer visions to distract him, and he started to feel more like himself. No, not himself. The man who sat there in the bed eating dream things was not the one who had come to this place on the orders of the priests. Dust knew more, had seen more. He knew what the priests had done, trying to use him to change fate to save themselves. 

He opened his mouth wide now, and the visions poured down into it like water through a hole. Dust consumed the whirlpool of them in seconds, dragging it down into the depths inside him, setting it to whirling there like a maelstrom. Was this what the priests felt when they prophesized and pronounced?

He rose after what felt like an age, and now Dust was able to see the small dwelling as it truly was.

“It’s beautiful,” he whispered, taking in the small, hand-carved ornaments, the spaces where wool had been spun and dyed to cover things. He could imagine the care that must have been taken in such things, eyes firmly on the outcome in the future. 

Dust looked around and saw the man and his wife staring at him, the boy somewhere behind, looking out from behind the woman’s skirts.

“Thank you, my friend,” he said to the boy. “I think you might have saved my life.”

It seemed like a strange thing to thank someone for. A life was something that ended when it was due to end, and to think in terms of joy or sorrow was madness. It didn’t feel like madness though, not then.

“I’m Nathanial,” the boy said, sudden and sharp, the way small children seemed to. “What’s your name?”

“I am called Dust,” he replied. “I am Angarthim, a bringer of death.”

“Does that mean that you could kill us?” the boy asked. 

Dust thought for a moment about whether to reply, but there seemed to be no point in hiding the truth.

“Yes,” he said. “Easily.”

“Oh,” Nathanial said. His mother and father looked frightened.

“Forgive me,” Dust said. “I have no wish to harm any of you. I wish only to recover, and consult the signs, and be on my way.”

There seemed to be a hint of relief at that from the others, and Dust thought little more of it as he stood and went out into the yard of the hovel. He knelt there in the dust that was his namesake, watching its motes swirl and shift where the wind took it. There were signs in that, and now Dust found that he had the tools to truly read them. Fragments of visions rose up in him at the sight of each symbol that passed before his eyes. He saw a moment of someone falling in love in the flight of birds, and an instant in a battle somewhere as the sun glinted off glass.

“Are you going?” Nathanial’s father asked. Dust could hear the hope there. This man didn’t want a stranger troubling his son or his family. 

Dust shrugged, and stayed in the dirt, scratching with the tip of a long knife. He sketched symbols and runes, fragments of things and possibilities stacked atop one another, forming patterns that made so much more sense to him now.

“I said—”

“For your goat,” he said, taking out a couple of large golden coins that were far more than the animal could ever be worth. He took out another. “For your silence.”

Dust tossed them to the man and knelt at the heart of his creation, waiting. Eventually, as Dust had known that it would, the goat wandered over to see if this strange, gray-skinned man had anything that it could eat. Dust waited until it was less than an arm’s length away, and then struck out with a blade, so fast that for a moment the animal just stood there, unaware that it was dying even as the blood started to flow. 

It went into the furrows and lines Dust had created, channeling cleanly along some of them, hesitating as it spilled into others. Dust saw which ones the blood chose in its spilling, and whatever the priests’ dust had done to him rose in answer to it while he knelt there, spilling images into his mind as surely as the blood.

He saw Royce, standing in battle, ruling over a kingdom. Dust saw him a dozen different ways: happy and sad, victorious and failing, with different backdrops and different settings. Dust saw the people with him shift, friends and courtiers, women and soldiers and more, so that now Dust started to see their roles in this. He suspected that this moment wouldn’t come again quite like this, not without much effort and danger, but that didn’t matter; this moment was enough.

He saw things as the priests of his order had seen them, saw the choices they had made out of fear, and the ways that they had put themselves beyond what fate decreed to try to save themselves. They had twisted Dust into something he didn’t want to be. He didn’t mind killing for them when that was what the fates decreed, because he hardly had a choice in that, but now… they had set him against the things that the signs and the portents laid out for him, made Dust into a thing that was wrong in the world.

“What have you done to me?” he demanded.

Around him, rain started to fall, muddying some of the symbols, changing the patterns there in ways that shifted the images flowing around in Dust’s head. He saw the possibilities there and the ways that the future could run. He was used to one clean line of fate telling him what to do, but now… 

…now it felt as though he was in a position to choose.

That was a heretical thought, but that heresy was one that the priests had already embraced. Whatever happened now, the path of things was already off, so who better to choose than Dust? But could he do that? Did he dare?

“What are you doing?”

Dust looked up to see that Nathanial was there, although his father seemed to have disappeared back into the house. 

“You should go back in, boy,” he said.

“I don’t want to,” the boy said. “I want to know what’s happening.”

“You aren’t scared by all of this?” Dust asked. 

The boy shook his head.

“I am looking at the future, trying to decide if I should change it.”

“Is something bad going to happen?” Nathanial asked.

Dust smiled at that, and it was a strange feeling. He so rarely smiled.

“The future is more complex than that,” he said. “There are good things, and there are bad things, and sometimes bad things lead to good things, or good ones to bad. There are things that must happen, and things that could happen, and things that should never happen.”

“And you decide which ones?” the boy asked, sounding in awe.

Dust shook his head. “Yes, no… I don’t know. I used to think that fate was fixed. Now… I can see all of it, and I could change so much.”

“Could you make things better?” Nathanial asked. 

“I suppose I could,” Dust said. “There is a man whose presence will bring much war, and many deaths. He is a man my priests sent me to kill, because they were cowards.”

“You could stop people dying?” Nathanial asked.

Dust nodded. All he would have to do was the one thing he had been taught never to do. All he would have to do would be choose. 

“Not everyone,” he said. “Some people would still need to die. I will have to kill some of them.”

“But you’ll be doing it to save everyone else,” the boy said. “You’ll be… you’ll be a hero.”

A hero? Could an Angarthim be a hero?

A part of Dust admired Royce. He admired his bravery and his skill, but there was so much danger in all he could be. He could destroy so much. No, he had to be stopped, and, looking through the futures, Dust could see one thing that might do it. He could see the image of a ring on a finger, a beautiful thing of bronze leaves and silver thread. That small thing seemed to promise so much.

Dust reached into himself for all the visions, all the magic, anything he could. He took all the choices and balled them up, scratching more runes into the dirt. These were dark, jagged things, that promised ill luck and ill feeling, breathing a curse into everything they touched. Dust took the image of that ring, and as carefully as if threading a needle, he connected it to the curse he had woven. 

“There,” he whispered as he collapsed in the dirt. “It is done.”

It wasn’t done, he knew as he lay there, blackness creeping in around the edges of his eyes. There was still so much to do if he was going to make any of this turn out as it should; if he was going to bring down his order, and Royce, and be the hero that an Angarthim should never be. 

He would still be a bringer of death, of course; there were so many people who needed to die for this to work, but they would be the right people, and that thought gave Dust a sense of hope as he clung to life and warmth, forcing himself not to give in to the blackness as he lay there in the dirt.

 

***

 

Dust didn’t know how long it was before he came back to himself fully. Long enough that the rain stopped. Long enough that his muscles felt cramped as he started to move, shooting agony through him as he forced his way back to his feet. He collapsed again the first time, but he didn’t let himself rest. Angarthim didn’t let pain, or tiredness, or anything else keep them from their duties. 

He forced his way back to his feet, stepping forward to the edge of the farmyard space and thinking about all the tasks he had to do. Then he turned back, half wondering why he wasn’t back in the spot where the farmer and his wife had bid him sit. What he saw there made him freeze in place.

There had obviously been a house there once, but what lay there now was nothing more than a ruin, burnt out years ago. Weeds crawled across the roof, in a pattern that held a hundred signs ready to read, but Dust ignored them. There was the corpse of a goat, but it was clearly a wild thing, wandered in off the heathland. There was no sign of a family, or a bed, or any crumb of comfort.

What had he seen? Had it been the past, the future, or something else? Had it been some lingering effect of the powder, or of everything that he’d had to do? Had his brain thrown all of this to him because it couldn’t deal with the priests’ powder any other way? Why that image, why there, and why did it feel faintly familiar?

Dust didn’t know, and he didn’t care right then. He had too much to do, if he was to make the world turn out as it should. He stepped out of the abandoned farmyard, picking a direction in full knowledge that every choice had a thousand potential consequences now. He would choose, for everyone. He would choose who lived and who died, making the world that was best for everyone.

Royce was just the first one who had to die.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

With Ember sitting on his shoulder, Royce followed Earl Undine into a hall where dozens of people sat eating around tables, feasting on the products of the latest hunt and on malted bread, small beer, and grains. Most of the figures there appeared to be knights similar to Sir Bolis and Sir Simeon, but there were many other men and women clustered around the tables.

“You will sit with me at the high table,” Earl Undine said, gesturing to a table set above the others on a dais at the end of the hall. Earl Undine’s seat there was obvious, massive and carved, making his status clear. He gestured for Royce to take the seat on his right, while on his left…

“Royce, this is my daughter, Olivia. Olivia, this is Royce. We believe he may be Philip’s son.”

The girl who sat there was as beautiful as any Royce had seen. Her skin shone in the sunlight that came through the hall’s windows, while her golden hair was tied back in a long braid that fell down her back. She wore a dress of embroidered yellow, and jewels that looked as though they might have been her mother’s. She also wore a sword at her hip, the grip worn from long practice with it. Her eyes were a deep blue, and they seemed to gaze out at Royce with wonder. No, not with wonder, he realized, with something else.

“It is… very nice to meet you, Royce,” she said, seeming to struggle for the words for a moment or two.

Royce could only stare at her for those seconds. She was the most amazing girl he had seen, and Royce’s heart leapt just at the sight of her. It seemed to want him to turn to her and declare undying love for her, even though they had only just met, the sheer strength of that sensation taking him aback.

“It’s nice to meet you too, Olivia,” he managed.

Had he so easily forgotten just how much Genevieve had managed to hurt him? He’d given her his heart, had put himself and his brothers in danger to try to save her, had lost everything because of her, and she was now standing happily beside Altfor. Was he going to hand over his heart to a girl as soon as he met her, when that might happen again?

When he still wasn’t truly over Genevieve?

“You’re truly the son of the old king, Philip?” Olivia asked him, and her voice was as beautiful as the rest of her. It was the kind of voice Royce could imagine hearing beside him for as long as he lived.

“I don’t know,” Royce admitted. He held out his hand for her to examine, and she took it across the tabletop, apparently unconcerned by her father’s presence between them. That moment of contact felt like more than that: it felt like an instant connection, and a part of Royce didn’t want Olivia to let go as she examined his hand with delicate fingers.

“It’s his mark,” Olivia said, tracing it in a way that made Royce’s heart leap again.

“But anyone could be branded with a mark,” her father said, and the interruption was enough to remind them both of his presence and make them pull back. “Even if Royce is about the right age, and he has a look of Philip, seen like this.”

“I’m not claiming to be his son,” Royce said, even though it made sense. A figure had come to him in dreams before the pit, and it was all too easy to imagine that figure as a king. “I’m just here to ask for help.”

“With your rebellion,” Earl Undine said. “That’s what it is you’re doing. You’re rebelling.”

“Royce doesn’t seem as though he would do something like that for the sake of it,” Olivia said, even though she had no way of knowing right then what kind of person Royce was. “Is it true that you’re rising up against your lord, Royce?”

“Altfor is no lord of mine,” Royce said, “and his father was no better. After all they’ve done, is it any wonder that people rise up against them?”

“The laws of the kingdom say that those who rise up against their rulers are traitors,” Earl Undine said. “King Carris is quite clear about that, whatever the rebels’ reasons.”

“But Father,” Olivia said. “You have always taught me that a ruler must rule for their people. That they must not treat them as a resource to plunder, but as friends to protect. Tell us, Royce, what has this Altfor done?”

Royce hesitated a moment. “Forgive me, my lady, I’m not sure that you would want to hear all of it.”

“I’ll decide what I want to hear,” Olivia said, and there was a sense of strength to her in that moment that made it clear that she could easily command there if she had to. “I’m not sure what kind of fainting maidens you’re used to back in your land, Royce, but here, we want to hear the truth.”

“Very well,” Royce said, and if anything, he was even more impressed by her. “Altfor’s family and their knights used to ride the land, taking any women they liked back to their castle to keep for a night, or longer. They tortured those who disagreed with them, threw me into a fighting pit to die when I sought to recover the girl I…”

“So you are with this girl?” Olivia asked.

Royce shook his head, unable to keep the pain out of his voice. “She chose Altfor, and she was there to watch me die in the pit.”

“I’m so sorry,” Olivia said. 

“And now his uncle is claiming to be the new duke, and he and Altfor are burning their way through their own villages.”

Olivia looked horrified at that. “Father, the things the duke is doing… it’s not as though he’s your friend.”

“He’s not,” Earl Undine agreed. “And I agree that the suffering of his people is terrible, but to become involved is to risk our people. Worse, it is to risk the wrath of the king.”

“The current king,” Olivia said. “If Royce is truly King Philip’s son, then, by birthright, isn’t he—”

“That is a dangerous thing to even suggest, daughter!” Earl Undine said, shaking his head. “Philip was my friend. After he disappeared… we are lucky to still have this place, and our armies hold it strong, but I had to swear loyalty to King Carris along with everyone else.”

That had the feel of a conversation that they’d had before. More than that, it felt as though Earl Undine was trying to persuade himself that he’d done the right thing; that he’d had no choice.

“Can you tell me more about my father?” Royce asked, not wanting to push the earl further right then. 

“He was the bravest man I have known, and the best,” Earl Undine said. “When he fought… there was something magical about him when he fought. He had more speed and strength than a man should have, and the kingdom itself seemed to respond in all the old places. There was magic in his blood. He even passed the Test of the Tower.”

“The what?” Royce asked.

“The tower connected to the keep was the first thing here,” Olivia explained, “but it was cursed so that only those of the true blood could get past its guardian and enter it. Our keep was built so that generations of our family would have somewhere to live when even they couldn’t enter.”

“Those of the blood,” Royce said. “So… if I were to walk over into the tower, that would prove who I was?”

Earl Undine nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, it would.”

“And if I could prove who I was, would you be prepared to help me fight against Altfor and his uncle?”

“The king’s commands…” Earl Undine began, but then he stopped. “If you passed the test, then by right, you would be king, and I don’t care who hears me say it. Your father was the rightful king, and the kingdom has not been the same since he disappeared.”

Royce could hear the gasps around the room from some of the others there.

Earl Undine stood up. “We will continue to serve our king loyally, but this test will determine who that is. Royce will travel to the bridge and face the guardian. If he can cross, we know what that means.”

“Father,” Olivia said, “the test of the bridge is dangerous. If Royce fails…”

“If he fails, he will fall, and we can tell our ‘friends’ to the north that there is no reason to worry more about their traitor,” Earl Undine said. He looked across to Royce. “I’m sorry, boy, but that is how it must be. If you are truly Philip’s son, I will follow you, but if you are not… there has to be another end to this.”

“I understand,” Royce said. He thought about all the people waiting for him. “At least promise me that my brothers and the others will be safe?”

“You have my word,” Earl Undine said.

“And mine,” Olivia promised him. “But… I really don’t want you to fall.”

“I don’t either,” Royce said, forcing a smile. 

“It’s time,” Earl Undine said, stepping away from the table.

Royce followed him as he led the way through the keep, and so did plenty of other people. Courtiers and servants, knights and men at arms, all wanting to see what would happen next as they made their way up spiraling stone staircases. 

They came to a landing where two large double doors of dark oak stood against the outer wall, chained and banded with iron as solidly as any of the outer surfaces of the keep. There were locks there that Earl Undine opened with a selection of keys he took from his belt, clicking them open one by one. He swung the doors back with his own hands, revealing a bridge of gray stone that stretched towards the tower beyond. 

“If you wish to prove yourself, walk to the tower,” Earl Undine said. 

It looked so simple, just a short walk to an open archway on the other side, but Royce suspected that it would be anything but that. Clutching the crystal sword, he stepped out onto the bridge. 

Instantly, a ghostly figure stepped out from the other side, carrying a staff of what looked like iron.

“Only those of the blood may pass and reach the tower,” the figure said, starting forward.

Royce moved to meet it, and that staff swung for his head. He ducked, and then swayed aside from a second blow. He parried with the crystal sword, cutting back with one stroke after another. The figure there looked translucent, but the impact of the blows felt all too real. Royce fought and thrust, cut and swung his sword up to guard, barely catching a counter-blow in time.

“I shall knock you from the tower, as I have many others,” the figure said. “The unworthy die.”

Royce didn’t answer, but continued his assault. He could feel the strength pumping through his limbs now. Ember flew around his combat with the ghostly thing, and it felt like with those extra eyes, he could see more of the angles of it, but even so, it was difficult. The ghost was fast, and every blow felt as though it knocked him a little closer to the edge. He felt his toes teetering, struggling to grip onto that precipice. 

Royce bellowed and charged forward. He could see every blow coming now, predict every movement. He fought and fought, striking blow after blow, knowing that in a space where he couldn’t dodge, furious assault was his best answer.

The ghostly figure was moving faster now, and Royce knew that without his training on the Red Isle, he would never have been able to do this. No, even those there couldn’t have survived this. Without the additional speed and strength that coursed through him, Royce would have toppled long seconds ago. Instead, he pressed forward, step by step, until the figure took a particularly desperate swing at him.

Royce ducked and thrust at the same time, driving the crystal sword into the ghostly form. With any other sword, he was sure that he would have felt it pass through harmlessly, but the crystal sword slid home instead, driving in as cleanly as it might have through flesh. The ghostly figure hung there for a moment, transfixed by it, then dissipated like smoke, leaving the way clear.

Royce walked over to the tower, finding a largely bare room at its top, with only a rough wooden chair and a chest like some knight’s traveling trunk. It swung open at his touch, revealing a suit of silvery chain, mixed with patches of plate that were more like scales. Taking it out and holding it up, it looked to Royce as though it might fit him perfectly.

He walked back with it. The ghostly figure was there again, but instead of attacking this time, it stepped back, bowing as Royce passed. He walked over to the keep, and there, he found dozens of people standing there staring in awe. Earl Undine looked at him as if he’d seen something from the past come to life. Olivia threw her arms around him, hugging him tight so briefly that Royce barely had time to register it before it was gone.

“You… you did it,” Earl Undine said, in obvious surprise. “You really are his son.”

Royce nodded. He held up the armor. “This was there waiting. Do you know why?”

Earl Undine shook his head at that. “Philip must have left it, but if he did that… he must have known that you would come here. Put it on.”

Royce pulled the chain armor on over his clothes. It was so light that it felt almost as though it wasn’t there. Even so, it shone in the sun, and felt hard enough to the touch that Royce had to believe that it would stop a blow.

“You look amazing,” Olivia said.

“You look like a warrior,” Earl Undine said. “Like a king.”

Royce hesitated then, trying to decide what all of this meant. “Does that mean that you’ll help us?”

Earl Undine didn’t hesitate this time, but simply nodded. 

“We will help,” he said. “I will gather my men, and every bannerman who was your father’s and who will listen. We will join together and we will strike at Lord Alistair and his nephew.”

“You’re not worried about the king?” Royce asked.

“You are our king now,” Earl Undine said. “Besides, this battle has been long overdue. I have been holding back because Carris demanded it, but the truth is that I have been a coward, allowing evil in the world when I could have stopped it. We will come with you, and we will stand by your side, Picti and all. We will fight.”

Around him, the courtiers were staring at one another in shock. Some looked pleased, while others looked as though they couldn’t quite believe what was happening to them. 

“I’m going back to my people now,” Royce said. “I want to make sure that they’re all right.”

“They are,” Earl Undine said. “I keep my word. That’s why I promise you this: together, we will win this war. We will bring peace to your lands, and rein in this duke who kills his own. We will do this, or I will die by your side, trying!”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Altfor watched men gathering on the fields before the castle, the encampment turning into a second settlement around the first. There was something strangely satisfying about watching men and horses gathering, ready to fight on his command.

On his uncle’s command, he reminded himself, and that thought was like a speck of grit in his heart. The only part that made it feel better was the thought that he had already taken the first steps to making the men loyal to him. Persuade enough of them, and perhaps his uncle would find himself surplus to requirements.

Just because he’d survived one battle, that was no guarantee that he would survive this one.

The men continued to gather, weapons shining as they scoured the rust from them, banners flowing in the wind with his house’s symbols. Their tents stood in squares, ready for them to head out at a moment’s notice, while men stood and marched and rode under the supervision of Altfor’s uncle, drilling for the moment when they would be needed.

It meant that he was not there to receive the messenger when he came, and Altfor was.

The man staggered in, looking as if he had ridden flat out over miles of hard ground. He had blood on his surcoat, and bruises rising around one side of his face. Even so, he tried to stand tall and salute when Altfor transfixed him with a stare.

“What is it?” he asked.

“My lord, is your uncle—”

“Tell me,” Altfor demanded.

The messenger seemed to consider for a moment, and Altfor decided that he would be posted to wherever the Picti were most prevalent for that. He did, however, finally decide to speak, and Altfor decided that he would at least not be sent out without weapons.

“The rebels, my lord,” the man said. “We found the spot where they are camping. My detachment came upon them up on the heathland. They had guards… Picti guards. I was the only one to break clear.”

“You’re sure it was them?” Altfor demanded. “It wasn’t an encampment of the savages?”

“We saw ordinary peasants there, and warriors who definitely weren’t Picti,” the man said.

“Well done,” Altfor said. “Go and recover. I need to find my uncle.”

He went down to the open ground before the castle, walking to the spot where Lord Alistair was giving commands. 

“Uncle,” he called. “Men have brought news. We have found the rebels.”

“Then go give orders to the men,” his uncle said. “We ride at once, ready to crush them!”

Altfor nodded, and rushed to command the men. He looked up at the keep, seeking out the spot where his wife looked out from one of the windows. He would make sure that she was with them as they rode, too. She would watch what was to come, and she would suffer the pain of seeing Royce fall.

 

***

 

Royce rode at the head of the column of their soldiers with Earl Undine. Behind them, soldiers marched in perfect step, looking almost eager for the battle to come. Even his brothers looked ready for it, weapons and armor shining as they rode.

They had crossed into Altfor’s lands by now, he was sure, and it would be only a short way to the meeting place where the others were encamped. 

“Are you looking forward to crushing your enemies?” Earl Undine asked, riding beside him. The older man looked more natural now that he had armor on, as if he had been missing a second skin of metal all the time that he was without it. 

Royce shook his head. “There should be a better way.”

“Men have been saying that since the dawn of time,” Earl Undine said. “But they have yet to find it. Sometimes a foe needs to be beaten, a battle won. And you seemed eager enough when you were persuading me.”

“Altfor needs to be stopped,” Royce said.

“And this girl of yours saved?” Earl Undine suggested.

“I… don’t know,” Royce admitted. He had started this for Genevieve, but now he wasn’t even sure that she wanted to be saved.

“You know that my daughter likes you,” Earl Undine said.

“I know,” Royce agreed. “And she… she seems like a wonderful daughter, my lord.”

“I’m not your lord,” he said. “You are my king. Even so, if you do anything to hurt Olivia, I’ll cut your head from your shoulders.”

“Something tells me that she would do it herself,” Royce said. 

They kept riding out along the road, and then up onto the expanse of the heather. It was like a sea of heather and bracken, interspersed with gouges in the peat and hidden hollows. Their army moved up toward the rockier ground of the meeting place, knowing that once they met up together, they would finally have the numbers they needed.

The day passed in a cascade of footfalls, the lockstep of their force carrying it over the wild ground of the heather. Approaching like this, Royce suspected that they might even be in with a chance of approaching Altfor’s castle without being spotted. If they managed that, then maybe the advantage they held would be enough to force him to surrender, or at least to force most of his men to run.

Royce was still hoping for that when he saw the meeting place in the distance, and there, beyond it, a second army. Royce barely had to look at the banners there to know whose army it had to be.

“Altfor and his uncle!” he called out to the others.

“They must be here to attack the camp,” Matilde shouted back. “We need to attack them now!”

Royce shook his head. They couldn’t do that, not after marching for so long. Their people were tired, and there was no way they could fight well when they were like that. They needed rest. The only question was whether Altfor and his uncle would give them a chance for that.

One promising sign was the failing light. Tints of red were creeping into the sky, as if predicting the blood that would soon flow beneath it. The sun was growing lower in the sky, and maybe that would help them, because Royce suspected that Altfor wouldn’t want to risk a night attack against a force used to the wilds.

“We need to get to the meeting place,” he said. “After that, we need to camp, and we need to prepare ourselves. In the morning… in the morning, then we’ll fight.”

They hurried forward, and Royce saw some of Altfor’s forces spreading out, forming a broad wave that looked as though it might be able to engulf the meeting place. For a moment, he thought they might charge straight forward in spite of the failing light, and then Royce suspected that his people would have no chance.

Instead, they moved out to form a kind of cordon designed to hem in Royce’s people. Outriders moved out behind them, clearly trying to stop the people there at the meeting place from running.

They were making sure that the battle would happen here, and Royce was okay with that. Come the morning, he and the others would show Altfor exactly what they could do.

 

***

 

They marched into the camp in the meeting place, and Royce watched the others start to set up their sleeping places among the tents. He saw Matilde and Neave slip off together somewhere among the Picti, while his brothers found spots with the villagers, and Earl Undine’s men set up a vast sweep of tents and pavilions. Royce thought about joining them, but then a figure came out from near one of the fires, leaning on a spear.

“Mark!” Royce called, rushing forward to embrace his friend.

“Royce!” Mark said. “I never thought that you would manage all of this.”

Mark gestured to the camp, where villagers, Picti, and Earl Undine’s soldiers all spread out together, preparing for what would come in the morning. 

“I’m glad to see that you’re up and walking,” Royce said.

“The healers still say I should rest more, but I’ll be fighting in the morning,” Mark said.

Royce shook his head. “Don’t be a fool.”

“What am I supposed to do? Sit here and hope that no one kills me if the enemy break through?” Mark demanded. “At least this way, my fate is in my own hands, and… well, how many other Red Isle–trained fighters does your side have?”

It was a fair point, and one Royce couldn’t really argue with. Come the morning, they would need all the help that they could get, and if Mark said he was well enough to fight, then he was worth at least half a dozen of the soldiers Altfor would send, maybe more.

“All right,” Royce said. “But I’m placing you where your injuries won’t slow you down.”

“Still trying to protect me?” Mark asked. “You know I wouldn’t have made it through the Red Isle without you, and you saved me from the corpse piles at the pit.”

“What are friends for?” Royce asked.

“You say that as if anyone else would have done it,” Mark said. “As if they could. I couldn’t have asked for a better friend.”

“Nor could I,” Royce said. He picked a spot where he could look out toward where the enemy’s fires sat in the distance. “You know I’m nervous?”

“Who wouldn’t be, before a battle?” Mark said.

“Not that kind of nervous,” Royce said. “I’m not scared about what will happen to me. I’m worried about what will happen to everyone else. What if I’m leading them to their deaths?”

“Then we die free,” Mark said. “Rather than sitting and waiting for some noble to kill us on a whim.”

That thought made Royce feel a little better, but even so, he kept on staring out toward Altfor’s forces.

“You know that she’s out there?” Mark said.

That caught Royce a little by surprise. “What do you mean?”

“Genevieve. I saw her at the pit, remember, and I’ve seen her again tonight. She’s out there, walking up and down on the edge of their lines. It seems that Altfor has brought his bride to battle.”

Royce didn’t know what to say to that. He shouldn’t feel anything about Genevieve’s presence after the way she’d turned her back on him. Instead, thinking of her there made him wonder if there was a way to see her face again, or hear her voice, or…

“Don’t even think about it,” Mark said.

It was too late though.

“I have to do it, Mark. I have to.”

Mark shook his head. “You’re the commander of this army. You can’t do this.”

Again, it seemed to Royce as if there were simply no choice.

“I need to see her. I need to go over there and see her face to face. I need… I need to give us both a chance to make this right. I can get to her, I know it. Ember can tell me the way between the guards, and I can move quietly in the darkness.”

He half expected his friend to call out to the others to try to stop him, but the point was that Mark was a friend. He understood how much Royce needed this, and how much it hurt knowing that Genevieve was out there and not being able to talk to her.

“All right,” Mark said. “Go. But if you’re not back by the time the moon falls, I’m coming after you.”

 

***

 

Genevieve walked the edge of the army’s encampment, wishing she could just walk out from it and disappear into the dark. There was no chance to do that though, when Altfor had set guards to watch and make sure that she didn’t run off. All she could do was pace, and watch, and worry.

“Genevieve.”

Royce’s voice came out of the darkness, and for a moment, Genevieve assumed it had to be something out of a dream. Then his voice came again.

“Genevieve, you need to come out of the light,” he said.

Genevieve walked forward, as far as she dared. Altfor’s guards weren’t in sight, but they would be pacing and patrolling, watching for her running. 

“You can’t be here,” she said.

“Genevieve, I came here for you,” Royce replied. He came into view, and Genevieve’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of him. He looked, if anything, more perfect than she remembered. She wanted to run to him then and hold onto him.

“You can’t be here for me,” Genevieve said. “I’m… we can’t do this, Royce.”

“We can,” Royce said. He held out a hand. “All you have to do is take my hand, and I can get you out of here.”

Genevieve shook her head. “It isn’t that simple.”

She wanted to tell him all of it, even the parts that she hadn’t told Altfor, but would Royce really want to hear that she was pregnant with his enemy’s child? Would he understand what she had vowed to her sister that she would do?

“It’s exactly that simple,” Royce said. “Take my hand and I’ll find a way for us between the guards. We’ll get you back to our camp.”

“And then what?” Genevieve asked. 

“You don’t have to be afraid,” Royce said. “I came here because what happened at the pit… I came because I thought that there might be a second chance for us. Or don’t you want that?”

Genevieve knew then that she couldn’t go along with what Royce was suggesting, no matter how much her heart swelled at the prospect of it. It wasn’t just that there were too many things that she couldn’t tell him, but she knew it would be far more complicated than he made it sound too. 

“You make it sound as though people would just accept me,” she said. “You’ve managed to piece together an army, and you think that will hold together if you bring me into it?”

“We would find a way to make it work,” Royce insisted.

Genevieve shook her head. She knew that it wouldn’t, and worse, if the army failed, it was done. At least this way, there was still the desperate plan she had come up with along with Sheila. 

There was more than that though. She’d decided not to take the root. She had another man’s child growing inside her, and now it was too late to do anything about it. Even Royce wouldn’t be able to accept raising Altfor’s child.

She still couldn’t tell Royce any of that, though, and that left only one way to get him to go back, to get him to safety before the guards came, to keep him safe…

“I don’t want to go with you,” she said, the lie almost sticking in her throat.

“No, I don’t believe that,” Royce said.

Genevieve forced her voice to hardness. “I don’t want to, Royce. Was what happened in the pit not enough of a message for you? I’m Altfor’s wife, and I’ll stay his wife. Now go. Go, or I swear I will shout for the guards who protect me.”

Royce looked at her as though she’d slapped him, staring at her in the dark in disbelief. Genevieve wanted to go to him and wipe away that look, hold him until it vanished, but she forced herself not to. She held as still as a statue, forcing her heart to the same stone. She stood there while Royce vanished back into the darkness, and even then she held still, because she couldn’t give any sign of the tears that were falling down her cheeks.

A battle was coming in a few hours, and right then, a part of Genevieve wished that she could walk out into the middle of it and let herself be cut down.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

Royce stood at the head of his army in the morning sun, wishing that the world would open up and swallow him. Inside, his heart felt like ashes, left that way by Genevieve’s rejection. Why hadn’t she come back with him? How could she choose Altfor over him?

“Are we ready?” he asked the others. His brothers stood there, and so did Mark. The Picti stood in a wild bunch, already starting to work themselves up into a battle frenzy. Earl Undine’s men stood in neat lines, waiting for orders, while the lines of the villagers and the rebels were a little more ragged, obviously looking to Royce for inspiration.

“We’re ready,” Raymond said.

Lofen nodded. “Just give the order.”

“Not yet,” Royce said. The moment had to be perfect.

It was obvious to him that they couldn’t risk a purely defensive battle. The meeting place sloped downward into its bowl, so that anyone attacking from the outside would have the advantage of the high ground to smother the defenders with weight of numbers. They needed a more offensive approach, or they would be killed where they sat.

Even so, it was hard to actually give the order when faced with the sheer bulk of Altfor’s army, stretched out in its lines, men hardened by years of killing for their lord. As the sun grew higher, Royce heard the sound of trumpets, and saw them start to stride forward at a steady pace.

Royce forced himself to take a breath. It was now or never.

“Forward!” he ordered, shouting to be heard. Around him, horns sounded, and his own forces started to march.

They rumbled forward slowly at first, like the grinding wheels of a windmill as the air first caught the sails. Then they broke into a loping jog, which started to build toward a charge…

That was when they hit the pits.

Altfor and his uncle must have had men out digging them in the night, working in blackness to do it. Perhaps if Ember had been flying guard, she might have seen them doing it, but instead he had been out trying to meet with Genevieve. As his people tumbled into stake-lined pits, he wondered if that had been deliberate; if she had been there specifically to draw his attention away from what was going on around him as Lord Alistair prepared the battlefield.

Around Royce, men and women died in the charge, impaled upon spikes, or crushed by those behind them. He saw a Picti man trampled to death as others tried to work their way around the pits, a village woman impaled on one of the spears there, screaming. The rest of their forces managed to pick their way around the pits and continue toward the other army, but the momentum of their charge had faltered, and they were struggling to form up again.

That was when Altfor’s troops attacked.

A barrage of arrows flew in, turning the sky dark. Those of Royce’s forces who had shields raised them, and arrows thudded home in the wood, but even so, far too many of the missiles got through. Soldiers thundered forward in their own charge, and now Royce knew that the only thing they could hope to do was meet them head on.

“Charge!” he yelled to the others, pointing with the crystal sword.

They followed him, and Royce braced for the impact of the two forces slamming together like two rutting stags. He had a moment to see a wall of shields and spears and blades coming toward him, then he was in amongst the chaos of it.

Royce cut down a man who came at him, spun, and felt something scrape off the silver of his armor. He killed another man, parried a blow, and kicked a man away as he aimed a blow at Lofen. He had a moment to see Mark jabbing with his spear, spinning it and slicing, working with all the skill of the Red Isle, and then the wash of battle closed over him again.

Royce cut and killed, wading forward into the press of the fight. Here, there was little room for speed or cleverness or tricks, only skill and determination. He kept the crystal sword moving, hacking his way through a man, then slicing along the ribs of another. It cut through armor as if it weren’t there, while his own took blows and never parted. Royce swept the legs from under another opponent, battered aside a man’s shield, and moved on.

Around him, he could see his people fighting bravely. Matilde seemed to be fighting alongside a large group of Picti, every bit as wild as they were in the melee. Garet was whirling a mace, bringing it cracking down onto the skull of one of the knights. Earl Undine set about him with sword and tower shield, smashing foes back and thrusting whenever enemies came within range. Everywhere Royce looked, men and women fought for their chance at freedom.

They died, too, and Royce saw the cost of battle in every wound dealt out, every spray of blood. Altfor’s soldiers knew their business, and they cut at Royce’s people without remorse. He saw men and women fall with terrible wounds, some screaming in agony, others dead before they hit the ground. The battle seemed perfectly poised in that moment, the two sides pressing at one another, trying to get each other to break.

Then Altfor’s uncle charged in with a contingent of his horsemen, hitting the melee from the side.

Instantly, Royce saw the danger. The older man was cutting left and right from horseback with the longsword he held, the men around him forming a spear that was punching into the formation Royce’s people made. He saw some of the Picti cut down, a villager turn and run only to be pierced with a spear. In just seconds, he was sure, this would go from one or two people pulling back to a full-scale rout.

Royce did the only thing he could think of, and charged straight at the wedge of horses. 

“With me!” he yelled, swinging the crystal sword and fighting with an intensity he’d only felt a few times before. Around him, men died as the blade cut through them, scything a path toward Lord Alistair.

He saw the glow of his armor before he realized what it was, thinking at first that it must just be the sunlight. No, it really was a white, pure light that seemed to be spilling from the armor, and from the sword Royce held. It spread out in strands, touching the people with him, enfolding them in it, so that now Mark and Lofen, Raymond and Garet and more all glowed as surely as he did, caught up in whatever magic this was that was coming from him.

There was something to that glow, something energizing, something protecting. The fighters who glowed in a wedge with Royce seemed to move faster than the others with him, strike harder, and ignore blows that should have cut them down. Royce saw Mark moving with all the grace and speed of the Red Isle now, saw Garet cutting down guards.

Royce kept his eyes on Lord Alistair, fighting his way toward the older man. He shoved aside a soldier who tried to get in his way, ducked under a sword blow and cut another down. 

Then Lord Alistair was in front of him, atop his charger, hacking down at his head. Royce blocked the blow and felt the force that the other man was able to bring to bear with it, heard the crystal sword ring with it even as he felt the jarring impact. 

Royce shoved away that blow and cut, but the horse reared in that moment, lashing out with hooves shod in battlefield iron. Royce spun away and parried another strike from that longsword, then cut back, and this time the rearing of the horse brought it into the path of the blade, so that it screamed and went down, its legs cut from under it.

He saw Lord Alistair roll free even as it fell, and the two of them stood opposite one another in a clear space in the battlefield. 

“You are nobody,” the older man said. “Another peasant to cut down.”

“I am King Philip’s son,” Royce said, “and even if I were the lowest pig farmer in the kingdom, I would still be better than a man like you.”

“Philip’s son?” Lord Alistair said, wide-eyed. He looked around, obviously taking in the glow from Royce’s armor. “No, we rid the kingdom of such things. We won the wars!”

“Not this one,” Royce said, and leapt into the attack.

Lord Alistair was fast, and he was cunning. He moved with the smooth speed of a man who wasted no effort, and who had fought for so long that he knew what the next moves in any fight would be. Royce tried to press in close, trying to use his strength, and Lord Alistair pushed back away from him, kicking out so that Royce stumbled slightly as the other man’s foot caught his knee. He barely parried the thrust that came in after it.

“You’ll have to do better than that, boy,” Lord Alistair said.

He struck at Royce then, again and again, and although Royce parried most of the blows, he felt some scrape from his armor. He countered with a slash that cut one of the older man’s pauldrons loose, the armor piece hanging down as Lord Alistair circled him. 

The rest of the battle continued around them, but Royce couldn’t help. Right now, there was only him and his foe, matching one another pace for pace, refusing to give ground. Lord Alistair cut low and Royce jumped over it. He struck at Royce’s abdomen and Royce swayed aside, battering down at the other man’s blade.

The end came so quickly that Royce barely even registered it. Lord Alistair lifted his sword for a stroke, and just for an instant, Royce saw that he’d lifted the blade too far, put himself slightly off balance. 

Royce lunged into that gap, thrusting with the crystal sword right through the other man’s armor, into his chest. At the same time, he ducked, letting the great sweep of the longsword fall behind him, feeling only the barest scrape of it along his silver armor. 

Lord Alistair stood there transfixed on Royce’s blade, looking as though he wanted to say something. Royce started to lean in to hear what it was, and then, almost too late, saw the dagger in the man’s other hand. Royce yanked backward, throwing himself out of range of the thrust while pulling the sword from his opponent’s chest. He swept it round in an arc, and Lord Alistair’s head fell from his shoulders.

Around him, the first of the enemy’s forces started to run.

They trickled away now in ones and twos as Royce and his friends cut at them, their attack held off, their leader dead. Royce cut and slew with the crystal sword, that pure white light still shining from his armor, as more and more of Altfor’s forces started to pull back.

After what was probably less than a minute, but felt like far longer, the whole of the enemy’s forces were in full rout, with a mixture of Picti and Earl Undine’s men giving chase. They ran across the heather, scattering as they went and casting aside their banners.

Royce looked around wearily, checking that his brothers were all right, and his friends. Raymond had a deep gash along one arm, while it seemed that Neave had suffered a spear wound, and was now limping along with Matilde insisting that she should seek a healer. Everywhere Royce looked, he could see only his own people.

They looked at him, and Earl Undine thrust his sword high.

“Royce, the king!”

“Royce, the king!” his people yelled, over and over, until Royce’s ears rang with it.

He looked down at where Lord Alistair’s body lay, and then started to search the battlefield. There was no sign of Altfor. Was he dead, or had he run with his people? Either way, it didn’t matter for now. 

It was done. They had won.

 

***

 

“How could we lose?” Altfor muttered to himself as he scrambled along the line of a ditch. He ducked down into it as a group of Picti raced past, chasing after a clutch of his soldiers. The mud crushed its way into his clothing, but by this point, it was ruined anyway. “How did this happen?”

In the distance, he could hear cheers: cheers for Royce, cheers for his victory. Those should have been Altfor’s cheers, and right then it felt as though Royce had stolen them from him, the way that he had stolen so much else.

“Oi, what do you think you’re doing?”

Altfor turned to see one of Earl Undine’s soldiers approaching, the man clearly enjoying the looting after the battle since he was holding a sack of whatever he’d managed to salvage. He also had a short arming sword, holding it pointed at Altfor.

“Same as you,” Altfor bluffed, making his voice as rough as he could. “Trying to scavenge what I can from the dead. Do you like the uniform I found on some noble?” He gestured to the clothes he was wearing.

The other man laughed. “Nice try, but no one speaks like that but a noble trying to pretend he’s common, so he can fit in when he’s slumming it.”

“You think I’m a noble?” Altfor said, since deception still felt like his best way out of this.

“Do you think I’m a fool?” the other man snapped. “Now, the way I see it, there’s two ways we can play this: you come along quietly and I earn a nice fat reward for handing the likes of you back, or you cause me problems and I kill you, then take what I can from your corpse.”

“Or there’s option three,” Altfor said. He drew the sword that was still at his side and thrust in one smooth motion, ignoring the other man’s blade as it passed by. The would-be looter gaped at him open-mouthed like a fish, then crumpled.

Altfor considered his options. Even muddy as he was, this man had still been able to recognize his clothes, and that had marked him as a target. He needed to look like something other than a member of the wrong army, trying to run.

Holding back his disgust as best he could, Altfor stripped the other man’s clothing from him, pulling on the tunic and surcoat, hoping that it would be enough to disguise him. His own clothes, he stuffed into the looter’s sack, and Altfor was pleased to find it stuffed with coins and jewelry, silver belt buckles and even a few gold teeth. There was enough coin there to see him on his way.

On his way to where, though? It seemed obvious to Altfor that he couldn’t return to the castle. Even if he made it back there with a group of his men, and even if they could be trusted not to surrender, they would still be stuck in the middle of a siege, with no obvious way out. 

He wouldn’t just wander his lands like some dispossessed peasant, though. That would make him a target, and even if it didn’t, he had no wish to sleep out in the cold, or to let this end peacefully. He wasn’t going to slip away and pretend that none of this had happened. 

That left one option: going to the king.

King Carris had commanded that his lords should not fight, yet Earl Undine had disobeyed that in invading Altfor’s lands. Worse, Royce had risen up, and was claiming to be something that Altfor would have thought impossible, if he hadn’t seen the strange white glow over the battlefield in the seconds before people started to run. 

The king would have to help, and when he did, Altfor would ride with him, ready to reclaim his lands. He would enjoy that part, not least because it would finally confirm him as the duke outright. He would ride in, and see Royce slain, and have all that should have been his all along.

That thought was enough to make Altfor smile, and he turned south, ready for the long walk ahead to wherever the king’s court had processed this month.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

From the battlefield, they marched to the castle, and Royce was relieved to find it empty. It wasn’t just that he didn’t want the dangers of a siege for his people, but he didn’t want them for anyone else, either. Even the best-trained force might sack a town, if it only broke into it through force.

Instead, they marched through the settlement, and the people there turned out to watch them, looking worried at first, then happier as they realized what had happened to their hated duke, then happier still as they realized who had done it. By the time their small army reached the castle, people were throwing flowers in Royce’s direction.

The castle’s emptiness made it echo. It seemed that everyone had run from it, right down to most of the servants. Perhaps they had taken the opportunity to run from a lord who abused them so much, or perhaps they had been worried that an invader would do even worse to them. There were a few hidden away, but not many.

Royce was both grateful and saddened that Genevieve wasn’t there. If she had been, he wasn’t sure what he would have done.

“It’s all right,” Earl Undine said, clapping him on the shoulder. “We’ll soon find people to get a feast going. Olivia will be coming up from the camp, and if anyone can organize a good feast, it’s my daughter!”

He sounded happy in that moment, and more fully himself than at any point since Royce had first met him. It seemed that the earl was a man who thrived on a battle.

“What do we do now?” Royce asked, looking around at the emptiness of the great hall. After the battle, things seemed so… still, like the whole world was waiting to see what would happen next.

“I’ve told you,” Earl Undine said. “We feast!”

“But that—” Royce began.

“It’s not a frivolity, or a waste,” the earl insisted. “We have won a great victory, so we must show the people that, and we must show our soldiers that we are taking the time to enjoy their achievements. So we feast. King’s son or not, I will hear no arguments on this.”

Royce didn’t argue, and soon, preparations for the feast were in full swing. Men and women came and went, and Royce sat at the heart of it all, but it seemed that he didn’t have anything to do except be there. He sat and he watched as more and more people arrived, until finally, the one person whose presence could actually make the room seem alive showed up.

Olivia walked through the door, and it was like the room lit up. She didn’t bother with formalities, just ran over in Royce’s direction and threw her arms around him, holding him tight. Royce held to her too, although she winced when he did that.

“Too much armor,” she said.

“I’ll take it off for the feast,” Royce promised.

“Father has declared a feast?” Olivia said.

“He made it sound as though it wasn’t optional.”

Olivia smiled at that. “I’m really glad that you’re safe. If my father had allowed it, I would have ridden into battle beside you to see you safe.” 

“I am safe,” Royce promised. “And now, it’s done. It’s over.”

Olivia shook her head. “Not until my father gets his feast.”

Royce smiled back at her. “Then let’s give him it.”

 

***

 

They declared a holiday for the feast, welcoming any of the ordinary people who wanted to attend. They came in their droves, perhaps partly to see what was going on, but partly, Royce hoped, because they felt safe there now. 

They broke open wine and beer from the castle’s cellars, cooked whole sides of beef and suckling pigs over the fires in the kitchens. The cooks had run with most of the other people from the castle, but a few had trickled back, along with others including minor nobles and courtiers who looked around as though half expecting the crowd to tear them apart at any moment.

“What are you going to do with them?” Mark asked Royce, with a nod across to them.

Royce shook his head. “Nothing. If they do us no harm, then they’re just the same as everyone else.”

For the moment, he wanted to concentrate on the feast. Someone had found a set of pipes and a harp, and between them they were striking up a series of lively dances. People whirled in those, bouncing from one partner to the next like seeds blown on the wind, while at least one woman came up to Royce.

“Would you like to dance, my lord?”

“Forgive me…”

“Moira,” she said. “I was the wife of Altfor’s brother.”

“And you’re still here?” Royce said. “You want to dance with me?”

She curtseyed. “You saved me by killing him, my lord. I was hoping to express to you just how grateful I am for that.”

Royce shook his head. “I’m sorry, but no. I’m not in the mood to dance, Moira.”

“If not dancing, then…”

Thankfully, Olivia chose that moment to step in. She looked perfect tonight, as if she had just stepped out of some sculptor’s vision. 

“You look better without the armor,” she said to Royce, holding out a hand to him, and Royce took that hand, forgetting in an instant that he’d just told Moira he wasn’t interested in dancing. 

He whirled with her around the floor, and it seemed as if the world only contained the two of them. He ignored attempts by other women to catch his eye, focusing only on Olivia’s presence, and the scent of her so close.

“You dance well,” she said, sounding a little surprised.

Royce smiled at that. “The footwork isn’t so different from a fight.”

“No,” Olivia agreed, with a half transition to something that might have been a wrestler’s hold for a moment before she continued the dance. Royce laughed and moved with her.

“You are amazing,” he said.

“Well, you aren’t so bad yourself,” she replied. “The kind of boy that…”

“That what?” Royce asked, but Olivia was already spinning away, off onto the dancefloor. “That what?”

She glanced back at him and smiled, but didn’t come back to answer.

A heavy hand landed on Royce’s shoulder, and he didn’t have to look round to know that it was Earl Undine standing there.

“You know that my daughter likes you?” he said. 

Royce nodded. “I do.”

“And you like her?”

Royce only paused for a moment before he nodded. “Yes.”

“Then you and I should talk a moment.” Earl Undine said, waving the way back to a bench where there was enough room for both of them. They sat, and Earl Undine grabbed a chicken leg.

“Are you about to warn me away from your daughter, my lord?” Royce asked. 

“More the opposite,” Earl Undine said. “Please understand that I have no interest in forcing Olivia into a match she does not want, nor you, but…”

“You’re talking about the two of us getting married?” Royce said.

“You have proved who you are to me,” Earl Undine said. “You have proved your bravery to the people who saw you fight, but to truly have authority, you need a real connection to a noble house. You are the king’s son, but not a legitimate one, and marriage would start to overcome that.”

“My lord,” Royce said. “Olivia is beautiful and wonderful and…”

“And you only just met her,” Earl Undine said. “I understand. But talk with her, consider what you both want. You don’t have to commit to anything yet, but if you want…”

He took out a small pouch, tipping something out onto Royce’s hand. The ring… the ring was beautiful, a tiny cluster of bronze leaves woven together with silver wire. Although well cared for, it was clearly old, and Royce handled it with reverence.

“This was given to me a long time ago,” Earl Undine said. “If you and Olivia wish it, and only if you wish it… maybe you could give it to her.”

Royce didn’t know what to say to that. “Thank you, my lord.”

He made his way across the room, to a spot where Olivia was perched by one of the hall’s windows, sipping from a goblet. She looked over at Royce as he approached and smiled.

“I saw you over there with my father,” she said. “What was he trying to talk you into?”

By way of an answer, Royce held out his hand, the ring sitting there in his palm. 

Olivia took it from him, holding it up to the light. “He gave you this? But this… my grandmother passed it to him. Oh, the silly old… so he wants us married?”

“He was very careful to say that it should only be if we wanted it,” Royce said. “But at the same time…”

“At the same time he pointed out all the reasons that we should, from it being good for our house’s prospects to you needing to ally with a house to make your own claims work?”

She sounded as though a part of her wanted to go over and tell her father exactly what she felt about that.

“He did,” Royce admitted. All of those reasons made sense, and more than made sense. “It’s not just that though.”

“No,” Olivia agreed. “I feel it too.”

“Like… like every time I look at you, there’s something pulling me toward you?” Royce said. “Like the world seems to make more sense when I look at you?”

“Yes,” Olivia said. 

“And it’s frightening,” Royce said, because he knew that things shouldn’t move that quickly. He knew that things should take more time, that he should get to know her, that all kinds of things should happen before he got to this stage. 

“It is,” Olivia said. “But it’s also exciting. Let’s put it this way: what do you want, Royce?”

On another day, that might have been more complicated. If Genevieve hadn’t rejected him, then things would have been much more difficult. If Olivia hadn’t been so obviously perfect, or the situation hadn’t seemed to be almost designed to push them together…

“I want you,” Royce said.

“I want you too,” Olivia said. “So… what do we do about it?”

There was really only one answer to that; one thing that made sense. Royce held out the ring. 

“Olivia… I know this is sudden, but… will you marry me?”

Olivia nodded. “Yes. Yes, I will.”

Royce pulled her close, kissing her, and in that moment the kiss seemed to consume everything. Olivia was the world for him right then, and he couldn’t think beyond her. Even when they pulled back, he found his eyes drawn to her. 

She smiled. “Would you like to dance again?”

“Yes,” Royce said. “I would like that more than anything.”

 

***

 

Royce woke the next day in rooms that he guessed must have been Altfor’s. Olivia wasn’t there, unfortunately, because she’d gone away under her father’s watchful gaze as the feast had started to wind down. No one was there except Ember, perched on the bedstead, and as Royce rose, it seemed that the whole place was so quiet that it might have been empty again. 

He dressed and went downstairs. Plenty of people still seemed to be sleeping, but there were people in the hall. Earl Undine was there, and Royce’s brothers, Olivia, and Mark. There were others too, watching what was happening with the bleary looks of people who had clearly overdone things the day before. Royce could forgive them that, after the victory they’d all helped to win.

“Good morning,” he said to all of them, but their looks said that things were anything but good. Earl Undine looked particularly serious.

“What is it?” Royce asked.

Raymond turned to him and sighed. “We’re just going through all the things that still need to be done. We won, but now there are all kinds of other things that need to happen.”

“Such as?” Royce asked.

Olivia spoke. “King Carris will be coming. He’ll see you as a threat after everything you’ve done, even if not as a rival, then at least as someone who managed to raise a rebellion and overthrow a lord.”

“And someone who managed to persuade me to break his peace,” Earl Undine added. “He’ll want an example made for that.”

Royce could see that. Yesterday had been a day of joy and victory, not thinking about the future. Now, the consequences of everything they had done were coming, and they would have to find a way to deal with them.

“I have to leave, don’t I?” he said, and now he could understand the seriousness of Olivia’s expression, because the thought of having to leave so soon after meeting her felt like a dagger piercing through his heart.

“Your presence will draw the king quicker,” Earl Undine said. “If you leave, and I return to my lands with my daughter… he may pause before he acts.”

“May pause?” Royce asked. “Is there nothing I can do to make this certain?”

“The only thing that might do it is if you find your father,” Earl Undine said. “And he has not been seen… well, almost since when you were born.”

“There have been messages though,” Olivia said. “You showed me one, Father.”

“Yes, but it made no sense,” Earl Undine said. “He said that he was seeking the ‘mirror of wisdom.’ That isn’t enough to find anyone.”

On Royce’s shoulder, Ember squawked. The bird flew a broad circle around the room, then plunged out the door like an arrow shot from a bow. Royce reached out to look through her eyes… and found himself looking at the witch, Lori. 

“The mirror is a thing out of legends,” she said. “They say that it lies on the Seven Isles. If you’re seeking it… that is a different path from the one I saw. Something is changing. Something is shifting. I am not sure what is happening, Royce, and we may all be in danger because of it.”

The connection to Ember abruptly cut, and less than a minute later, the bird flew back into the hall, landing on Royce’s outstretched arm.

“How much do you see through her eyes?” he whispered to the bird, and not to the bird, all at once. He looked up to the others. “The Mirror of Wisdom is supposed to be on the Seven Isles, does anyone know of them?”

“They are an old place,” Mark said. “A place where the beings that live there… they’re not even human, Royce. You can’t go.”

“I think I have to,” he said. He turned to Olivia. “I… I don’t know what to say. I don’t want to leave you like this.”

“But you have to,” Olivia said. She nodded. “And that is what it means sometimes to be someone special. Special to the world, and special to me.” She moved forward to hug him. “You have to go, but I want you to come back too. Come back to me, Royce. We’re engaged, after all.”

“I will,” Royce promised. He looked around at his brothers. “You won’t be able to stay here either. The king might come hunting for me, but we’ve already seen one noble come hunting for you because of that.”

“Then we’ll do the things that need doing,” Raymond said. “I’ll go out among the people and find all the rebels and the malcontents. I’ll make it so that when you come back, the kingdom will rise up for you.”

“I’ll go find all the old bannermen of your father,” Garet said. “I’ll persuade them. I’ll tell them that the world will be a better place if they stand with you, rather than standing by King Carris.”

“I guess that leaves the Picti for me,” Lofen said. “What? I’ve seen what they can do, and the ones here rose up for you, didn’t they? Maybe they’ll even tell me where to look for more.”

They made it sound so simple, as if the whole of the kingdom would just rise up at the news of who Royce was. Instead, he suspected that it would be difficult and dangerous for all three of his brothers. They all had so much to do in the coming days, and Royce didn’t know if he would see any of the people in this room again when he left for the Seven Isles.

Even so, he had to do it. He had to find his father.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

In the wake of the battle, Genevieve wandered the woods, walking the horse she’d used to escape and trying to make up her mind about what to do next. She felt caught between joy and fear, happier than she could have believed that Royce had won, but fearful of what that might mean for her.

She’d known that she couldn’t stay in the encampment where Altfor had brought her to watch, and she couldn’t just run over to the other army, hoping that they would show her mercy. This might be Royce’s army, but it was still an army, and Genevieve had seen enough of the world to know how much danger that would put her in. 

Thankfully, her guards had run almost as soon as they had seen the battle starting to go the wrong way. Genevieve had looked out and seen the glow coming from Royce as he fought, and she had been so proud of him in that moment. She had never loved him more, even as she had taken the opportunity to run for cover, stealing a horse and riding. She’d made it all the way off the heathland before she stopped.

“Now you’re wandering in a forest with nowhere to go,” Genevieve said.

She couldn’t stay here. She didn’t know enough about living outdoors for that, and she certainly couldn’t do it while pregnant. Soon enough, Picti and others would be hunting through the forest too, so that Genevieve was risking capture or worse by staying there.

She sat down on a log, trying to make sense of it all. It had seemed so simple before the battle: she couldn’t give Royce her hand, couldn’t risk going with him when she had already decided to do things another way. Now…

…now, there was nothing to keep her from doing it.

The realization was enough to propel Genevieve to her feet, and she started walking even though she wasn’t entirely sure where she was. Eventually, she knew, she would come out somewhere, and it would be close enough to the duchy’s main town to find a way back to it. What happened from there… well, Genevieve could only hope.

She walked until her feet hurt, and her breath came in short bursts from the effort of it all. Even so, she couldn’t seem to find a way out of the forest.

“If you go back to him, it will cause you pain,” a woman’s voice said. 

Genevieve looked round, and a woman stepped out from behind a tree. She seemed almost as young as her at first glance, but looking closer, she could see that there was something ageless about her, as if she had been young for a long time.

“Who are you?” Genevieve demanded. Her hand went to the knife on her belt.

“You don’t need that with me,” the woman said. “My name is Lori, and we have met before.”

“I don’t remember you,” Genevieve said, her hand still on her knife’s hilt.

“I would have looked different,” Lori said. “But I have seen you. You’re a good person, Genevieve, better than the plan you made with your sister. Better than the things that will happen to you if you go looking for Royce.”

“Are you threatening me?” Genevieve asked.

“No, girl,” Lori replied. “I’m trying to help. Things are starting that you can’t begin to understand; things I thought that I could avoid by growing old and dying naturally. Now a true king comes, and all the things that come with it.”

Genevieve shook her head. “If you really wanted to help me, then you would show me the way out of this forest.”

Lori stepped back, revealing two small tracks through the forest. She gestured to each of the pathways in turn.

“Both of these ways will lead out,” she said. “This one will lead to the castle that was your husband’s until a little while ago. If you are truly set on the path that you have decided on, this one will take you along it.”

Genevieve took a step forward, but Lori held up a hand. 

“Please, at least hear about the other. It will lead to a boat, heading for a village on an island. There is a farmer’s son there who will soon own the farm and several more. There is a life that is—”

“It isn’t my life,” Genevieve said, stepping around Lori. “And you can’t make me choose it.”

“I don’t make people do anything,” the other woman said. “It’s the curse of seeing some of what might happen: only the truly evil would seek to make choices for others, even when they know that it will be for the best.”

Genevieve shook her head. “I don’t trust you.”

“Trust this,” Lori said. “If you go after Royce, you won’t find what you were looking for. Perhaps you might have once, but not now, when someone else is interfering. You will find only sadness.”

Genevieve ignored that, heading for the path that the woman said would lead to the castle.

“Your husband is alive,” Lori called after her. “He survived the battle and is heading south to join the king.”

Genevieve ignored that too. Right then, the only thing that mattered was getting back to Royce. She would find a way to explain how harsh she’d had to be before the battle.

She walked with the horse until she came out from the trees, blinking in the brighter sunlight beyond the wood. The town was visible in the distance, and Genevieve remounted her animal, guiding it down in the direction of the castle.

In the streets, she could see people trying to get back to their lives in the wake of everything that had happened. She could see soldiers in the uniforms of Earl Undine’s men, looking as though they were packing up to return home, while a number of Picti walked warily on the fringes of things, obviously ready to head back to the wilds.

Genevieve’s heart was in her mouth as she guided her horse through it. She stopped it after a little way, hitching it at a post so that people wouldn’t see her as some fine lady riding through their town. She knew what people thought of her now, and the last thing she wanted was to be recognized. If Royce hadn’t been here, she wouldn’t have come here at all.

“I know you, don’t I?” a woman asked.

Genevieve shrugged, forcing a smile. “Maybe, I used to come here to market sometimes.”

She hurried on before the woman could realize that it was more than that. How would people treat her once they recognized her as Altfor’s wife? Would they treat her as a friend recovered from his evil, as a reminder of the past, as an enemy to be slaughtered?

Genevieve kept her head down, heading for the castle, and passing through the crowded town square.

“Dancing together all night, they were,” a man near her said. “Royce has found himself a pretty one there.”

“And the moment when he offered her a ring…” a woman said in reply.

Those words were enough to make Genevieve freeze in place, turning to them.

“What?” she said. “What did you say? Royce offered some woman a ring?”

“The earl’s daughter, Olivia. Oh, they’ll make such a perfect couple. Here, aren’t you—”

“I’m nobody,” Genevieve said, and moved on, hiding her head now as much to hide the pain that she felt as to keep her identity from those around her.

This couldn’t be true. It couldn’t. Royce had come to her just a few nights before. He wouldn’t have married another girl in such a short space of time. Even when she’d pushed him away, he wouldn’t have put aside all feelings for her so easily and so simply. Genevieve needed to go to the castle more than ever now, because she needed to talk to Royce and hear what was happening from his own lips. 

There would be an explanation. The people in the square would be mistaken. They had to be.

As Genevieve approached the castle, she saw that it was open, people coming and going freely as they needed in a way that was at odds to the closed off place Altfor and his family had always maintained. It meant, at least, that Genevieve was able to go up to it, stopping only when she reached the guards at the gates.

“Is Royce here?” she asked.

“I’m sorry,” one of the men said. “We’ve had far too many people already today coming to gawp at the hero.”

“That isn’t it,” Genevieve insisted. “Is he here? I need to speak to him.”

“And I’m sure he would want to speak to you,” the other guard said, “but it just isn’t possible right—”

“Where is Royce?” Genevieve demanded, not caring that she raised her voice while she did it. “I need to speak with him at once.”

“Now listen,” the first guard said, moving to block her path with a spear. “We’re trying to be polite about this, but—”

“Is everything all right?” a girl’s voice asked, and a young woman about Genevieve’s age came into view. 

“Nothing to worry about, my lady,” the man said. “Just some girl come to see Royce. Probably another one wanting to profess her love after seeing him win the battle.”

The girl stepped past him, turning to Genevieve. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Royce isn’t here. He left earlier today, along with his brothers.”

Genevieve knew in that moment that this was her, Olivia, the daughter of Earl Undine. As if drawn by a compulsion, her eyes moved to the other girl’s finger, where a ring lay nestled against the skin.

Before seeing her, Genevieve wouldn’t have believed it. She wouldn’t have thought that Royce could have done anything like that. This girl, though, was every bit as beautiful as her, and more. She was clearly kind, from the way that she had come to see what was wrong. She was even the daughter of an earl, with all the connections to power and wealth that implied.

Of course Royce would marry her.

Even so, Genevieve was afraid to ask the question.

“Did Royce give that to you?” she asked, breathless, hoping beyond hope that the answer was No.

“He did,” Olivia said with a smile that said just how much it meant to her. “I’m to be his wife.”

With those words, Genevieve felt her entire world crash down.

All that she had to live for, everything, suddenly meant nothing.

Royce was gone. He belonged to another woman.

All the love Genevieve still had for him was no longer reciprocated.

He no longer cared for her.

Genevieve felt herself collapsing, her world turning black, and as she swooned, she had one final thought: Now I am utterly alone.
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