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CHAPTER ONE










“Princess Kalendria is here, your Majesty.” The servant pulled the door open further before stepping aside with a bow. 

Kalendria hurried into the sitting room where her older brother sat hunched at his desk by the window, poring over a thick leather-bound copy of Malornian Law and Government. When he glanced up at her, his face was glum.

“There you are, Korram. Are you ready to go down and meet our guest? He’ll be arriving at any moment.” 

“No, I’m not ready.” Her brother leaned back in his chair and rubbed tired eyes. He waved the book at her. “There’s got to be something in here that I can use. I know there is. I’m not letting the High Council get away with chopping up my kingdom and handing out pieces to any troublemaker who brandishes a weapon in the wilderness. I’m not!”

He thumped the book down onto his desk and rose to his feet, where he stood only a few inches taller than Kalendria. She wished for her brother’s sake that he looked a little more imposing. Maybe if he were taller and broader of shoulder it would be easier to intimidate the High Council members who made ruling Malorn so difficult for the young king. 

“It’s ridiculous!” Korram threw up his hands in frustration. “Those bandits have been raiding the Western Wilderness for generations, but all it ever takes is a few hundred soldiers to teach them a lesson, and then they leave us alone again for months. Has any other king ever actually given them land before? Given them land!” He picked up the book again just so he could slam it down on the desk for emphasis and began to pace across the room. “I’m going to go down in history as the only Malornian king who ever gave away Malornian land — and to bandits, no less.”

“It’s only a few dozen square miles,” Kalendria pointed out, hoping to calm him. 

“I don’t care if it’s a few square inches; it’s Malornian land! Malornians live there, and now they’ll have to pack up and leave. I would never have dreamed that even my High Council would think up such an idea, much less have the eighty percent majority they needed to force me into it. It would be laughable if it wasn’t so appalling. What are they thinking?”

“Maybe they’re thinking that allowing the bandits a little land of their own will make them leave us alone for good.” Kalendria watched her brother stride back and forth, alternately running his fingers through his already unruly black hair and slamming his fist down on whatever piece of furniture was convenient. 

“That’s what High Councilor Heggen said, but I know perfectly well they’re thinking nothing of the sort. They don’t care what happens to Malorn. They just want to make a fool out of me. Decisions like this always get attributed to the crown because people think the king’s in charge of everything. Never mind that we have a constitution that even the king has to follow.” Korram picked up the book again and shook it at his sister. “But I’ll find a way out. I will! There has to be a loophole. This time they’re not getting away with it.” He plopped into a chair. “I wish Mother’s business trip hadn’t gotten extended. I could really use her advice. The three of us and Arden need to have one of our little strategy meetings to figure out a plan, but now with Jaymin’s visit, it will have to wait.”

“Maybe King Jaymin could help,” Kalendria suggested. “And speaking of him, he’ll be arriving any time now. Are you ready to go down and meet him?”

“I don’t want to bring Jaymin into this,” Korram growled, ignoring her question. “He came to celebrate your birthday, not talk government. Let him enjoy your ball and some of our cuisine, and maybe a few duels or scenic rides through the city. I’m sure he doesn’t want to waste his visit discussing the latest problems in my government. Besides, what advice could he give when his council members don’t try to undermine everything he does? He can’t relate to how things work here.”

“Well, all right, if you’d rather not. But I think he’d probably have some good insights.” If her brother could let go of his pride long enough to listen to them, of course. “Anyway, I’ve been trying to tell you that he’ll be here at any moment. He might even be here already. We should go down and welcome him.”

Korram tossed the book aside and rose to his feet, and Kalendria could tell he was deliberately setting the problem aside for now. “All right, all right, Little Sister. I know you’re dying to see him again.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Kalendria felt herself blush as her brother led the way to the door.

“You know perfectly well what it means.” Korram held the door open for her as the attendant in the hallway stepped aside and bowed. “You’re always talking and thinking about Jaymin.” 

“I am not!” But Kalendria was glad her brother had no way of knowing how long she had spent that afternoon trying to decide what to wear for King Jaymin’s arrival. She’d summoned Anya, her friend and favorite dressmaker, for advice, and tried on half a dozen different gowns before Anya finally helped her select the green one that brought out the color of her eyes. Then Kalendria went through all her jewelry to see what best matched the gown and its silver embroidery. After that there was the additional hour it took for an attendant to arrange her long black hair three different ways until they found a style she and Anya agreed truly complemented the gown and jewelry. Kalendria wasn’t sure if King Jaymin would even notice or care how she looked, but it was certainly worth putting her best foot forward just in case. 

“You have no idea what I think about,” she informed her brother loftily. And it’s a good thing, too. 

Korram cast her a teasing smile as they headed down the hall toward the grand staircase. “I did notice that Jaymin was the first person you invited when Mother suggested you celebrate your seventeenth birthday with a ball.” 

“It’s only that he’s the ruler of the neighboring kingdom.” Kalendria tried to sound as matter-of-fact as Mother would have. “And you always say it’s important to keep up a good relationship with our Alasian neighbors.”

“Yes, a very good relationship.” Her brother threw her a wink as they started down the stairs. “And considering that he accepted your invitation more quickly than he usually responds to mine, I would say that there’s a fair chance he feels the same way. Shall I ask him?”

“Korram! Don't you dare!” She felt her cheeks turn warm again. 

A trumpet fanfare from the courtyard told them they were just in time. The two of them hurried out the double doors to see eight mounted guards in blue and white uniforms trot up the entrance road and through the gates. They were followed by a carriage trimmed in red and gold with servants riding on either side. Eight more guards on horseback brought up the rear.

The carriage rolled to a halt before the palace, and one of the servants lowered the step. King Jaymin climbed out, cheerful and handsome, his light brown hair windblown from the journey. His brown eyes lit up with a smile when he caught sight of Korram — and maybe Kalendria, though she couldn’t be sure if his smile was directed at her as well. She had always been a little shy around the Alasian king, who was more Korram’s friend than hers. He was scrupulously polite — a perfect gentleman — but she had never quite been able to tell what he thought of her. So she hung back behind her brother as Korram stepped forward to greet the other king.

“Jaymin! Welcome back to Malorn.” He had to look up a little to meet Jaymin’s gaze. His Alasian friend was half a head taller, even though Korram was several years older. “It’s good to see you again.” The two kings clasped hands and embraced like the old friends they were. “How’s everything in Alasia?”

“Going well, and better all the time.” Jaymin was always enthusiastic when he talked about his kingdom. “It’s good to see you too. How goes it here in Malorn?”

“Oh, no worse than usual,” Korram’s tone was dry. “My mother is taking care of some business down in Pendren, and she’s been delayed there for an extra day, but she sends her regards and is looking forward to seeing you tomorrow. In the meantime, Kalendria and I will do our best to keep you entertained.”

“Princess Kalendria.” This time King Jaymin’s smile was definitely directed at her, and her heart fluttered. “I know it’s a day early, but allow me to wish you a very happy birthday.”

She dropped her most graceful curtsy as he bowed formally over her hand. “Thank you, your Majesty. It was kind of you to come.”

“Not at all. I’ve been looking forward to it.”

Really? “I hope you had a pleasant journey,” she ventured, trying to make conversation as the three of them turned toward the front doors.

“Oh, it’s always pleasant in southern Alasia and Malorn at this time of year,” the king replied, “which I’m thankful for, considering the length of the trip. Of course, it’s a lot better than it used to be before we had the highway paved and the bridge built,” he added to Korram as they stepped through the doors, servants and guards bowing on either side. “But still, every time I make the journey on horseback I remind myself how much more comfortable it would be in a carriage, and every time I take the carriage I end up wishing I had a good fast horse under me.”

Korram laughed. “I’d choose the horse any day. Speaking of which, we’ll have to go out riding sometime while you’re here. There’s a lot to see and do around Sazellia in the spring.”

Kalendria shot her brother a grateful glance. He knew she loved riding, too.

“I’d love to.” King Jaymin smiled again. 

Erik stood by the door, watching, while Jaymin chatted with King Korram and Princess Kalendria. Sometimes it felt as though the majority of his job involved watching from beside doors. Or behind chairs, as he had done earlier at supper, keeping an eye on the room from behind Jaymin’s seat and watching the servants scurry in with trays of food and out with empty dishes. No supper for him, of course; not while he was on duty. He would eat later, after Jaymin retired to his room for the night. 

At least the usual platter of appetizers had been waiting in the guest suite when they arrived. Erik was good at seizing any opportunity for quick snacks or meals at odd times, since he rarely had the chance to eat at normal times. And Jaymin didn’t mind if his friend helped himself to a bunch of grapes or a wedge of Malornian flatbread with spiced cheese before they met others for meals that Erik’s job didn’t allow him to join. Not to mention that Erik had no desire for the awkwardness of sitting at table with Jaymin’s friends, who would think a mere bodyguard far beneath them.

Now, with supper over, the three royals sat chatting in King Korram’s private sitting room. Their conversation in the dining hall had been carefully polite and superficial, due to the presence of the servants who would doubtless make certain everything that was said found its way into the palace gossip network by the next morning. And Erik knew that while his friend liked and respected the Malornian queen mother who would return tomorrow, he felt more free to talk casually with his friends without her there. So now, with no servants or queen mother in earshot, the two kings plus Korram’s younger sister laughed and caught each other up on goings-on in their respective kingdoms.

They were interrupted by a tap at the door. Erik was expecting it, since King Korram had ordered after-supper refreshments, but he opened the door cautiously just in case. In his line of work, caution was always wise. He stepped back, muscles tensing out of habit, making sure he had enough room to swing a fist or a foot if necessary.

A uniformed servant stood in the hallway, holding a tray containing a plate of little white cakes, another of sliced fruit, a pitcher of bright red wine, and three cups. The servant was alone, though at the end of the hall Erik glimpsed a guard striding past on patrol. There was no obvious danger in sight, and yet a prickle of suspicion tickled Erik’s mind. Why was this man so pale? Why was his forehead beaded with sweat? Jaymin sometimes joked that Erik was paranoid, but Talanthus had taught Erik to notice and react to anything out of the ordinary. On more than one occasion, it had saved their lives.

“Refreshments for their Majesties.” The servant’s voice quivered a little.

Perhaps he was simply nervous about waiting on his king and the royal guest. But Erik recalled seeing this man before on Jaymin’s other state visits to Malorn. He wasn’t new on the job. Could he be sick?

Well, he carried no obvious weapon, and his physique didn’t indicate he’d be much of a match for a bodyguard trained in unarmed combat. Erik stepped aside and let him in, closing the door behind him. The servant bowed awkwardly to the roomful of royalty, balancing the tray in shaky hands. 

“Put it on the end table there.” King Korram pointed. The wine sloshed as the man set his tray down with a thud, barely rescuing the pitcher before it tipped over. 

Palace servants weren’t usually so clumsy. Something was definitely wrong. Why is this man at work if he’s unwell?

“Sorry, your Majesties.” The servant dabbed at a few spilled drops of wine with a napkin.

The princess was watching him, obviously puzzled. “Are you all right?”

“I — well, I — no, your Highness, not really.” The servant swallowed and his face contorted as though with a spasm of pain. Everyone stared at him as he bent double and gasped, clutching at his midsection.

The Malornian king rose to his feet, taking the man’s arm. “Sit down a moment. Here, there’s a chair right behind you. What’s the matter?”

“I don’t — oh, it hurts.” The man gasped again, seizing the arm of the chair as he sank into it, still doubled over in agony.

“What have you been eating or drinking?” King Korram’s voice sounded angry, but Erik suspected he was just concerned. 

“Nothing, Sire. I don’t — I mean — well, I only had a little. Ahh!” He rocked back and forth.

Oh, no. Erik had a very bad feeling about this.

“You had a little of what? Answer me!” Seizing him by the shoulders, King Korram forced the man to look up at him. 

“The wine, Sire. I — I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have. It just — it looked so — ohh ….” He grimaced again. “It was — only a taste before I brought it up here.”

Erik exchanged an alarmed look with Jaymin. They all turned to gaze at the pitcher on the tray, its bright red contents sparkling in the lamplight. King Korram bent over the writhing servant once again. “Who prepared the wine? Who else had access to it? Tell me.” 

But the man slipped off the chair and crumpled to the floor, crying out in agony. He rolled over once, twitched, and then lay still. His face froze in a mask of pain, mouth and eyes open, one hand still gripping the red-spotted napkin. His skin was so pale it might have been made of paste.

Silence filled the room for a full five heartbeats. They were all on their feet now, staring in shock at the motionless figure before them. 

Erik stepped forward and knelt beside the body, feeling for a pulse in the neck and placing his ear over the man’s mouth and nose. As he had suspected, there was nothing. “He’s dead.”











CHAPTER TWO










Kalendria pressed a trembling hand over her mouth, afraid she was going to be sick. She turned away, unable to stand the sight of that unnaturally white corpse. Dizzy, she reached a hand out, feeling for a chair, hoping her shaky knees wouldn’t collapse and leave her in an undignified heap on the floor.

King Jaymin caught her arm and guided her to the sofa. “Here, my lady.”

Grateful for the assistance, she sank onto a cushion, her eyes tightly shut. “Korram, do something.” She was glad her voice didn’t sound quite as shaky as the rest of her felt. “Call the guards. Get him out of here.”

“We’re not calling anyone.” Korram’s voice was firm, and she heard him step over to the door and turn the bolt. “Until we know who poisoned the wine, we can’t trust anybody. The guards could be in on it for all we know.”

King Jaymin’s voice spoke up from just beside her. “Let’s at least move the body. I don’t fancy discussing this with that poor fellow lying there staring up at us.”

Kalendria shuddered, her eyes still closed. She heard Korram walk into his bedroom and back. “Here, help me wrap him in this blanket, and then we’ll drag him into the other room.” From his tone of voice, she knew he must be addressing King Jaymin’s bodyguard. Rustles were followed by a soft thud and then the sound of something heavy dragging across the floor.

“It’s safe to look now, my lady,” King Jaymin told her, and Kalendria opened her eyes to see the other two returning to the sitting room empty-handed, Korram pausing to shut his bedroom door behind them. She shuddered again, picturing that pale corpse lying on her brother’s bed. 

How can this be happening? And why does it have to happen when Mother’s out of town? Mother always knew how to handle difficult situations. 

“Who do you think could be behind this?” King Jaymin demanded as Korram resumed his seat and the bodyguard his post by the door.

Korram shook his head. “Do you want a full list of suspects? There could be dozens. Malorn is not the perfect peaceful kingdom Alasia is.” Kalendria knew he hadn’t intended for Jaymin to hear the bitterness in his voice. Her brother had always envied Alasia’s stability. “It could be someone on my High Council. Most of the government would be glad to see me gone.”

“But this isn’t just about you.” Kalendria turned to look at the pitcher of death beside the three cups on the table. “This was meant for all three of us. And if somebody wants us all dead, that probably means they’re planning to try to take over the government. Again.” 

Again. The word hung ominously in the air. Kalendria’s mind raced back to the last time somebody had tried such a thing.

Regent Rampus had begun to seize control of the High Council after her father had died, back when Kalendria was just eight years old and Korram thirteen. As the years went by, Rampus tightened his grip little by little, filling the High Council with his supporters while most of his opponents mysteriously dropped out of the picture. For all practical purposes, he had been ruling the kingdom single-handedly by the time Korram was seventeen. The regent’s control had stretched across not only the government but also the military, the major industries, and almost every other segment of Malornian society. 

Korram was supposed to be crowned king when he turned eighteen, and in order to retain mostly legal control of Malorn, the regent had plotted his death. Korram had fled to the Impassable Mountains to try to recruit his own army from among the reclusive Mountain Folk, the only people in Malorn he was certain were not under Rampus’s influence. 

It had taken Korram months to earn the Mountain Folk’s trust, recruit an army from among them, and then train and prepare his undisciplined band. In the meantime, Rampus had invaded Alasia, determined to expand Malorn’s territory and gain control of the neighboring kingdom’s resources, not to mention increasing his popularity among Malornians in the process. With Jaymin’s assistance, Korram and his little Mountain Folk army had finally defeated Rampus’s forces, but the regent himself had escaped and had not been seen since. 

“Rampus,” Korram growled, and Kalendria knew his mind had taken the same path as hers. “He’s got to be behind this. He’s wanted the throne ever since it was Father’s. I knew he would show up and try again eventually; it was only a matter of time.”

King Jaymin froze. “Alasia!” he exclaimed, in dawning realization. “If Rampus — or anyone else — is trying to kill me along with you, he’s probably plotting against Alasia again too. There could be another Invasion. I have to get back and warn my kingdom!” He leaped to his feet and made for the door. But his bodyguard stepped over to block it. 

Korram jumped up and intercepted Jaymin, too, seizing his arm. “You can’t go rushing out there without a plan. Whoever poisoned the wine isn’t going to leave it at that and just let you go galloping home.”

Jaymin shook him off. “I’m not going to sit here and leave my kingdom open to attack. I have to go. Erik, move. Don’t you understand?”

But the bodyguard didn’t move, and Korram grabbed his friend by both shoulders, giving him a little shake. “Jaymin, listen to me. You won’t help Alasia by leaping into danger unprepared and getting yourself killed. I’m not suggesting we sit here and do nothing, but we have to think this through. It’s not safe for any of us to go out right now. Sit down and let’s make a plan.”

King Jaymin hesitated, and Kalendria saw him bite his lip before he finally nodded and turned back to the sofa. The look on his face was that of someone afraid he was about to lose a loved one. 

“It will be all right, Sire,” she whispered as he took his seat beside her once again. “We’ll think of something.” 

“You could send a message,” suggested his bodyguard. 

“How?” Korram frowned. “If it isn’t safe for us to go out, why would whoever did this let us send messages?”

“They don’t have to know that we know anything yet, your Majesty. If they think it’s about a simple government matter, no one would have reason not to let a message through.”

Jaymin jumped to his feet again. “That’s it. I’ll contact my council through the Courier System.” 

The Courier System was a joint venture between the two kingdoms to simplify the process of sending mail between Sazellia and Almar. If King Jaymin could get a letter past the would-be assassins, Kalendria knew that a Courier System rider would deliver it to his palace within a few hours, thanks to the fresh horses waiting at the relay stations spaced out every ten miles.

Jaymin turned to Korram. “Do you have parchment and ink in here?”

“At the desk by the window.” 

Jaymin strode across the room, bent over the desk without bothering to sit down, and began scratching away on a sheet of parchment. After only a moment he stopped and picked it up, blew on it to dry the ink, and replaced the pen in its stand.

“What are you telling them?” Kalendria wondered. “We don’t really know anything for sure.”

Jaymin read his brief note aloud. 

“Sir Edmend — 

Danger in Malorn. Prepare for possible invasion.

— Jaymin IV”

“I suppose that gets the point across,” Korram admitted as Jaymin folded his parchment and jotted the delivery information on the front. “You’ll find sealing wax in the top drawer.”

Jaymin found the stick of wax and took it to the fireplace with his letter. Kneeling by the hearth, he held the wax just above the coals for a moment and then pressed it over the place where the corners of the parchment met. He twisted a signet ring off his forefinger and pressed it into the soft wax. 

Korram frowned again from his seat. “How do we get the letter down to the courier station? Any of the palace servants, any of the guards, could be in on the plot to kill us. There are probably people outside standing ready to finish the job with their swords in case the poison didn’t do the trick.” 

Jaymin held out the letter to his bodyguard. “Would you —”

“No.”

“But nobody will recognize you, and even if they do, you can easily —”

“No.”

“Erik, the station is right outside the palace gates. It will only take you a few minutes to —”

“No, Jaymin.”

Kalendria had never heard anyone talk back to a king like that before, and she wasn’t sure why King Jaymin put up with it. Korram certainly never would. Of course, no one ever talked to Korram that way. His guards and attendants were more likely to be polite to his face but gossip or plot behind his back. She supposed it would be better just to have people tell you exactly how they felt, however disrespectful it might sound.

Jaymin glared at his bodyguard and then turned to Korram. “Do you have anyone you can trust to take the message, since my loyal bodyguard refuses to leave my side?”

“Maybe it doesn’t even have to be someone we trust,” Kalendria pointed out. “If this is supposed to be about an ordinary government matter, can’t we just tell any servant to take it down?”

“Good point.” Korram rose to his feet. “There should be an attendant or two on duty out there.” He held out his hand for the letter, but the other king shook his head. 

“I’ll do it. I know what I’ll say.” He stepped toward the door, and this time his bodyguard moved aside and slid back the bolt. 

“Attendant?” Jaymin turned to look both ways down the hall. “Oh, hello. Come over here, please. I need an errand run.”

Footsteps approached, and Kalendria saw a servant stop before the open doorway and bow. “Your Majesty?”

Jaymin held out the folded sheet of parchment. “My council is meeting first thing in the morning back in Almar, and I just remembered a couple of items that should be on the agenda. I know it’s late, but I really can’t sit down and enjoy a glass of wine with my friends until this is taken care of.”

The servant bowed again. “If you please, your Majesty, the couriers don’t start until dawn.”

“This isn’t a request,” Korram called from his chair. “Take it down to the station and tell whoever’s on duty that they’re making an exception again tonight. My orders.”

Jaymin reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver coin. “Here’s for your trouble.”

The man took the letter, bowed once more, and disappeared down the hall.











CHAPTER THREE










Jaymin closed the door before returning to sink back onto the sofa, and Kalendria heard him sigh. “I’m a lot better at deception than I once was,” he said. “I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not.”

“Right now, it’s a very good thing.” Korram got up to bolt the door again before resuming his seat. “So. Assuming your message is delivered, your kingdom will be duly warned. Now what do we do?” 

He paused, then answered his own question. “I need to learn who tried to kill us and exactly what they’re plotting. Once I do, I can decide how best to stop them. In the meantime, since we don’t know how many people are on their side or who we can trust, it would be safest for us all to get out of Sazellia before they discover their first attempt on our lives failed and try again.”

“And when we’ve left, somebody will probably step up and seize the throne,” Kalendria put in. “Then we’ll know who was behind this.”

“Exactly.” But she saw her brother’s jaw tighten at the thought. “It will look as though I’m running away and leaving it to them. Not for long, though.”

“I say we make for the border,” King Jaymin suggested. “I can give you both asylum in Alasia. We can make a plan from the safety of my palace, and my army will be ready to help us implement it if we decide to take that route.”

“Are you sure?” Kalendria was touched. “That’s a lot of help to commit to.”

“It is, but considering that whoever tried to poison the two of you planned it for a time when everyone knew I would be here, that probably means Alasia is next on his list,” Jaymin reminded her. “I’m looking out for my own interests here too.” 

“First we have to find a way to get out of the palace — and the city — without being caught,” said Korram. “Maybe we can go and meet my mother in Pendren. If we’re in danger, I’m sure she will be too.”

Kalendria sat up straight. “Oh! What if they’ve already —” She covered her mouth and stared at her brother, unable to finish the thought.

King Jaymin placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Your mother is probably all right at this point. No one is likely to try anything while she’s out in public. They may be planning to make a move when she returns to the palace, but there’s still time to warn her.” He turned to Korram. “Shall we find her first and then head for Alasia?”

“If we can, but the bridge will probably be guarded. A courier may be able to get through, but I doubt we will.” Korram frowned. “For that matter, the guards at the palace gate aren’t likely to even let us leave the grounds.”

“I think we should tell Arden what’s happening. If anyone can help us think up a plan, he can.” The moment Kalendria spoke the words, a little glow of relief began to warm the roiling cloud of worry that had filled her since the moment the servant collapsed. I should have thought of him earlier. Apart from Mother, Arden would be the likeliest person to know what to do.

“Who’s Arden?” King Jaymin asked.

“He’s the palace minstrel.” A note of hope crept into her brother’s voice. “You’ve heard him sing at banquets before. Come to think of it, we should probably bring him with us. Everyone knows he’s loyal to my family. I hope he’s still safe.” Korram rose to his feet and unbolted the door again as the bodyguard stepped aside. “Attendant?” There was a pause. “Attendant? Anyone?”

Footsteps hurried around the corner and down the hall. “Yes, your Majesty?”

“I’d like some entertainment this evening. Tell Arden to come over and join us for some wine and music.”

“Right away, Sire.” The servant’s footsteps hurried off. 

They waited, silent now. Kalendria thought their breathing sounded unusually loud in the quiet room, and she was reminded again of the man in the next room who wasn’t breathing.

Finally they heard a tap at the door, and a familiar voice called, “Your Majesty? It’s Arden.”

The bodyguard opened the door, and the minstrel stepped in. He bowed to the three of them, and the bodyguard closed and locked the door behind him.

“Sit down.” Korram gestured to an empty chair. “And start playing something in case anybody’s listening. Has anyone brought you food or drink this evening?”

The minstrel opened the case that hung from a strap across his shoulder and lifted his malute out, its curved polished surface gleaming in the lamplight. “Yes, Sire. As a matter of fact, a servant came to my quarters with a tray a few minutes ago. He said you had ordered him to send up some refreshments, which I thought was odd, but I’d just finished supper and wasn’t hungry.” He tightened the pegs and plucked a few strings, tuning the instrument.

“Good. Not eating whatever they brought may have saved your life.” Korram summarized the events of the evening while the minstrel’s fingers pulled an anxious melody out of the malute. When he finished, the tune hung in the air for a moment before it wandered gradually away into an uneasy stillness.

“I see.” Arden’s fingers twitched over the strings again, bringing out a different melody — a thoughtful, wondering one, heavy with worry and unanswered questions.

Korram voiced them. “So the questions are, how do we get out of the palace, how do we warn my mother, and then where do we go?”

“My advice would be not to try to get to your mother yourselves, sire,” said Arden. “I would imagine she’s being watched. Send someone you trust, and arrange to meet somewhere. The safest idea might be to hide in the mountains for a while and then try to cross the border later when things have calmed down. Perhaps you could use the other bridge, the one leading to the Western Wilderness, and then find a way across the Telleck River where it’s less likely there will be guards.”

“As of today, Malorn no longer owns the Western Wilderness. All Malornians who lived there are required to leave immediately.” Korram’s scowl returned, and Arden and Jaymin both shot him startled looks. 

“It’s a long story,” Kalendria told them quickly. This was definitely not the time to get Korram started on how he felt about the High Council’s recent decision.

“Actually, it may end up working to our advantage,” Korram admitted. “Malornians can’t post guards in an area that doesn’t belong to Malorn anymore.”

“So whom can we send to warn Mother?” Kalendria wondered.

“I’ll go, your Highness.” The malute added its voice of willing agreement to Arden’s offer.

“But if they are trying to kill you too, would that work any better than one of us going?”

“I think it would. If I travel through the night, I can meet her there before she’s due to leave. If I can’t enter the inn unseen, I’ll act as though I’m just there to provide music for the return journey.” His malute produced a series of cheerful chords as though preparing for its role in the deception. “Lieutenant Sanjik is with her, and he’ll help. You know we can trust him.”

Kalendria and Korram both nodded. A sergeant at the time, Sanjik had helped Korram train and lead his Mountain Folk army, knowing his life would have been forfeit if Rampus found out. He was one of the few on the palace guard who Kalendria was certain would be on their side. 

“All right.” Korram leaned back in his chair. “Arden will go and find Mother and Sanjik. But there’s still the first question. How do we get out of here? After all, the four of us have the most easily recognizable faces in the palace.” 

“We could try to do it the same way Erik and I had to leave my palace last time.” Jaymin locked gazes with his bodyguard. “Sneaking down back staircases, hiding in closets when we heard people coming. You don’t happen to have any secret exits from your palace, do you?”

The three palace residents all shook their heads ruefully, and the malute gave a regretful trill. “I’ll have some built as soon as we — well — whenever this is all sorted out,” Korram promised, more to himself than anyone else. “But Patoran, the head groom, is another person I’m sure is loyal. He has an apartment in the stable loft, so he can easily get us horses, and he’ll have a key to the stable gate.”

“You don’t have your own set of keys?” Jaymin sounded surprised.

“Why would I need keys?” Korram’s tone was defensive. “People open doors for me. I suppose you carry around keys to every lock in your palace?”

“Just the most important ones. Since the Invasion, I’ve tried not to take any chances.” Jaymin reached into his pocket and pulled out a jingling ring of keys, holding them up one by one. “Front gate. Side gate. Main door. Servants’ door by the kitchen. My suite. Secret exit.”

“All right, all right.” Korram waved him to silence. “I get the idea. I’ll add make copies of all important keys to my list of things to do as soon as this is over. Right up there with install secret exits from every room in the palace and hire a professional food and wine taster and rewrite the constitution so I can fire everyone on my High Council and start over with a whole new government.” Korram had never been good at holding his tongue under stress, and though Kalendria could tell he’d been trying hard to be polite in front of his royal guest, the strain was obviously starting to get to him. 

Arden brushed his fingers over the strings of his malute in a soothing flow of sound, and Korram crossed his arms and sat back again.

“We can’t just sit here all night,” Kalendria prompted. “Whoever tried to kill us will probably come by eventually to make sure we’re dead.” I can’t believe I’m talking about it so matter-of-factly. As much as she disliked the thought of sneaking through her own home and hiding from every servant and guard they passed, it was worse to sit here thinking about it, knowing they could only postpone their escape attempt for so long. 

“Do we need anything before we leave?” She suddenly realized that they were talking about leaving home — for days, weeks, perhaps even forever. Who knew what was about to happen in Malorn? 

I hope Sir Fluffle will be all right while I’m gone. It was a silly thought. Why worry about a cat when such kingdom-changing events were taking place? The servants will take care of him. She ought to worry more about the servants themselves. Would the assassins harm them?

Korram withdrew a drawstring bag of money from a desk drawer. “We’d better take as much of this as we can easily carry, just in case.” He passed out handfuls of gold and silver to everyone, even the bodyguard, and they all filled their pockets. Next, he pulled open the tall closet behind the door, seized the sword Mother had given him on his coronation day, and strapped it on. 

“I don’t suppose you have an extra weapon.” Jaymin looked apologetic. “Mine is back in my room.”

Korram unhooked his second-best sword from its peg, tossing it across the room to Jaymin sheath and all. “I don’t have one for your bodyguard, unfortunately.” 

Kalendria wondered why the bodyguard wasn’t wearing a blade already. Maybe he had some sort of hidden weapon.

Jaymin stood up to fasten the sword to his belt. “It’s all right. Erik doesn’t need one.” 

“We should dress warmly.” Kalendria hoped they wouldn’t really end up in the mountains, but they had better be prepared just in case. Are we about to have an adventure, like in one of Arden’s tales? She had always loved his stories, but the idea of living in one wasn’t nearly as appealing as listening to it from the comfort of a soft sofa beside a warm fireplace. If something goes wrong, we could die. She shivered. 

“Yes, it will be cold up in the Impassables at night.” Misinterpreting her shiver, Korram produced an armful of cloaks and passed them out randomly to Kalendria, Jaymin, and Arden. The bodyguard was already wearing one.

Kalendria glanced down at her light sandals with their silver clasps. Not good footwear for a long journey, but none of her brother’s shoes would fit. She wished she could hurry down the hall to her own suite and choose a pair of riding boots, perhaps the soft brown ones with the short heels. Well, she would buy some new shoes later in Alasia. It would give her an excuse to shop for fine footwear in a new style. The thought cheered her up a little.

The room fell silent as Arden, who had been playing in the background all the while, returned his malute to its case so he could don the brown cloak he had been given. Kalendria pulled on her brother’s green one with the fur-rimmed hood. It was a little too long, and it wasn’t pretty or feminine like her own cloaks. But it was warm, and she was pleased to see that it even happened to match her gown.

“I suppose we’re ready.” Korram glanced around at the others. They were all standing now, expressions serious. They looked at each other, and though no one spoke the words, Kalendria was sure they were all thinking that this would be their final farewell if their plans didn’t work. 

Her brother drew a deep breath. “All right. Let’s see if we can make it out alive.”











CHAPTER FOUR










“I’ll lead the way,” King Korram told the others, “and we’ll go single file.”

That’s a bad idea. Though Erik had no qualms about contradicting Jaymin when necessary, speaking out against another ruler’s plan was a different matter. Still, this was a security issue. 

“Pardon me, your Majesty.” He stepped forward. “I should go first.” 

King Korram, obviously not used to being contradicted, especially by a commoner, turned and stared at him. “You?” He frowned. “You don’t even know where we’re going.”

“I beg your pardon, your Majesty, but I do.” He won’t like this. “I took the liberty of learning my way around your palace the first time I came here.”

The Malornian king looked indignant. “You what?”

“Don’t take offense,” Jaymin interjected. “He does that everywhere we go.”

At least when our first visit comes right after someone there tried to kill Jaymin. But this was definitely not the time for another contradiction. Erik’s worries on that first state visit to Malorn had been unfounded, but his preparations for escape then could save them all now.

“He’s right,” Jaymin went on. “He should go first, because if there’s trouble, Erik can take care of it more quickly and quietly than any of the rest of us.”

“If you say so.” King Korram’s expression was a cross between doubt and hurt pride. He turned to Erik again. “You’re sure you know the back way out to the courtyard?”

“We’ll turn right out of your suite, your Majesty, then left at the end of the hall, then left again after about twenty paces to go down the servants’ staircase. Four flights down, there’s a doorway to the left that opens into a hallway. We’ll take the third door on the right, which leads to a cloakroom. In the far wall, there’s an exit to the main courtyard directly across from the stables.”

The princess stared at him, looking unnerved. Her brother raised his eyebrows. “Impressive. I didn’t even know some of that. My route would have taken a little longer.”

“Shall I describe the locations of possible hiding places along the way, your Majesty?” If Erik was to get them all out of the palace and across the border with their lives, the Malornian king had better realize he knew what he was doing.

“That won’t be necessary. I can see you’ve got the situation well in hand.” King Korram turned to the others. “All right. Jaymin, why don’t you go after your bodyguard. Arden, you’ll be next, followed by Kalendria, and I’ll bring up the rear.” Erik guessed he was trying to take charge again to cover his embarrassment at being shown up by a mere bodyguard. The others nodded, positioning themselves in line in the prescribed order.

“Erik will check if the way is clear first,” Jaymin warned. “We should all stand back.” 

They stepped away from the door, which Erik unbolted softly. He paused a moment, drawing a slow breath, to put himself in the right frame of mind. Silent. Light. And lightning quick. Easing the door open just wide enough, he slipped out.

A servant, the same one who had taken Jaymin’s message to the courier station earlier, stood a few yards away. Was it merely his turn on duty this evening, or was he in on the plot? Was he planning to wait a little longer and then check to see if the poisoned wine had done its job? Or would the real assassins come along at some point and get him out of the way before ensuring the royals hadn’t survived?

It didn’t matter.

The servant started to turn, but he never had a chance. Erik leaped, swinging his foot, and his boot met the side of the man’s head before he could complete his turn or utter a sound.

Erik caught him with one hand as he slumped to the ground, plastering the other hand over the man’s mouth just in case. Darting a glance over his shoulder, he was relieved to see that the rest of the hallway was still empty. 

The princess gasped and clapped a hand over her own mouth as Erik backed into the room, dragging the hapless servant by the armpits. “Don’t worry, my lady; he’s not dead,” Jaymin assured her. He shut the door as Erik dropped the body where the other one had lain just half an hour earlier. 

“He’ll come to before long.” Erik turned to King Korram. “Do you have any rope, your Majesty?” 

“I don’t keep rope in my sitting room.” The king looked around for a substitute.

The minstrel pointed to the window. “The curtain cords.” 

“And I’ll need something to use as a gag.” Erik bound the prone man’s ankles together with the cords King Korram sliced off with his sword, and then tied his wrists behind his back. Jaymin grabbed an extra napkin from beneath the plate of fruit, careful not to touch any of the food. He handed the napkin to Erik, who folded it precisely and tied it across the servant’s mouth. Seizing the man by the armpits again, he dragged him across the room to the king’s bedchamber, where he heaved him up onto the bed beside the body they’d left there earlier. Erik didn’t envy the man when he awoke to find himself bound and gagged beside a corpse, especially if the fellow was innocent, but that wasn’t his problem.

Back in the sitting room, Erik strode toward the door again. “The way should be clear now, your Majesties, but I’ll take another look.” 

Though the hallway was empty, he took the time to check round the corners at either end. No one was in sight there either, but that wouldn’t last long. He opened the door again, thankful to find the others standing ready. “Let’s go.”

Erik led the way down the hall, around the corner, through a doorway, and down the servants’ stairway he remembered. The last time he came this way, he had worn the Alasian servant’s uniform he occasionally donned at such times and walked briskly, carrying an empty tray, pretending to be on an errand for Jaymin as he built his mental map of the palace. Now he walked stealthily, wishing the little parade shuffling along behind him would quiet their footsteps better, trying to decide how he should react if they came upon too many servants or guards for him to knock out. At every turn, he gestured for the others to wait while he checked first to make sure no one was about. 

Is the palace always this empty? Most servants’ shifts would be over by now, but shouldn’t there be more on night duty? And there ought to be guards on patrol.

Of course, this wasn’t a residential floor. And maybe whoever planned the assassination rearranged the duty schedule to make it less likely that someone loyal to the king would find out what was happening.

At the ground floor, they drew up before three closed doors. Erik listened at the middle one for a moment, then pulled it softly open and peeked through. No one was in sight, and he breathed a silent sigh of relief. 

The others followed him into another hallway and then through a doorway into a long room. Dozens of brass hooks lined the wall to the left. Most were empty, though coats and cloaks hung from a few. Rows of cupboards stood to the right, and chairs and tables filled the rest of the room, but no one was in sight. So far luck was still with them, but Erik knew it couldn’t last much longer. He hurried toward the door that stood beside a shuttered window at the other end of the room, a single torch burning above the doorframe. Cracking the shutters open an inch or two, he peered out. 

The palace courtyard was flooded with moonlight and also illuminated by torches positioned all along the wall. There would be no chance of sneaking out under cover of darkness. From here he could only see two guards by the main gate, but dozens more probably patrolled other parts of the courtyard. The guard a few yards from the window concerned Erik the most.

Easing the shutters closed again, he stepped over to where Jaymin and the others waited. In a whisper, he reported what he’d seen. “With the courtyard so well lit, I won’t be able to take care of all three guards without anyone noticing. Our best chance is just to stroll toward the stable and hope they assume we’re servants. I could lure the close guard in here and get him out of the way first, though.”

King Korram nodded. “Do it.”

Erik gestured for them to stand with their backs against the wall, then he reached up to pluck the torch out of its bracket. The room fell into darkness as he stamped on the burning end to put it out. He kicked the extinguished torch into a corner, took another slow breath, and then opened the door. 

The moonlight was waiting for him, along with the whisper of a breeze and the distant murmur of voices. Erik closed the door behind himself, making no attempt to keep quiet. Sure enough, the guard turned his way.

Erik put on a Malornian accent. “Oh, hello. Sorry to bother you, but I have a question.” 

“Who are you?” the guard demanded. But he sounded puzzled, not alarmed.

“I’m Soren.” Erik picked a random Malornian name. “I’m new here; I just started this week.”

“If you work here, where’s your uniform?”

“Back in the cloakroom. My shift is over and I’m about to head home, but the torch in there went out, and I didn’t think I ought to just leave it like that. I can’t figure out where the extras are kept. Do you happen to know?”

“There are torches in one of the cupboards,” the guard replied. “The second or third one from the end, I think.”

“Which is it, the second or the third?”

“I don’t remember. Try them both.”

“The front end or the back end?”

“The front one.”

“The front one as you enter from the courtyard or the front one when you come in from the hallway?”

“The front one!” the guard was obviously growing impatient. “It’s on the side closer to where the torch goes.” 

“But it’s the hooks that are closer to the torch, not the cupboards.” Erik filled his voice and expression with bewilderment.

“Oh, never mind,” the man snapped. “I’ll show you.” He brushed past Erik and opened the door.

“I don’t mean to bother you,” Erik apologized, following him in. “I’m just a bit confused.”

“Obviously.” The guard strode further into the room. His eyes didn’t even flick toward Jaymin and the others, standing frozen and all but invisible in the shadows against the wall.

Erik pushed the door shut, took two quick steps to catch up with the guard, and then leaped through the air, one booted foot swinging around in a high arc and catching him across the side of the head from behind. As he crumpled, Erik lunged forward, seizing a handful of his hair and slamming his head down again for good measure, ending with his hand clamped firmly across the man’s mouth just in case.

He froze, waiting. Had anyone outside heard the little scuffle? But the only sound was a startled squeak from the princess, who had probably just realized why Jaymin’s bodyguard didn’t need a sword.

Erik smiled inwardly, his satisfaction due both to his success and the princess’s reaction. It never hurts to impress a princess. Not that he had any reason to care what some Malornian royal thought of him, of course. Still, to the best of his knowledge, even Jaymin had never actually done anything to impress the princess. And apart from his skills in stealth and unarmed combat, there were precious few things Erik had ever been able to do better than Jaymin.

He dragged the unconscious man over to the corner, and everyone made way as he lay him down by the wall where the fellow would be less noticeable. Seizing a cloak that hung from one of the hooks, Erik held it out to Jaymin with the fabric stretched taut. Understanding at once, his friend drew his sword and sliced three strips of cloth off from the rest. Kneeling by the body, Erik tied one strip across the guard’s mouth and used the other two to bind his wrists and ankles. Then he draped what was left of the cloak over the motionless form. “We’ll have to hurry in case someone notices he’s missing or comes in and sees him,” he told the others. “Remember, raise your hoods, act nonchalant, and don’t walk in line.” He opened the door and stepped out into the courtyard.











CHAPTER FIVE










Walking beside King Jaymin, Kalendria she could tell that he, too, was making an effort to keep his steps unhurried and not to stare at the guards. Two of them stood leaning against the main gate, picking their teeth and chuckling at some joke, but she knew there must be more in other parts of the courtyard that ran all the way around the palace.

It was strange to think of the palace guards as possible enemies. Back when Rampus was regent, many of the guards were on his side, but after he was defeated, Korram arranged for Sanjik and Captain Callium to weed out all the palace staff they didn’t trust and hire new ones. Since then, she had always thought of them as protectors. Could they really be part of a plot? If so, were all of them in on it, or were there only a few traitors? 

Why aren’t these guards paying us any attention? Perhaps it wasn’t so unusual for servants to come and go across the courtyard at night. But as she noticed the sword swinging below Jaymin’s cloak, it occurred to her that servants wouldn’t be wearing swords. Kalendria let the long cloak she was wearing billow out a little in the breeze, hoping it would block the men’s view. Jaymin glanced at her as it brushed against him, and then he seemed to understand and stepped a little closer. She didn’t dare turn around to look at Korram, but she could only hope he had found a way to keep his sword out of sight as well. 

The courtyard seemed wider than ever before, and Kalendria felt awfully exposed. But at last they reached the stable, and Jaymin’s bodyguard pulled the door open. It creaked on its hinges, and everyone cringed as they crowded inside.

The interior was dim and smelled like hay and polished leather with a hint of manure. On either side of the central aisle, horses dozed or poked their sleepy heads over the half doors of their stalls to see who had come in. 

“Who’s there?” called a drowsy voice from the loft above their heads.

“Good evening, Patoran. It’s I, King Korram.” Her brother kept his voice soft so as not to startle the horses.

“Oh! Your Majesty! I’m sorry; I’ll be right down.” Kalendria heard rustles and footsteps, and then the head groom descended the ladder at the far end of the stable, his face lit by the yellow glow of the lantern he carried. He hurried toward them, tucking a nightshirt into his breeches with his other hand. His face turned red with embarrassment when he caught sight of Kalendria.

“Your Highness! I beg your pardon. I wasn’t expecting anyone at this hour.” He bowed to her and to Korram, peering without recognition into the shadows where King Jaymin, Erik, and Arden stood.

“It’s all right, but blow out that lantern,” Korram ordered. 

“Yes, Sire.” He obeyed, and they were plunged into darkness once more. “What can I do for you, Sire?”

“We’re going for a late-night ride. Help me prepare five fast horses, dark colors only.”

“Of course, Sire. Right away.” 

Patoran asked no questions, though he must have been full of curiosity at this strange order. The others waited, their eyes gradually readjusting to the dimness, as the groom and the king fumbled for saddles and bridles. Kalendria walked back and forth along the aisle, murmuring to the horses to keep them quiet, stroking velvety noses and rubbing twitching ears. 

“Do you by chance have a key to the gate behind the stable?” Korram inquired as they worked.

“I do, Sire, and I’d be glad to open it for you. But there’s a guard on duty there who could open it too.”

“I have reason to believe that the guard may not.” Korram paused. “I may as well tell you that there could be trouble here tonight. You’d be wise to leave, yourself, after we’ve gone.”

“Trouble?” Patoran sounded puzzled.

“It would take too long to explain. Suffice to say that my friends and I are not safe here at the moment, and neither is anyone loyal to me.”

“Oh. I see.” Patoran’s voice was alarmed, but he gathered himself quickly. “Shall I distract the gate guard for you, Sire, while you slip out?”

“Do you think you can?”

“Yes, Sire, though probably not for very long.”

“Erik can take care of the guard,” Jaymin offered.

“I don’t know.” Korram cast a doubtful look at the bodyguard. “The gate is about ten yards straight ahead out of the front of the stable. We won’t have any cover in between, and there’s always at least one torch by the gate. The stable gate is within view of the main gate, so the guards on duty there would be able to see whatever happens.”

“A distraction would work better,” Erik agreed.

“All right.” Korram tightened a final girth and turned to the others. “Let’s get everyone mounted. I’ve got Star ready for you, Kalendria.” He pushed open the low door of the stall he stood in and led out the black mare with the white splotch on her forehead. 

Kalendria hurried forward and let her brother give her a leg up into the saddle, where she settled herself awkwardly. This was not the gown she would have chosen if she’d known she’d be going for a ride. And these sandals were definitely not designed for use in stirrups. But at least she would have her favorite horse with her for the journey. Leaning forward, she patted Star’s neck.

When everyone but Korram had mounted, he made his way to the front of the column, leading Clinja, the mountain horse he had brought back from his trip to the Impassables years ago. Patoran handed him a little key. 

“I’ll go out the back door, Sire,” the groom offered, gesturing to the one they had come in by. “I’ll raise a commotion behind the stable — pretend I’ve seen a poisonous snake, perhaps, like the one we found in the straw last month. When the guard comes over to see what’s the matter, you all can go out the front and straight across to the gate.”

Korram nodded. “I appreciate this. You do realize you’ll be putting yourself in danger?”

Patoran shrugged, and Kalendria could hear the smile in his voice. “I think it will be all right, Sire. The guards all know me.”

“The guards all know me, too. That may not stop them from trying to kill me.” Korram reached out and clasped the groom’s hand. “If we both make it through this, I’ll find a way to thank you properly.”

Patoran bowed and then hurried past the horses toward the stable’s back entrance, where he stopped, waiting to make sure they were all ready. The rest of them nudged their mounts forward, following Korram, until they came to the stable’s main door. 

Korram, still on foot, paused with his hand on the handle. “I’ll be going first this time. Erik may be the Alasian all-time unarmed combat champion, but I’d wager anything I can leap onto my horse’s back and bring her to a full gallop faster than anyone else in here.”

Erik bowed from his own horse’s back. “I wouldn’t question it, Sire.”

“Good. So, any more instructions for us, or do I get to give the orders now?”

“I only take charge in my capacity as bodyguard, your Majesty. At this point your expertise is greater than mine, so I’m standing down.”

“Well, everyone, since Erik has graciously agreed to let me give the orders once again, here’s what we’ll do. When we hear Patoran shouting about his snake out back, I’ll sneak through the door, leaving it open behind me. You all can wait in here until you see me unlock the gate beyond. The instant it’s open, spur your horses out as quickly as you can. Arden, you’ll go first, because you’re taking a different route. You’ll turn right on the main highway.”

Arden nodded. “Yes, Sire. I’ve been to Pendren before.”

“Kalendria, you’ll go next, and remember to turn left. Jaymin, you’ll ride behind Kalendria, and Erik will go behind you. I’ll catch up as soon as I can. We’ll assess the border situation when we get closer to the bridge.”

Kalendria wasn’t sure she wanted to take the lead. “Do I have to be first?”

“Yes, you do.” Korram was firm. “The guards may start shooting at us when they realize we’re escaping. Whoever goes first is least likely to end up with an arrow in the back.”

“Oh.” Sometimes it was nice to have an overprotective big brother. Kalendria hadn’t thought about arrows, and fear washed over her at the thought of being shot at. 

Forcing the thought away, she backed Star down the aisle so Arden could move to the front of the line. Korram reached up to offer the minstrel his hand. “Good luck, Arden. Take care of my mother, all right? And I suggest you strap that malute of yours on good and tight. You’re riding Comet, and she’s one of the fastest horses in the stable.” 

Korram turned and nodded to Patoran, still patiently waiting by the back. The barn filled briefly with moonlight as the groom opened the door and stepped out. Korram returned to his position by the front door, one hand on the latch, the other resting on Clinja’s neck. His horse wore no saddle or bridle; he could direct her with only his feet. 

Everyone, including the horses, jumped when a bloodcurdling yell suddenly split the night air. “Help!” Patoran’s voice cried. “Help! Somebody help me!”

Korram opened the door a crack and peered out, then flung it open all the way and dashed through, dragging Clinja after him by the mane. Peering around Arden, Kalendria could see her brother fumbling with the key while the yells continued. Finally he jerked the little gate open, backing out of the way as Arden spurred Comet forward. 

Kalendria kicked her horse as hard as she could, and Star leaped into a canter. Out of the corner of her eye she saw guards running toward the barn from all directions, but she couldn’t tell whether the men had seen them or were just responding to Patoran’s yells.

Korram slapped Star on the haunch as Kalendria passed, and the mare broke into a gallop. Kalendria leaned low over her neck as they sped down the straight dark track that led to the main road. She wondered how long the distraction would work. Surely the guards had figured out what was happening by now, but she knew it would take them a while to saddle horses and start after them. 

Risking a quick glance over her shoulder, she saw Jaymin galloping a few yards back, Erik following him, their cloaks streaming out behind them in the wind. Korram streaked toward them on Clinja, shrinking the distance between them. People on foot ran out of the palace grounds, and others gesticulated from atop the walls. 

She turned back around just in time to direct Star left onto the highway as Arden veered to the right. She wondered if anyone was looking out the windows of the houses along here, and what they must think if they could see what was happening. 

Something whizzed past her shoulder, and Kalendria ducked just as a second arrow sped over her head. She heard a startled cry from behind her, and her heart lurched. Had King Jaymin been hit? She turned again and saw him leaning lower over his horse’s neck. Then another arrow made Star jerk in alarm, and Kalendria was caught off balance and nearly thrown from the saddle. Heart hammering in panic, she grabbed a handful of mane, struggling to stay on the horse’s back. 

When she regained her balance, she glanced over her shoulder once more and saw that Jaymin had fallen further behind. Erik had caught up with him, and Korram was almost even with the two of them now. The arrows had stopped; they must finally be out of range. 

Pulling back on the reins, she slowed Star until Jaymin drew alongside. Kalendria peered over at him worriedly in the moonlight. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” he called back over the pounding of four sets of hooves, “but my horse was hit. I think he’s bleeding.”

Looking down, Kalendria realized that his gelding, Jasper, was limping. At least it isn’t Jaymin.

Korram pointed to a cluster of pines in an open area ahead. “Let’s get off the road.”

In the concealing shadows of the trees, the four riders dismounted. Korram hurried over to examine Jasper’s wound as best he could in the dimness. “It’s just a graze, fortunately. It doesn’t look too serious for him, but it’s plenty serious for us.” He let out his breath in frustration. “Jasper won’t be able to keep up that pace. Now we’re stuck with three good horses among the four of us, and the guards are probably already on their way.”

Kalendria stroked Star’s neck, thankful that her own precious horse was unhurt. “Two of us can ride double if we have to,” she pointed out, carefully not looking at Jaymin. The two of them were the most likely candidates to share a horse, after all. 

Erik suddenly glanced up, his eyes on the small patch of road they could see through the trees. “Get back.” 

Then Kalendria heard it too: hoof beats. The four of them pulled their horses further into the pine-scented shadows and watched as a line of palace guards came galloping down the road. Kalendria counted twenty-four of them before they disappeared from sight.

Korram slammed his fist against a tree trunk. “There goes our chance of making it to the bridge.” He sighed angrily. “It was probably guarded anyway.”

Jaymin groaned. “So much for hurrying back to Alasia. What’s the plan now? Make for the mountains?”

“We’ll have to. We can cut across town and then go through the countryside.”

Kalendria patted the injured horse’s neck. “We’d better take Jasper with us, or someone will find him and guess which way we’ve gone. But can he keep up?”

“Without a rider, he might, since the rest of us won’t be going as fast now.” Her brother felt in his pockets. “Anyone have a clean handkerchief?” 

King Jaymin pulled one out and handed it over, and Korram knelt to bandage Jasper’s wound.

“Maybe Kalendria and I could both ride Star,” Jaymin suggested. She glanced shyly at him, wondering if he felt the same way she did about the idea. “You’re the only one who can manage without a saddle or bridle, and Erik prefers to bring up the rear on his own.”

Korram didn’t look up from his task. “All right with you, Kalendria?”

“No reason why not,” she replied, trying to sound as though she didn’t care much one way or the other. She was sure her brother wasn’t fooled, though, and she was thankful he didn’t tease her in front of Jaymin.

Mounting turned out to be awkward. Jaymin got on first, and between him and Korram, they managed to hoist her up behind. Her face burning with embarrassment, she put her arms around him to hold on as they all set off again. 

It felt strange to sneak like a bandit through her own kingdom. Kalendria had ridden down these streets more times than she could count, usually in a carriage, occasionally on horseback, always with guards and servants in attendance. She had never before tried to keep to the shadows or stayed on the dirt beside the street so the horses’ hooves wouldn’t clatter on the cobblestones. Now she and the others rode as quietly as they could, hoping not to be noticed by anyone who might be awake in the houses and businesses from which people had always before come out to bow and wave.

After a few miles, they emerged into open fields, riding past pastures full of sleeping cows and neat rows of crops. Kalendria had seldom passed this way before, and never at night. This moonlit kingdom no longer felt familiar, and she shivered as she looked around at the foreign landscape. 

Korram set the pace, alternating between cantering and walking so the horses wouldn’t wear out too soon. Though there was less danger of being seen out here, they stayed in the shelter of fences and hedges as much as possible. After all, when the guards failed to find them by the border, they would probably spread out and search the surrounding area.

What if they do find us? Will they kill us in cold blood? Surely not. Perhaps they would just try to make them return to the palace, where … what? Somebody in the palace tried to poison us, Kalendria reminded herself. Their best hope of safety lay in getting as far away from the city as possible and in making sure nobody who might possibly be part of the plot saw them.

None of them spoke as they rode west across Malorn toward the distant mountains that blacked out the stars. Kalendria wondered if Arden had escaped or if he had been struck by one of the arrows. If only he can get to Pendren in time to warn Mother before someone tries to kill her too. 

But things could be worse, Kalendria reminded herself. At least she had her horse, and her brother, and — well, and King Jaymin, who, if nothing else, was certainly noticing her at the moment. It was hard not to notice someone you were sharing a horse with. And they had the bodyguard to help them, and they were all alive and unhurt. 

For now.











CHAPTER SIX










Arden was not a warrior. That he most definitely was not. Of course, he knew all about warriors. He lived among them, served them, sang for them. And he could sing about warriors. Oh, yes, he knew plenty of songs about mighty warrior heroes performing daring deeds, conquering evildoers, defeating enemies, rescuing the innocent. In fact, he had written many of them. With the help of his trusty malute, he could perform his songs in such a way as to inspire courage in the timid, fill the hesitant with boldness and the fearful with confidence, and make the weak certain they could do anything at all. 

But Arden didn’t feel courageous himself at the moment. Not in the least. He was terrified. Not so much for his own safety — well, all right, that too — but mostly because he wasn’t sure he could succeed in the mission he had volunteered for. King Korram was trusting him with the most important job Arden had ever attempted, and he had very little idea how he was going to accomplish it. 

He had long since slowed Comet to a walk. The horse was exhausted, and there was no way she could gallop all the way to Pendren. Besides, he had a feeling they would make it with time to spare, and then what would he do?

Arden was not a warrior. He had never so much as picked up a sword in his life. His weapons had always been words, and he could wield them as skillfully as any soldier ever wielded a blade. But words were not likely to be of much use to him in this mission. He served the royal family by giving advice, providing a listening ear, employing his music to soothe or encourage or inspire. That was all. 

And yet now somehow here he was, riding into the night all alone on a borrowed horse, wearing a borrowed cloak, carrying nothing but his malute strapped over his shoulder and a handful of coins in his pockets. And Queen Aleris’s life was in his hands. 

Why in the world had he volunteered for such a mission?

Because he knew there was no one else Korram could safely send. Because something inside him yearned for the chance to do more than just sing about heroic deeds. And because — well — because it was Aleris, and who better to perform heroic deeds for?

But Arden didn’t have much of a plan. There hadn’t been time to come up with one, and he had no idea what he would do if he encountered any actual danger on this journey. He wished he could take out his malute and play as he rode; he always thought best to music. How could he tell the queen mother what had happened without anyone else hearing? She probably had eight or ten servants with her, and at least a dozen guards, any or all of whom might be part of the plot. If they knew that he knew about it, his life and the queen’s would be worth nothing. In fact, they might even have killed her already. 

Arden’s heart lurched in dismay at the thought. But no, he reminded himself, no one would be likely to try such a thing out in public. They would wait until she was back home in the palace, or at least on a deserted stretch of road. 

Like the one he was on now.

Arden cast an anxious glance back down the dark road behind him. Several times already he had wondered if someone might be riding after him, following him at a distance, but he had never actually seen anything. So far he had managed to convince himself that the sounds he occasionally thought he heard were merely the wind or the echoes of his own horse’s hoof beats. Or the thudding of his heart, like the nervous thump-thump of a drum begging for musical accompaniment. It would have been the perfect effect for a scene in one of his own stories, right before the villain made his grand entrance. 

But Arden was not a warrior, and he was not at all prepared to deal with a dangerous villain. He wasn’t sure what he would do if he turned around to discover someone actually pursuing him. 

A vivid imagination was most definitely not an advantage in a situation like this. Digging his heels into Comet’s sides, Arden urged her to a canter again, hoping to leave his own fears behind. The moon provided just enough light for the mare to keep her footing.

He darted another glance around at the shadowy trees and bushes on either side of the road. If King Korram was right, someone — perhaps an agent of the former regent — had apparently tried to poison Arden earlier. And two arrows had come streaking past his shoulders as he galloped away from the palace. Which meant that whoever was behind this would probably not give up until they had killed him. Which was why he had to reach Queen Aleris and hurry them both to safety as soon as possible. Otherwise, some conspirator in Pendren was bound to find out that he had escaped death and try to remedy the situation.

The key probably lay in Lieutenant Sanjik. He was the one guard Arden was sure was loyal to the king’s family. Probably the best course of action would be to find him first and brief him. Then the lieutenant could make a plan. He would know what to do.

The thought instantly lifted a load off Arden’s mind. Why hadn’t he thought of that before? Relaxing in his saddle, he began composing the first few lines of the ballad he would write about tonight’s happenings, in time to the rhythm of the horse’s hooves.

It was still dark when he finally rode into Pendren. The town was asleep, and Arden was exhausted too. Mankind was supposed to spend the night indoors in warm beds, not out on lonely roads on horseback, he decided as he rode up the empty street. Dismounting outside the Mountainview Inn near the edge of town, he led his horse up to the locked gate, wondering what to do now. 

The last night he had stayed up this late had been when Regent Rampus had thrown him in the dungeon after a celebratory banquet that didn’t go as planned. Prince Korram was off training his Mountain Folk army at the time, and the queen and princess were afraid for their lives and for the safety of their kingdom. Rampus had gained almost complete control of Malorn and of the palace by then and was reveling in his power. Messengers had just brought word that the first stage of the Invasion of Alasia was complete, with the king and queen killed and the Almar palace under Malornian control. Rampus threw a banquet to celebrate and ordered the minstrel to prepare something fitting to perform for his guests.

Arden prepared something fitting, all right, but the regent decided he didn’t like songs that denounced him as a butcher and a tyrant and called for a quick end to his rule and victory for his enemies. His guards dragged Arden from the banquet hall and down to the dungeon, but they didn’t take away his malute. 

He spent most of that first night shivering in a dank cell, watching cockroaches scurry up and down the walls and listening to the rats fighting over the scraps that the unfortunate prisoner in the next cell was too sick to eat. And he composed one of his best poems ever, about a brave minstrel imprisoned for a crime he hadn’t committed, filling his dungeon with music as he lay forgotten in the darkness, until death finally freed the minstrel’s soul from its shackles and only the lonely walls echoed back the memory of his song. 

Arden smiled, remembering. It hadn’t taken long before that dungeon was a changed place. He took it as a personal challenge to bring hope, light, and encouragement into the darkness of despair, bitterness, and fear that gripped the other prisoners. And he and his malute had succeeded. Within a day and a half, every guard there was practically begging for the opportunity to bring the prisoners extra food and water and even blankets in exchange for Arden’s music, for the little concerts he performed during their shifts, for the personalized songs he wrote about their lives or families or dreams. They started allowing more visitors in, which made a big difference in prisoner morale. And when Korram finally returned, the guards even risked Regent Rampus’s wrath by bringing the prince down to see Arden, and then of course Korram had him released.

Arden had never tried to play peace into the heart of a man bent on murder, but he was pretty sure he could do it if he had enough time. Not permanently, of course, but perhaps long enough to distract some enemies so the queen could escape. He would offer his services to Sanjik in case the lieutenant wanted to use music as part of his plan.

But what should he do in the meantime? Peering through the bars of the gate, Arden could see two or three palace guards patrolling the inn courtyard, but they wouldn’t be likely to let him inside at this hour of the night. Unless they recognized him, of course. It shouldn’t be too hard to prove his identity. But that could be dangerous; what if they were among those who wanted him dead?

Arden backed away from the gate, realizing how foolish it was to stand here where they might see him. He would wait until morning, when other people would be around and it would be harder for anyone to get away with murder. Besides, there probably wasn’t anything he could do for Queen Aleris until then anyway. It wasn’t as though he could just climb the wall and crawl in through a window like Sairum the Spy in “The Soldier and the Spy”. That one was based on a true story, and it was among his best historical ballads. But Arden definitely wasn’t Sairum, and if there was one thing he couldn’t and wouldn’t do, it was sneak into the queen’s bedchamber at night, no matter how honorable his intentions. 

Arden led the horse back down the dark street to where a thick cluster of trees grew in an empty field. He felt his way carefully among the trees until he was out of sight from the road, just in case anyone did come along looking for him. Tying Comet to a branch, he wrapped his cloak around himself and stretched out on the ground to wait for morning.











CHAPTER SEVEN










When Arden awoke, it was broad daylight. The sun had risen, and though it was still dim here among the trees, flecks of light broke up the leaf shadows on the grass all around him. He sat up, disoriented for just a moment, and then leaped to his feet. How long did I sleep? Am I too late? Has Queen Aleris already left for Sazellia? His heart pounded. Has she been killed? 

He fumbled to mount Comet, who was dozing and seemed none too happy to have him on her back again. There wasn’t much traffic here by the edge of town, but Arden did encounter a handful of passersby, probably on their way to work or heading toward the nearby marketplace to buy breakfast. Glancing at their faces, he wondered if they were all really just innocent townsfolk. Did any of them come from Sazellia this morning? Did they know what happened in the palace? Had they tracked him here to kill him?

But he couldn’t let himself think that way. It was true that a few people were looking at him strangely as he rode by, but probably only because his anxiety was showing — and perhaps also because of his disheveled appearance. He had been sleeping on the ground, after all. Arden brushed a hand over his hair, dislodging bits of grass he hadn’t realized he was wearing, and tried to shake the wrinkles out of his borrowed cloak. I have nothing to be afraid of. At least — probably not. In any case, surely no one would attack him in public.

The gates of the Mountainview Inn stood wide open now, but Arden was relieved to see several guards and servants in palace uniforms bustling around inside. Good. So the queen is still here. 

He rode into the courtyard that surrounded the inn, a two-story structure robed in ivy. Dismounting, he plucked the elbow of a passing servant. “Excuse me, do you know where I could find Lieutenant Sanjik?” 

“I think he went to the stable.” The man pointed, and Arden turned his steps toward the low thatched building to the right, hoping that the lieutenant was alone. 

He paused by the stable doorway to let a guard out. “I will, sir,” the guard called back over his shoulder.

“And tell them to hurry,” Sanjik’s voice replied from inside. “I don’t want to keep the queen mother waiting if she’s ready ahead of schedule again.”

“Yes, sir.” The guard nodded courteously to Arden as they passed each other. 

Arden left the horse just outside the door and peered into the stable’s dim interior, scented with polished leather, fresh hay and manure. At its far end, a guard was busy saddling a big gray horse. Other horses waited in their stalls, dozing or munching the hay that filled their mangers. Though he didn’t see anyone else around, Arden approached quietly just in case, peering into each stall as he passed it. “Lieutenant Sanjik?”

The lieutenant obviously hadn’t heard him coming. He jumped in alarm, half drawing his sword as he whirled around to see who had startled him. Arden took a quick step back, instinctively raising his hands to show he was weaponless. For a moment the two men stared at each other in the dim light, and then the lieutenant relaxed and slid his sword back into its sheath.

“Don’t you know it’s dangerous to sneak up on an armed man like that? Who are you, anyway?”

“I’m Arden. Arden the Minstrel.”

“From back in the palace?” The guard took a step closer before he recognized him. “Oh, so you are. What are you doing here? You didn’t come with us.”

Arden glanced around one more time to make sure no one was listening and lowered his voice just in case. “I galloped through the night on a perilous quest to bring you tidings of treachery and looming disaster.”

“What are you talking about? I don’t have time for poetry. Just tell me plainly why you’re here.”

Arden sighed. “There’s been trouble in the palace. I’ve come to tell you that the queen mother is in danger. You’ve got to help her escape.”

The man frowned. “Escape from what? What kind of trouble?”

Briefly, Arden explained. The guard stared at him all the while, shaking his head in disbelief. “You’re making this up, minstrel. Tell me you’re making it up. Tell me this is part of an elaborate story like the ones I’ve heard you perform at banquets.”

Arden was growing impatient. “I’m going to turn it into a story someday, certainly. But I assure you, I’m not making anything up. And unless you want the tale to be a tragedy ending in the queen mother’s assassination, I suggest you take on the role of the hero and help her escape.”

The lieutenant stared at him for a moment longer as though to make certain Arden was telling the truth. “King Korram’s all right?”

“As far as I know.” Arden’s eyes darted around the stable. “What’s that noise? Is there someone listening?”

Sanjik smiled patiently. “It’s just the horses. We would have seen anyone else come in.”

Arden stared at the light slanting in through the cracks between the boards in the stable wall. Could somebody be eavesdropping on them from outside? Now he heard only the buzzing of a fly, the swish of tails, and a hoof or two stamping in the straw as horses stirred in their stalls, but he was sure he had heard something more. Maybe someone is out there in a corner of the courtyard. Maybe enemies followed me from Sazellia after all, and now they’re hiding, waiting to see what plan Sanjik and I make, waiting for the best chance to attack.

His imagination was getting away from him again. Arden shook his head to clear it. The stress and lack of sleep were affecting his nerves. Of course the rustle he’d heard was merely a horse, as the lieutenant had said.

“So where is the queen mother supposed to escape to?” Sanjik demanded. “Where did the king and the others go?” 

“They were planning to try to cross into Alasia, and if the bridge was guarded, they were going to hide in the Impassables first.” 

“It probably wouldn’t be wise for us to make for the bridge. We’d have to pass through Sazellia to get there, and once the enemies realize their victims escaped, they’ll send search parties out everywhere. Our best bet would probably be to make straight for the mountains, hide there till things have died down, then try to slip across the border later.” The guard frowned, thinking. “About five miles out of Pendren, we’d have a straight shot west to the mountains with no major towns in the way. Or should we go east? Where would we be meeting King Korram, exactly?”

Arden blinked. “Meeting him? I have no idea. He just said the mountains.” They had never actually finalized that part of the plan, he realized. And with the Impassables encircling most of the kingdom in a horseshoe shape, anyone searching randomly was likely to die of old age before he happened to find someone at some unspecified point within the vast range. Of old age, or from one of the many dangers in the Impassables’ depths.

Sanjik threw up his hands in frustration. “So apparently we’re not meeting him. Then what’s the plan? Are we just supposed to find some hidden spot in which to camp indefinitely?”

Arden felt his face turning red. “I don’t know. There wasn’t much time to arrange everything; we had to get out as quickly as possible. I thought you would make a plan.”

The lieutenant sighed. “I don’t believe this. All right. All right, I’ll think of something. We’ll flee to the mountains. We’ll find somewhere to hide. We’ll probably have to stop on the way and buy some sort of disguise for her Majesty, and then maybe we can find a village up in the foothills where no one will come looking. A mining camp, perhaps.” He leaned against the stall door, his brow furrowed in thought. “We’ll have to make sure there’s a spare horse. That carriage isn’t going to get anywhere very fast, let alone be inconspicuous. She’ll start off in the carriage, of course. Then we’ll stop for a rest or something, and when the other guards are off their horses and not watching, she’ll get on one and you and I will gallop away with her.” 

He gave a short laugh and began to pace back and forth. “This is insane. We both know it’s never going to work. Everyone will be after us in an instant; they’ll think we’re kidnapping her.” He turned to glare at Arden. “Come on, minstrel, give me some suggestions here. How are we supposed to do this?”

Arden shrugged. “You’re the lieutenant. I just write songs. What do I know about planning daring rescues and escapes?” 

“Pretend you’re writing a song about one, man! What would you have your characters do?”

Arden considered this. “An interesting approach. I suppose maybe they’d plan a diversion, something to distract the servants and the rest of the guards while they made their escape.”

Floorboards creaked as Sanjik started pacing again. “A diversion. Yes, that would probably be the best way to do it. You’ll start singing a song, and when everyone’s listening, I’ll sneak away with her.”

“And leave me behind? They want to kill me too, you know. Besides, what am I supposed to say to the others when they realize you and the queen are gone?”

“Say you don’t know anything about it. Or better yet, say you saw us leave in the other direction. When they’re looking in the wrong place, come after us. We’ll meet in the foothills.”

This was turning into the most ridiculous plan Arden had ever heard, a hilarious tale that would leave his audience rolling on the floor with laughter because it was so impossible. The lieutenant would stop the queen mother and her whole entourage for a rest after only five miles of travel, Arden would pull out his malute and sing such a distracting song that no one would notice Queen Aleris mounting a horse, royal robes and all; and then the queen was supposed to go galloping away with one of her guards without anyone seeing. Then when they discovered her absence, Arden would make them believe he had seen her disappear in the opposite direction but that for some reason he had decided not to say anything at the time. When they were all searching for her, he would slip off without being noticed and gallop away without being pursued, and get all the way to the foothills without being caught. Then he would somehow find Lieutenant Sanjik and the queen, who would be in disguise by that time; and the three of them would wait in safety — where? In the wilderness? In a village? In one of those mining camps filled with rough gold miners and fugitives from the law? How long would they have to wait? How would they know when it was safe to return? And how would they contact the king? 

The next time he needed material for a comedy piece, he knew what he could write about. But as far as escape plans went, this was terrible. 

The lieutenant pulled a folded map from one of his saddlebags. “You’d better go in and brief the queen, and I’ll figure out exactly where to do this and where we can go.”

“You can’t be serious,” Arden protested. “We’re really going to try it?”

Sanjik spread out the map against his horse’s flank and peered at it in the dim light. “Do you have any better ideas?”

“No, but there must be something else. Something likely to actually work.”

“If you think of anything, I’m listening. I’ll keep working on the details, but in the meantime, you’d better go let Queen Aleris know the situation. Maybe she’ll have a suggestion, too. Otherwise, you’d better start planning a good, distracting diversion song.”

Arden hesitated. The inn would be full of people. What were the chances he could speak to her alone? And if he tried and someone noticed, anybody who was part of the plot would immediately grow suspicious. 

Sanjik glanced impatiently up from his map. “Go! I have to figure this out while I still have time. I need to think, and you need to talk to her.”

Normally Arden looked forward to opportunities to talk to Aleris, but this was hardly a normal situation. With a sigh, he unslung the malute case from his shoulder as he left the stable. Whatever happened, at least he would have music on his side. The instrument’s familiar golden-brown surface was reassuringly smooth under his fingers. He began to tune it as he walked slowly across the courtyard, tightening the pegs until each string sang out in perfect pitch. 

We’re partners, Arden thought, my malute and I. He had made it years ago in his grandfather’s workshop; he kept it oiled and polished and never failed to tune it just right before he played. His fingers brought it to life, brought out the soul hidden in its strings, freed it to fill a room with melody as powerful as an ocean in a raging storm, as peaceful as a crystal-clear mountain lake, as playful as a leaping stream, as delicate as a single raindrop on a flower petal. In return, the malute brought him comfort, confidence, the ability to shape worlds and influence emotions and hold an audience spellbound for however long he cared to do it. The power of poetry and the wonder of words reached their fullest potential when they melded with his malute’s melodious voice. 

Arden ran his fingers across the strings to make sure the sound was perfect. It was. His instrument was ready, but was he? 

He would have to be. He had reached the front door of the inn now, and he resolutely pushed it open.











CHAPTER EIGHT










Waking from an uncomfortable half doze, Kalendria realized the sky had turned from black to pale gray, and birds were starting to chirp from every bush and hedgerow. From somewhere in the distance, a rooster crowed. Cultivated fields stretched all around, with barns and farmhouses scattered here and there across the landscape. In the background, the Impassables rose majestically into the western sky, closer and larger than she was used to seeing them. But it was obvious now that the mountains were still too far away to reach tonight. 

“We’ll have to find somewhere to stop for the day,” Korram called over his shoulder, yawning. Kalendria, who had never stayed up for an entire night before, welcomed the idea. She had been growing increasingly exhausted, hungry, and uncomfortable as the hours went by. Not that she didn’t enjoy sharing a horse with King Jaymin, of course. It was odd how an activity could be both embarrassing and enjoyable at the same time. But she was growing stiff and knew she would be sore tomorrow. Where will we spend the day? There aren’t any inns out here.

Jaymin guided Star up along the dirt road even with Clinja. “I don’t exactly see any convenient hiding places,” he said to Korram. “Do you think it would be safe to just knock at one of the farmhouses and ask a farmer to let us in?”

Korram ran a hand through his hair, considering. “Probably. I can’t imagine the plot extends to many ordinary citizens, at least not this far from Sazellia. I’d hate to put anyone in danger for our sakes, but we’re running out of options.”

“A farmhouse?” Kalendria couldn’t help asking. She had never been in one before, but it didn’t sound like suitable accommodations for royalty.

“Yes, a farmhouse,” Korram snapped. “We’re not in a position to be picky, so don’t complain.”

She glared at her brother, choosing not to give voice to the sharp retort on the tip of her tongue with Jaymin listening. Korram always got grumpy when he was tired.

He turned and led the way down a lane between two fields guarded by tattered scarecrows, stopping before the door of an old brick house. Kalendria unwrapped her arms from Jaymin’s waist and slid off Star’s back first so the Alasian king could dismount more easily. As the others climbed down from their own horses, she hobbled stiffly over to Jasper, who had been limping along behind, Korram holding his reins. Kalendria stroked his nose. “Don’t worry, you’ll get some rest soon.” 

The front door opened, spilling lamplight over them as a man stepped out, a bucket in each hand. He stopped short, obviously startled to see a group of strangers at his doorstep so early in the day. “Oh! Good morning, travelers. Can I help you?” 

“Good morning,” Korram replied. Kalendria could tell her brother was making an effort to be polite now. He usually controlled himself better around strangers than family. “Could we perhaps pay you for a meal and a day’s lodging?”

The man peered at him, and his mouth fell open. “Are you who I think you are? You are, aren’t you?”

Korram smiled regally and held out a hand to display his ring. It wasn’t a signet ring like King Jaymin’s, but it bore the Malornian royal crest, which only a member of the royal family would wear: a hawk with outstretched wings positioned before two crossed spears. 

“I can’t believe it!” The farmer bowed clumsily, his buckets rattling together. “Your Majesty! And — is this the Princess Kalendria? Your Highness, what an honor to meet you.” He bowed again, and Kalendria inclined her head graciously and smiled her best princess smile. The man’s eyes flicked briefly over the other two, obviously not recognizing Jaymin, and came to rest on Korram again. “My name’s Lorr, your Majesty. I’ll be glad to serve you in any way I can. My wife and boys will be thrilled.” He opened the door again and leaned in. “Lia! Rennit! Joss! You’ll never believe who’s here!”

A plump, cheerful-looking woman with graying red hair appeared in the doorway. Her eyes widened as she recognized Korram and Kalendria. She bid them a stammering welcome just as two red-haired boys crowded up behind her. They gawked at the little party and then, at a whisper from their father, bowed awkwardly. 

“Are you really the king of Malorn?” blurted the older one, who looked about Kalendria’s age.

“I really am.” Korram chuckled as the farmer and his wife both cringed at their son’s bad manners. 

“And you came to our house? Why?”

“That’s enough, Rennit.” His father smacked him lightly on the side of the head. “You and Joss go take their horses to the pasture and then milk the cows for me.” He handed his sons the buckets and shooed them off. “I’m awfully sorry, your Majesty.” He ushered the king inside with another bow. “He doesn’t mean any disrespect.”

“That’s quite all right.” Yawning behind his hand, Korram stepped through the doorway, Kalendria just behind. “I realize a visit like this isn’t exactly a normal part of your morning.”

As Jaymin was about to climb the front steps, Kalendria saw Rennit stop him with a hand on his arm. “I can’t believe it,” the boy whispered. “This is so exciting! So tell me, what’s it like?”

“I beg your pardon?” Jaymin sounded puzzled.

“You know. Your job.”

The door swung shut behind Kalendria, but the window beside it was open to the morning breeze. As her brother followed the farmer and his wife down the hall, she couldn’t help lingering for a moment to hear Jaymin’s reply.

“Well, my job is certainly challenging, but I enjoy it.”

“Have you been working at it a long time?”

“A little over five years now.” 

Watching them through the window, Kalendria saw the red-haired boy regarding Jaymin with envy. “Your life must be nothing like mine,” Rennit complained. “I mean, we’re probably about the same age, but look how different we are. How old are you, anyway?”

“I’m seventeen.”

“Me too! And yet I work on a farm, and you work in a palace. Life isn’t fair, is it?”

“Your job is important too,” Jaymin told him. “Where would Malorn be without farmers?”

“I don’t know. That’s not the point.” The boy cocked his head at Jaymin. “You talk different, like you’re not from around here. Like you’re Alasian or something.”

Jaymin smiled. “Very perceptive. I am Alasian.”

“Really? Then how’d you get this job?”

“I inherited it from my father.” 

“Just like me.” Rennit sighed. “When your father’s a farmer, that’s all you ever end up doing.” 

His younger brother prodded him in the back. “Come on. Don’t leave me to do all the work while you stand there blabbing.”

“All right, all right,” said Rennit. “Come on, you two. Are you going to help us or not?” He led the way toward the barn.

Jaymin saw Kalendria watching, and they traded smiles of shared amusement. Jaymin shrugged as though to say, Perhaps it’s safer not to let them know who I really am. He gestured to Erik, and the two of them followed the farm boys toward the barn with Star and the other horses. 

Kalendria looked around at the house’s dim interior as she followed the glow of lamplight down the hall. She noted the bare floorboards and lack of tapestries on the walls. A glance into the sitting room showed rough-hewn furniture and a fireplace with no ornamental grate. This would not be a very pleasant place to rest for the day. She hoped there were at least comfortable bedrooms somewhere.

She found her brother sitting at a table in a large kitchen while the farmer and his wife bustled about nervously. Where’s the dining room? Do they really expect us to sit right in the kitchen like servants? 

Nobody stepped forward to pull out a chair for her, and now Kalendria noticed that there weren’t any in the room, only wobbly stools. She perched on the one across from Korram, adjusting her skirts and trying to make herself comfortable. Why don’t they bring out chairs? Even commoners could do better than this for royal guests, especially royal guests exhausted from a night of travel. Of course, the family hadn’t known they were coming, but they ought to be rushing around now, bringing out the best of everything they had. There wasn’t even a cloth over the table. Kalendria eyed the battered tin dishes and faded napkins stacked on a shelf and wondered why her brother didn’t tell them a few things about serving royalty. Then again, Korram had never cared all that much about the finer details of palace life. 

Lia turned from her sizzling frying pan to address the king. “Will your servants be eating breakfast with you as well, your Majesty?”

Korram replied tactfully that they were all hungry and that they hoped their hosts would give them the pleasure of their company as well. Pleasure? Kalendria thought.

Lorr brought around a bowl and a pitcher of water so they could wash their hands while his wife broke more eggs into her pan. 

King Jaymin came in a few minutes later, accompanied by Rennit and Joss. The brothers stood around fidgeting until their mother put them to work setting the table and filling pitchers with the milk they had brought. 

Kalendria glanced around for the bodyguard, but he was nowhere to be seen. “Where’s Erik?”

“Taking a look around,” Jaymin told her in a low voice. “He wanted to check the area for danger.”

Finally they started in on a meal of bread and butter, scrambled eggs with sausage, fresh milk, and apricots from a tree outside the front door. Kalendria had to admit that although the fare was simple, it didn’t taste as bad as she had feared, considering the plainness of their surroundings.

Erik slipped into the room partway through breakfast and joined them at the table without a word. Jaymin glanced at him, eyebrows raised in a question, and Erik gave a tiny shake of his head as though to say that he’d seen nothing to be concerned about.

The meal was silent and awkward, the travelers too tired and hungry to talk much as they ate and the family obviously too uncomfortable. Kalendria missed the music she was used to during meals. Though she supposed commoners probably couldn’t afford to hire musicians, the scraping of forks on plates sounded awfully loud without minstrels providing entertainment in the background.

At last Korram pushed his empty plate away and gave their hosts a tired smile. “Thank you. That was delicious.”

I wouldn’t go that far. But Kalendria stopped herself from saying the words aloud. She didn’t want King Jaymin to think she was ungrateful.

“My friends and I would like to rest here for the day, if you don’t mind,” her brother continued. “We’ll be on our way again this evening.”

“Of course, Sire.” The farmer must have wondered what the king was doing way out here with no guards and so few attendants, and why he would choose to stay in a farmhouse, but he asked no questions. “You’re all most welcome.”

“Take our bed, if you like,” his wife put in.

Korram shook his head. “Let my sister have it. I have too much on my mind to sleep today.” Kalendria hoped that wasn’t true, for all of their sakes. The last thing she wanted was to spend tonight traveling with an even grumpier, more sleep-deprived Korram.

“Our room is this way, your Highness.” Lia led the way out of the kitchen, obviously never having heard that princesses didn’t follow commoners. “You two had better come as well,” she called over her shoulder to Jaymin and Erik.

She opened the only other door in sight, and Kalendria glimpsed a small, plain bedroom. “I hope you’ll be comfortable, my lady.” To Jaymin and Erik, she pointed out a ladder off to one side. “My boys sleep up there in the attic. I daresay their beds will do for you.”

A king, sleeping in an attic? Kalendria gave Jaymin a sympathetic look. Should she tell this woman who he really was? But he had chosen not to, and it seemed there wasn’t anywhere else for him to sleep in any case.

“I’m sure it will be very comfortable, madam. Thank you.” Jaymin started up the rickety steps while Erik held the ladder steady from below.

The bedroom was as lacking in basic necessities as the rest of the house. Why isn’t there a dressing table or even a mirror? Kalendria sat down on the bed to pull off her sandals and felt something pricking her. What in the world is in this mattress? Not feathers, obviously. Peeling back the blankets and sheets to investigate, she discovered straw poking through the coarse fabric. Grimacing in distaste, she lay down gingerly. Yes, the bed was as uncomfortable as she had feared, not to mention much smaller than her bed back home, and it rustled with the slightest movement. 

Kalendria sighed. As if it wasn’t enough that someone had tried to kill her a few hours ago, now she wasn’t likely to even get a good day’s sleep. How much worse could life get?











CHAPTER NINE










Chairs and sofas stood empty before the large, cold fireplace, and no one sat at the innkeeper’s desk by the wall. But Arden could hear voices and the clink of dishes from the dining room beyond. Lifting his malute into position, he strummed a few soft chords as he moved toward the doorway.

Queen Aleris, gorgeous in a striking crimson gown, sat at the head of a long table full of attendants. She was engaged in merry conversation with two of the women seated near her. The jewels at her neck and in her dark hair glinted in the sunlight streaming through the windows, and an anthem about radiant beauty surged into Arden’s mind. 

The innkeeper and his wife bustled around filling plates and cups as the women chattered away over their meal. Then Queen Aleris looked up and saw him standing in the doorway. “Arden! What are you doing here?”

Silence fell as all heads turned toward him. 

Be casual. Nothing’s wrong. Don’t let anyone suspect you’re concerned, he reminded himself. And don’t play that anthem, either. He felt his cheeks warm at the thought.

“Good morning, your Majesty.” He forced a smile, a bow, and a cheerful trill of the strings. “I thought I’d surprise you by showing up to provide some entertainment for your return journey.” He hummed a random snatch of song, fingers dancing up and down the strings. 

The women exchanged pleased glances, murmuring with interest. The prospect of spending hours in a carriage on a hot road had just become more appealing.

The queen mother, however, was frowning, obviously puzzled. She was no fool. She must know Arden would have had to ride through much of the night to arrive by this hour of the morning, and she could probably tell by his manner that he wasn’t here for mere entertainment. And did she recognize her son’s cloak hanging from his shoulders? 

“Please, your Majesty, ladies, don’t let me disturb your breakfast.” Arden found an extra chair in the corner and sat down. “I’ll just provide some music for your meal, if you’ll allow me.” He began a soothing little melody to calm his nerves while he tried to think what to do.

The women returned to their breakfast, and Arden tried not to look at their food. He hadn’t eaten since last night, but he was too anxious to feel hungry, and his stomach clenched at the thought of eating.

Though the queen mother said nothing, she kept throwing him speculative glances. Arden hoped she wouldn’t ask any questions. Even calling him aside into another room would rouse people's suspicions. How could he keep her from doing that, from saying anything? 

Part of an old song — not one of his — popped into his mind along with the thought, and instinctively he began to play it. 

Ask me no question, I'll tell you no lie, 

Oh, you mustn’t ask how and you mustn’t ask why. 

The words ran through his mind, though he didn’t sing them aloud. He played the notes, and then he played them again, and then he played just the ask me no question part once more. Did Queen Aleris know the song? Would she understand? He glanced up and saw her looking at him, and their eyes met briefly before she turned back to her plate. In that quick glance, he was sure he had seen comprehension. She understood now that something was going on that she couldn't ask him about.

The ladies were chattering away again over their eggs and bread and fruit, though the queen was silent now. Arden tried to think. How could he tell her what she needed to know without actually telling her anything? 

Maybe he could use another song. What could he play that would communicate the danger they were in?

A second song — one of his own this time — jumped into his mind and through his fingers almost before he consciously intended to play it. 

Danger! Danger! Do you realize 

That enemies surround you, though they’re hidden from your eyes?

That was from an adventure story he had written for Princess Kalendria’s seventh birthday. The young princess had loved his musical tale about a family of foxes who pretended to make friends with a family of squirrels while planning to feast on them in the end. One squirrel discovered the plot and had the difficult job of convincing the others of the peril they were in. Arden knew the queen would remember that song, because Kalendria had insisted he perform it over and over until finally she could sing every line along with him. Her brother still teased her about it now and again.

Sure enough, the queen was gazing at him in alarm. Arden quickly lowered his eyes, hoping that she would do the same before anyone else noticed. 

What should he play next? His fingers wandered anxiously over the strings until the air seemed to thrum with anxiety and the queen’s attendants began shifting uncomfortably in their seats, growing nervous without knowing why. He forced himself to start strumming a more cheerful tune, though it didn’t match his mood. 

All right. The queen knew that she was in danger, and she knew she couldn’t ask him anything. Now he needed to tell her the plan. The absurd, unrealistic plan that had almost no hope of succeeding. Without even meaning to, Arden found himself fingering out a funny little tune that would be just right for the comedic poem he might someday write about it. 

But no. He had to stop thinking like that. Unless he could find a way to ask her Majesty if she had a better idea, the lieutenant’s plan was probably their only hope. If it didn’t succeed, Arden would most likely end up dead, so there would be no comedic poem in any case.

Another snatch of song slipped into his mind, and he let it slip out of his fingers and through the strings again.

My life was in the soldier’s hands,

He would not let me down.

The bravest knight in many lands — 

That was probably a bit of an exaggeration, but maybe it got the idea across. 

Arden couldn’t tell if the queen understood. He hadn’t sung that song in court for over a year. Maybe she didn’t remember the words. And even if she did, how would she know which of the guards he was talking about? Was there a song about a lieutenant that he could use?

There was, Arden remembered, and in spite of his anxiety he smiled to think of it. Back when the Malornian army was preparing to invade Alasia, he had stood at a window with the queen and princess, watching the troops march past. Korram was gone with the Mountain Folk, and the three of them were practically Rampus’s prisoners in the palace. Little did Arden know at the time that a few days later he would be an actual prisoner. But he saw how anxious Princess Kalendria felt, and on the spur of the moment he came up with a silly little song to lighten the mood and mock the various ranks of soldiers. 

Arden tickled the strings and recalled the part about the lieutenant.

Little old lieutenant, 

Marching down the road

Thinks his sword and shiny shield

Make a heavy load.

Princess Kalendria had been eleven at the time — too old for silly songs like that — but it had made her smile anyway. And now Arden saw that the queen was chuckling, quickly disguising it as a cough, but chuckling just the same. She remembered. Not every ridiculous word, he hoped, but perhaps the important one at least. Lieutenant.

Now he just had to explain the plan. How in the world was he supposed to do that? He let the malute wonder along with him, soft notes like question marks wandering into the room one by one. If only there was a song that said when we stop for a rest and I start singing, get on a horse and gallop away with Lieutenant Sanjik. Well, by the time this was over — if they got through it alive — he would make sure there was such a song. But that couldn’t help them now.

We must escape before they catch us.

That was another line from the squirrel story. But unlike the Danger! part, it used the same tune as a number of other lines, and even as Arden played it, he knew it was unlikely the queen would understand. Sure enough, he saw only confusion on her face this time.

What now? Aha! He knew just the thing. It was a folk song, not one he had written, but it would do.

The mountains, the mountains are calling to me,

Their shimmering peaks white with snow

“Traveler, come, you must come to me,”

And my heart knows I surely must go.

The queen wasn’t the only one present who knew that tune. One of her women turned around and smiled. “I love that song! I’ve always wanted to visit the mountains. Could you play it again?”

He played it again, singing all four verses aloud this time. The innkeeper, bustling into the room with another platter of fruit, joined in slightly off key. Arden forced a smile, though it set his nerves on edge. He was strung too tightly, like a malute whose strings were close to snapping. It was getting harder to think what to do, what to play. He just needed to talk to Queen Aleris, and yet he couldn’t. Even the women in here might be enemies. Any one of them could speak to any of the guards, who might also be enemies, and any of the guards could decide that Arden knew too much and kill him along with the queen mother.

Sanjik. Lieutenant Sanjik could talk to her. Why hadn’t they thought of that? The lieutenant could pull her aside to discuss their plans for the journey home, and then he could explain what was happening and what they were to do. Of course!

Arden rose to his feet and bowed. “Your Majesty, ladies, enjoy the rest of your breakfast. I’ll see you in the carriage.” Returning the malute to its case, he backed out of the room before anyone could ask why he was leaving so abruptly.











CHAPTER TEN










When Arden stepped outside again, the courtyard was bustling. The royal carriage stood near the door, six horses already harnessed to it. Servants and guards were saddling other horses and loading luggage as they prepared to depart. But Lieutenant Sanjik was not in sight.

Arden hurried over to the stable and peered in. No sign of him there either, though he saw that someone had unsaddled Comet and led her into one of the stalls, where she was enjoying a meal of fresh hay.

Back out in the courtyard, Arden approached one of the guards. “Excuse me. Have you seen the lieutenant anywhere?”

“Sanjik? Yes, he went out not long ago. Said something about inspecting the road and maybe choosing a different route.”

So Sanjik was working on his part of the plan. Good. But when would he back? Very soon, surely, considering that the queen was nearly finished with breakfast. I’ll go find him. It will be easier to talk out on the street.

The road was nearly deserted once again; Arden supposed most people must be at work for the day. He still wasn’t completely convinced that no one had followed him here from Sazellia, but if anyone had, there was no sign of them now. There was no sign of Sanjik either, but he knew the guard must have turned right out of the gate, so he started down the road in that direction.

But Arden stopped short as a thought struck him. What if someone was following me at a distance, and they’re still approaching? They might find Sanjik. They might attack him while he was alone out there.

Arden’s heart began pounding again. The lieutenant could be in danger at that very moment. He could even be dead already. Then who will help me rescue Queen Aleris? 

She’ll see you as a hero if you can do it on your own, he thought in spite of himself. But that was stupid. How could I possibly rescue her on my own? Besides, if the enemy had captured or killed Sanjik, they would certainly be coming after Arden next.

Now he wished the road was busier. Nobody was likely to commit a crime with lots of people around. But when it was deserted like this — 

A rustle made Arden jump and clutch his malute to his chest protectively. He whirled around and stared into the trees, the same trees among which he had stopped to rest earlier. His eyes searched the gloom beneath the boughs, anxiety making his heart thud. Someone had been tracking him after all! They had figured out that he’d been there. They were lurking among the trees right now, searching for clues as to where he had gone next. At any moment they would step out and see him standing here, and then they would —

But no, that was silly. Why would a tracker stop there? If someone were really tailing him, surely they would have followed him all the way to the inn.

But maybe they were about to. In which case the queen was in immediate danger. In which case they could still emerge from the trees at any moment and see him. In which case he had better get out of here. But should he run back to the inn and warn the queen, or should he run forward and find Sanjik first? 

Arden froze, his heart pounding with indecision. 

I'm not a warrior. I'm not a hero. What do I know about facing danger? 

But surely he was being ridiculous. Why should anyone be hiding among the trees? The sound had probably just been a squirrel, or the whisper of wind in the leaves. He was letting his imagination run away with him again. 

“Minstrel!”

Arden jumped so violently that his feet actually left the ground. He felt the jar of his shoes against the cobblestones as he came back down, gasping, staring into the trees for the source of the whispered voice. Did I imagine it? No, surely not! He was certain he had heard someone calling to him.

“Wh-who’s there?” he managed to gasp. But there was no response. Probably the person hadn’t heard him; he had barely heard his own frightened voice.

There’s no reason to assume the worst. If an enemy is in there, he would just have attacked. He wouldn’t be calling to me. 

Arden tottered across the street, his legs shaky. He might as well face his fear and figure out what, if anything, was going on. There might be no one there, or it might be Sanjik, or it might be a messenger from King Korram. Either way, he had to find out. Otherwise, with every step he took, Arden would be darting glances over his shoulder to see if someone was following him. 

Resolutely, Arden forced himself to the edge of the road, though not too close to the trees, and peered among the trunks. “Hello? Is — is someone there? Did someone call me?”

“Minstrel! Come here!”

This time the whisper was unmistakable. Arden leaped back. “What do you want?” he managed, his throat dry. 

Was that a bit of fabric sticking out from behind one of the trees? Like a part of someone’s sleeve, perhaps? He dared not step close enough to find out.

There was a pause, and he thought he heard people whispering together. Arden glanced around again. Whatever was happening, no one else was nearby to see.

It happened so fast that he didn’t even have time to cry out. Before he knew what was going on, someone leaped at him, clapped a hand over his mouth, and knocked him flat on his back on the road. Then two more people appeared, seizing him by the arms and dragging him into the shadows among the trees.

He had been right after all! I knew I should have listened to my imagination! Panicking, Arden kicked and struggled. His malute case, dangling from its strap around his shoulder, bumped along the ground and snagged on brush as his captors pulled him further from the road. The instrument would be damaged if they weren’t careful. 

He flailed and twisted, desperate to escape. For an instant the hand over his mouth slipped aside, and he yelled at the top of his lungs. “Help! Help! He-” His cries were muffled as someone grabbed him by the hair and slapped a hand over his mouth again. 

“Shut up, minstrel,” a voice hissed. They dumped him on the ground in a cluster of bushes, damp with dew, still gripping his arms and legs. “The whole town’s going to hear you.”

Good! Arden struggled with all his strength. I hope the whole town does hear me. Or at least Sanjik. Someone has to save me. I’m about to be slain and there won’t even be anyone to write a sad song about it. His malute case was lying half under him, one of the buckles digging into his spine, and he hoped desperately that the instrument was still all right. Maybe a passerby would find it later beside his body and give it to someone who knew how to play it.

“Stop that!” a voice growled into his ear. “Sit still!”

But Arden couldn’t, wouldn’t stop struggling. How could he sit still when he was about to be murdered?

Then he heard the sound he had been dreading. The sound that he referred to so casually in so many of his stories. The sound that usually meant the hero was about to arise and fight for what was right, or the villain for what was wrong. It was the soft sliding of a sword being pulled from its sheath.

With a last valiant effort born of desperation, Arden managed to wrench one arm free. Without pausing to think about what he was doing, he reached down and seized the leather case by its neck, swinging it up and around with all the strength his terror lent him. It wouldn’t swing very far, because the strap was still fastened across his shoulder, but it didn’t need to. The figure whose hand covered his mouth was bending right over him. Arden aimed for the man’s head, and the malute impacted with a satisfyingly solid whump. The hand slipped from his mouth as the figure fell back with a muffled oath. 

But Arden forgot to yell for help again, instead crying out in dismay at the loud crack he had heard from within the leather case. In the instant it took him to forget about his poor injured malute and remember that his own life was in danger, one of the men pinned his arm down again and another clamped a hand back over his mouth. 

No! Arden’s thoughts were full of despair. I’ve failed Queen Aleris. Once they’ve killed me, there will be nothing to stop them from assassinating her. This is the only really important mission I’ve ever undertaken, and it’s ending in failure and tragedy and a ruined malute. 

His last thought before he felt the sword’s sharp tip against his throat was Why couldn’t I at least have saved Aleris first? Then I would have died a hero. That would have made a good song. But nobody would ever sing it now, and definitely not on this malute. A tear of regret slipped down his cheek, and Arden finally stopped struggling and closed his eyes, surrendering to the inevitable.











CHAPTER ELEVEN










Kalendria untangled her limbs from the coarse blanket and struggled out of bed. Her dreams had been disturbing, full of death and nameless danger, leaving her drenched in a cold sweat and more exhausted than when she lay down.

She smoothed out her gown, irritated to find that it was full of creases. Annoyed at the lack of a mirror, she ran her hands over her hair, which she guessed must be in complete disarray. For the first time in her life, no servant was available to help make sure she looked presentable. How embarrassing that everyone would see her this way.

If this was what adventures were like, Kalendria couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to live in one. Why did none of Arden’s stories mention all the inconveniences? And it would only get worse in the mountains, where there would not even be farmhouses to sleep in. What will we do there? Camp out on the slopes like Mountain Folk? Dismayed at the thought, Kalendria sat back down on the rustling bed, rested her forehead in her hands, and sighed.

But that didn’t make life any better. Finally she got up again, slid her feet back into her sandals, and ventured out to find Korram and King Jaymin and something to eat.

Everything was quiet in the house. The trapdoor was closed, and she heard no sound from the attic. Through a window, she glimpsed the two farm boys at work in a field, picking crops or pulling up weeds, she wasn’t sure which. In the sitting room, Korram sprawled fast asleep on the wooden couch with his cloak draped over him like a blanket, booted feet propped up on the sofa’s arm. 

The aroma of fresh coffee and baking bread wafted from the kitchen, so Kalendria poked her head in and saw the farmer’s wife bending to pull a round loaf out of the oven. Turning, the woman saw her and did her best to curtsy with the tray still in hand. “My lady! I hope you slept well.”

“Not really.” Kalendria sat down on one of the stools that no one had bothered to replace with a real chair and forced a smile, hoping it looked reasonably authentic. A princess had a certain image to keep up, after all.

“Can I get you anything?” Lia looked flustered, obviously wondering how she was supposed to entertain a princess. “I’ve just brewed a pot of coffee, and there’s a fresh loaf of bread ready now.” She indicated the one she was holding.

“I’ll take some of each, I suppose.” It wasn’t much of a meal, but Kalendria was hungry, and the coffee would help her wake up. 

She watched Lia pour the dark liquid into a chipped clay mug and stir in a little cream. Why doesn’t she ask if I want sugar? Lia sliced the bread and set a piece on a plate, bringing it to the table along with a dish of butter. She obviously expected Kalendria to butter her own bread, just like that morning. She knows who I am. Why is she so determined not to treat me like a princess?

Thinking of how she was not being treated reminded Kalendria that today was her birthday. It was supposed to be her best birthday ever, with the biggest party she had ever had and the first ball held in her honor. She had been looking forward to it for months. Anya had made her a new gown for the event: sky blue silk, trimmed with jewels and lace in exquisite designs. There would have been a banquet in Kalendria’s honor, featuring all the tastiest delicacies that Malorn’s finest chefs knew how to make. She would have spent hours dancing to her favorite music — mostly with King Jaymin, she had hoped — and receiving gifts from nobles and dignitaries and their families from all over the kingdom. Nobles and dignitaries and their families who were probably wondering where in the world the guest of honor had disappeared to.

Instead, here she was with nothing but unsweetened coffee and a slice of unbuttered bread, sitting in the house of strangers who had no idea what a special day it was supposed to be and wouldn’t have cared in any case. Tears pricked at the corners of Kalendria’s eyes. 

A sound at the doorway distracted her before the tears could fall or she could give Lia a piece of her mind. She turned to see Korram shuffling into the kitchen, the dark circles under his eyes attesting to his exhaustion. His tunic was askew, and his hair stuck out in every direction the way it always did when he first woke up or when he ran his fingers through it. 

Lia turned, flustered all over again. “Your Majesty! Good afternoon.”

He grumbled a greeting and reached for an extra mug. She hastened to pour in coffee and cream, and Korram gulped from it without bothering to stir. He plopped onto a stool beside Kalendria and worked his way toward the bottom of the cup, visibly waking up a little more with each swallow. 

Lia disappeared, probably unable to take the awkwardness of sharing a room with a drowsy king whose hair so badly needed combing. Kalendria watched her brother moodily, resisting the urge to smooth his hair down as Mother would have done. Korram, who scarcely spared a thought for his appearance at the best of times, would only snap at her and pull away. Fine. Make these people respect us even less than they already do. Why should I care?

His cup empty, Korram got up and refilled it. He helped himself to her untouched slice of bread, buttering it himself. When it was gone and his second cup was empty, he refilled his mug once more and then sat back down with a contented sigh. “That’s better. I’m ready to face the world now. I’m not sure how I’m going to manage without coffee up in the mountains, though.” He smiled at her. “How are you doing, Little Sister? You look tired. Have you had any coffee yet?”

“No, I haven’t had coffee.” She glared at him. “That woman didn’t give me any sugar, and you know I don’t like coffee without sugar. Why are they treating us like commoners, and why do you put up with it? The food is plain and they don’t serve it properly, I hardly got any sleep on that horrible mattress bristling with straw, and they won’t even bring us chairs to sit on. Royals should not have to put up with this sort of treatment.”

Frowning, Korram leaned back to push the kitchen door shut, but Kalendria didn’t care if anyone heard. “And here I am forced to spend my birthday in a hovel without so much as a hairbrush.” The tears spilled over, and she dug out her handkerchief and swiped at them furiously.

Korram’s expression softened. “With everything that happened, I forgot it’s your birthday.” He reached over and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I’m sorry you couldn’t have the celebration you planned.”

For an instant she debated whether to jerk angrily away from him or sob on her brother’s shoulder. She settled for wiping her eyes again and leaning against him with a sigh. 

“If it’s any consolation, your hair probably looks ten times better than mine does,” he said. 

In spite of everything, Kalendria couldn’t hold back a chuckle. “Only ten? Then it must really be bad.”

He took another sip of coffee. “Seriously, though, this house is a far cry from a hovel. You’ve been so sheltered that I can understand you’d miss your palace luxuries, but this is how most Malornians live.”

“Luxuries?” Kalendria pulled away to scowl at him. “I’m not asking for gold or jewels. Just sugar and chairs and a comfortable bed.”

“Sugar is expensive. It’s not something an average farming family can afford to keep on hand. And have you seen any chairs here? Stools are all they have. Same with the beds. You got the most comfortable one in the house. I slept on a narrow wooden sofa, Jaymin used what looked like a fairly thin pallet up on the floor of the attic, and while the rest of us have been asleep, Erik has spent the morning patrolling outside to make sure no one is coming to kill us. Meanwhile, Lorr left his fields half plowed to ride to Sazellia at my request and find out what’s happening there, and Lia has been cooking and cleaning and worrying that her home isn’t good enough for royalty. They’ve never seen a servant interacting with a member of the royal family, so it wouldn’t occur to them that we don’t normally slice our own fruit or butter our own bread or do all the little tasks most Malornians do for themselves at every meal. But they’re sacrificing for us and giving us the best they have. I doubt they normally bake more than one loaf in a day, but Lia made a second one so she would have something to offer us when we got up. And did you notice what happened at breakfast? The family all ate the tiniest of servings so that we could have second helpings.”

Kalendria stared down at her still untouched cup of coffee. “I didn’t realize all that.”

“You need to get out of the palace more often.” She could hear the smile in her brother’s voice.

She took a sip, making a face at the coffee’s strong, bitter taste. “I just hate feeling as though I’m not a princess any more.”

Korram sipped his own coffee, obviously enjoying it much more than she was. “This reminds me of when I traveled into the Impassables to try to recruit my Mountain Folk army when I was about your age. Nobody up there treated me like the Prince of Malorn, and I had to deal with all sorts of hardships. Almost dying of cold and starvation in a blizzard, for example, which just might be even worse than going without sugar and a hairbrush.” He gave her a teasing nudge. “But I came to realize that my circumstances don’t determine who I am. Whatever else I can’t control, I can still choose who I’m going to be and how I’ll react to what happens to me. Even Rampus couldn’t take that away. It gave me extra strength and determination at the time, and I’ve tried to live in the light of that realization ever since.” 

Kalendria dipped a spoon into her cup and stirred it slowly, feeling her brother’s words revolve through her mind like the swirling liquid. The idea of staying in complete control of something, of knowing she could always make that choice, no matter what — that was appealing. She wanted what her brother was describing. 

And she made up her mind. I may not be able to control what happens to me, but I can control how I react to it. She would be gracious. She would be dignified. She would remain in control of her words and actions. Whoever was trying to take over Malorn might win a victory in the government, but Kalendria would win her own personal victory by refusing to allow those circumstances to make her less than she wanted to be. 

She picked up her cup and took a long drink, focusing on how pleasant the warm liquid felt going down her throat. 

The kitchen door opened and King Jaymin stepped in. “Good morning. Or I suppose it’s good afternoon, now. I thought I smelled fresh coffee.”

“Hello.” Kalendria got up and poured another cup. “Would you like cream?”

He looked surprised. “Yes, but you don’t have to serve me.”

“I choose to.” She smiled and brought him the cup as her brother grinned. “I hope you slept well.”

“Better than I would have expected.” He looked around. “Is Erik still out there?”

“Not any more.” Erik appeared behind him in the doorway, his booted feet somehow soundless on the wooden floor. “I’ve seen no sign of any guards or soldiers so far. Lorr’s just come back.”

Jaymin passed him coffee and bread, and the bodyguard joined them at the table. A moment later, they all heard the front door open and shut. Lorr and Lia’s voices spoke briefly in the hall, and then their footsteps hurried toward the kitchen.

Korram nodded a greeting as they entered the room. “Please, join us.” He pulled out stools for them as though it had been his own home and the farmer and his wife were the guests. “What did you find out?” 

Lorr bowed to Korram and Kalendria and then sat down, looking worried. “Sazellia’s in an uproar, your Majesty. People are saying you’re dead, that someone assassinated your whole family last night.” He stared anxiously at Korram as though for confirmation that it wasn’t true. 

“Someone tried to,” Korram admitted. “That’s why we’re here. I hope you didn’t mention that you’d seen us.”

“No, your Majesty; you told me not to.”

“Good. What else did you find out?”

“Not much, I’m afraid, Sire. Everyone’s frightened and confused, but no one seems to know anything. Palace guards are riding everywhere, looking for whoever they think was behind it.”

Or pretending to while they really look for us, Kalendria thought.

“Almost everyone has a guess about who did you in, though,” Lorr added, trying to be helpful. “The Alasians, bandits, rebels from our own government, the military, a secret society of assassins — but no one seems to know anything for sure.”

“What about our mother?” The question had been at the front of Kalendria’s mind since they’d left. “Did you see any sign of her? Were there any hints as to whether she’s been — if she escaped too?”

“I’m afraid I didn’t hear anything about her, your Highness.”

“Thank you for your help,” said Korram. “I can’t tell you how much we appreciate this. If you’ll be so kind as to let us stay in your home until dark, we’ll start on our way again this evening.”

“Please, Sire, stay as long as you like,” the farmer urged. His wife nodded her agreement. 

But Korram shook his head. “It isn’t safe for us to linger this close to the city, and it wouldn’t be safe for you if we were found here. We’ll be off tonight, assuming our injured horse is well enough. If you can spare us some food for our journey, that’s all I ask.”

While Erik kept watch outside once again, Kalendria, Korram, and Jaymin spent the rest of the afternoon in the farmhouse’s humble sitting room, speculating about what was happening back in Sazellia. Had the person behind the plot stepped forward? Or did the palace sit leaderless for now? Surely their would-be assassin wouldn’t wait long before making a move, but what move would that be? 

“I imagine he wants to make sure we won’t show up again at some inconvenient moment,” Kalendria said. She couldn’t forget how the palace guards, paid to protect the royal family, had shot at them as they fled. Are people out there right now trying to find and kill me?

Korram paced back and forth across the room, pausing at the window. He peered through a crack in the curtains at the fields and scattered farmhouses outside. “Soldiers and guards must be scouring the kingdom for us — for me, especially.”

“We’ll be safe once we get to Alasia,” Jaymin pointed out. 

“Perhaps, but it will take time to get there, and we’ll have to keep looking over our shoulders the whole way.” Korram glanced at his friend. “The safest thing we can do for now is to make for the mountains as quickly as possible. It will be much harder for anyone to find us up there than here in the Lowlands. After things have died down a bit, we can cross into Alasia through the Western Wilderness.”

That evening, the boys helped their father fill a bag with apricots while their mother packed an extra loaf of bread and some hardboiled eggs, along with a few baked potatoes. “I’m sorry we haven’t more food on hand to give you,” Lia apologized. She looked helplessly around her kitchen at bags of flour, beans, and corn that sat along the wall. “Anything else, you would need to cook. I wish we could do more.”

Out by the barn, Jaymin and Erik helped the farm boys saddle up their horses while Korram tied the bags of food together and draped them across Clinja’s bare back like saddlebags. Examining Jasper’s leg by lantern light, Kalendria saw that it looked much better. She was both relieved and secretly disappointed that she and Jaymin would no longer have to ride together.

“We appreciate all you’ve done for us.” Korram clasped all four of their hosts by the hand in turn. 

A few hours ago, Kalendria would have thought, All you’ve done? But she had made her choice. So she smiled and shook hands with the family too, thanking Lia for her hospitality and generosity. The boys both blushed bright red and stared at the ground when she took their hands.

Korram handed Lorr two gold coins. “Someday I hope to thank you properly, but this will have to do for now.” 

The man’s jaw dropped in astonishment. “Sire, the food isn’t worth half this.” 

“Perhaps not, but your loyalty is worth far more. Promise me that you won’t tell anyone we were here. Our lives might depend on it, and yours too.” 

Kalendria struggled onto Star’s back. There was no mounting block, and it would have been nice if someone had offered her a leg up. But she reminded herself that no one here was a professional groom, and they didn’t have reason to think of that.

As they turned their horses down the dirt lane between two fields, Rennit hurried after Jaymin. “Come back this way sometime if you can,” he urged. “I never did get to hear much about what it’s like to be a king’s servant.”

Jaymin chuckled. “Sometime perhaps I’ll be back. But if we do have the chance to talk again, you might be in for a surprise.” He turned and trotted off before the farm boy could ask what he meant.

For the next few hours the ground rose gradually as they rode through dark farmland, making for the even darker peaks against the starry sky. Kalendria had never seen this many stars before from the city, and she couldn’t help craning her neck to stare up at them. They filled the sky like burning grains of sand flicked across a sheet of deep blue velvet. Come to think of it, that would make a lovely design on real velvet. She would have to mention the idea to Anya sometime. Perhaps a long-sleeved winter gown, midnight blue with tiny gold and silver stars embroidered all over it. Yes, and she could wear it with her high-heeled silver slippers.

The ground started to rise more steeply, and the single-family farms were replaced by larger coffee plantations. They finally stopped in the foothills and dismounted to stretch their legs before sitting down for a small midnight meal between rows of coffee bushes. 

Kalendria wrapped her cloak around herself, about to comment on the cold and lack of a table and chairs. “I’m glad we thought to bring cloaks with us,” she chose to say instead.

Korram handed out eggs and apricots, a little soft now after their bumpy ride. Kalendria ate her share of the fruit and then examined her egg in the moonlight. How do servants peel them? 

Jaymin was turning his own egg over and over in his hands as though looking for an opening. “I think we’re supposed to start by striking them with something hard to break the shell.”

“Yes, like this.” Korram tapped his on a rock and started breaking off chipped pieces of shell. When Kalendria tried, the pieces didn’t come away as easily, and the ones that did took chunks of egg white with them. 

“Stop laughing.” Jaymin, who was having the same problem, glared at his bodyguard in mock sternness.

Erik, who had peeled and eaten his own egg already, raised an eyebrow at the Alasian king. “Did you hear me laugh?”

“You’re laughing inside. I can tell.” Jaymin took a bite and then made a face and picked a fragment of shell out of his mouth.

Kalendria saw her brother grin in the starlight. “You’re both going to have to learn some new skills on this journey.”

Mother would say that doing things for ourselves is a good character-building experience, Kalendria reflected, prying off the last bits of shell. Her mother had words of wisdom for every situation. Though she could be domineering at times and took more interest in others’ business than most people preferred, Mother always knew what to do and how best to approach any problem. I’d feel a lot better if she were here. If only they had specified a place to meet. What would happen if they couldn’t find each other? 

Erik kicked dirt over the eggshells and apricot pits to hide the evidence that they’d been there, and then the four of them swung themselves back into their saddles to resume their journey. Eventually they left the coffee plantations behind, and Kalendria realized that they were truly in the wilderness for the first time in her life. The thought was frightening but a little exciting at the same time.

When the stars eventually grew dim and the sky pale, they decided to stop for the day in a narrow valley full of rocks and bushes. A shallow brook ran down the middle of it, and they drank thirstily from the icy water.

Kalendria patted Star’s neck as the mare quenched her thirst from the brook. It was strange to see her familiar horse in such unfamiliar surroundings, but she was glad Star was here. She was a little piece of home on this uncomfortable journey.

“We had better not all sleep at once,” the bodyguard said as the others found places to lie down on the grass. “I’ll stay up and watch for danger for the first few hours.”

“Are you sure?” King Jaymin asked. “You’re the only one who didn’t sleep at all earlier. I don’t mind going first.”

“I’m sure. I may not get any sleep in the daylight anyway.”

Jaymin stretched out on the ground. “I’ll take the next turn, then.”

Korram rolled himself up in his cloak. “Wake me when you can’t keep your eyes open any longer, and I’ll do the last shift before dusk.”

Erik hiked up the nearest slope on foot to take a look around while the rest of them settled themselves for the day. 

Kalendria pulled the green cloak over herself and tossed aside a few rocks hiding in her makeshift bed on the dewy grass. We should have brought blankets and pillows. She had never slept on the ground before, and now she wished for the straw mattress that had seemed so uncomfortable earlier. It was strange to lie there under the open sky, listening to the rushing of the stream and feeling the breeze on her face as she watched the sunlight paint the mountains blue and brown and a dozen shades of green. The grass and bushes were full of the cheeping and chirping of birds and insects, and lizards and squirrels darted about in the brush nearby. Her brother lay a few feet away, with Jaymin on his other side, and that was strange too. Kalendria wasn’t used to even sharing a bedroom, much less lying down so close to two other people. She was sure she would never be able to nap out here.

But I can learn to deal with this, she told herself firmly, whether I sleep well or not.

Korram quickly fell asleep, but Kalendria tossed and turned. She couldn’t stop thinking about everything that had happened and wondering what the next few days would hold.

King Jaymin seemed to be having trouble falling asleep, too. Again and again, Kalendria heard him roll over or shift position, trying to get comfortable. Eventually he stood up and walked down to the brook for a sip of water. Turning back, he saw her watching him and strolled over. “So you can’t sleep either.”

Kalendria sat up and shook her head, wrapping the cloak around herself again. A dozen complaints rose to the surface of her mind, but she forced them down, choosing only to say, “I’ve never slept outdoors before. This is going to take some getting used to.”

“It certainly is, but I admit I’m impressed at how you’re managing so far.” Sitting down beside her, Jaymin smiled.

Kalendria felt herself blush. His approval was an unexpected but welcome side-effect of her decision. Very welcome.

Jaymin glanced over at where the other king lay sound asleep, head pillowed on his arm. “Somehow Korram seems to have adjusted already.” 

“Korram has done this before,” Kalendria reminded him. “He lived in the mountains for months, and enjoyed most of the experience, too, from what he’s said.”

“I certainly hope we don’t have to stay here that long.” Jaymin gazed up at the peaks rising above them. “I’m so worried about Alasia. I just hope Sir Edmend got my message in time to alert the army. I can’t imagine anything worse for my kingdom than another Invasion.”

Kalendria cast about for a way to take his mind off his worries and prolong the conversation. She seldom had opportunities to converse one-on-one with the Alasian king. “Are the wilderness areas in Alasia much like this?” Though she had visited Alasia a number of times, she had never seen its rural areas except from a carriage.

“We don’t have many huge mountains like these, but the hills around Almar are beautiful in the springtime.” Jaymin went on to describe the sunny rolling plains, the Southern Woods with their thick tangled foliage, the scenic coastline that surrounded Alasia on three sides. His brown eyes turned dreamy as he spoke. In every word, Kalendria could hear the deep feelings the king held for his homeland as he described the places he loved. Kalendria smiled too, enjoying this glimpse of a new side of King Jaymin. On the occasions when they had visited before, he had usually been serious, talking with Korram about kingly things; or at least formal, speaking courteously to her and her mother. She liked the idea that perhaps now she would really get to know the person behind the crown. 

They were still talking when Erik reappeared, raising an eyebrow at the sight of them sitting awake together. “No one’s around,” he reported, “but there seems to be a settlement of some sort a few miles off. We could try to buy supplies there later.” He sat down on the ground to pull off his boots and then stretched out where Jaymin had been lying. “Your turn.”











CHAPTER TWELVE










Arden’s heart hammered in a mixture of lingering fear, relief, and fury. He didn’t get angry very often, but for occasions like this, he was willing to make an exception.

“You broke my malute! Could you not possibly have found a better way to call me aside and talk to me? It’s ruined! Ruined! Do you know how long I’ve had it? Do you have any idea how valuable it is?” 

Not in financial terms, of course, though a good instrument wasn’t cheap. Worth far more than money, Arden’s malute held all the value of irreplaceable memories, wisdom gained through experience, lifelong friendship. Its value could never be measured in mere gold or silver.

“You broke your malute.” The man sitting on the log across from him rubbed his head. “And my skull, too, almost.”

“What do you expect, when the three of you lie in wait for me like highway robbers? You’re lucky I didn’t have a sword.” Not that Arden had the skill or experience to wield one effectively anyway, but no need to mention that to these fellows.

“I told you we should have found a better way to get him over here.” The familiar-looking man in the gray tunic glared at his companions. “It’s always a bad idea to make a minstrel angry. Now he’ll probably write some awful song telling what he thinks of us.”

“It’s tempting.” Arden glared at them all in the dappled sunlight filtering through the leaves overhead. Now that he knew he wasn’t about to die, anger had replaced most of his fear. “But what would I play it on now?” He cradled the instrument in his lap, hardly daring to touch the splintered wood, as though his malute were a poor injured creature to whom a careless touch might bring greater pain. A poor mortally injured creature. He found it difficult to believe that the only actual pain being suffered at the moment was in his own heart. Well, and on the scalp of the man he had struck, which he had to admit did give him some satisfaction.

Thirty-two years. For thirty-two years, the malute had been his partner, his fellow-creator, as the two of them had shaped worlds and populated them with characters as real as the audiences who sat enthralled at their songs. Together he and that partner had learned to shape their listeners’ emotions, gently guiding them toward courage or excitement or fear or peace. Together they had built their skills and grown in confidence and ability. 

And now his partner was no more, a section of its polished wood brutally crushed. Ruined. Unusable. All because of these three buffoons who couldn’t think of any better way to talk to a man than to drag him into the trees like murderers.

“Can’t you take your mind off that instrument and listen to us?” The uniformed palace guard sitting on the mossy rock leaned forward. “Minstrel, we need your help. Queen Aleris is in danger.”

“I know she’s in danger. That’s why I’m here in Pendren. But how do you know it?” Arden glared at him suspiciously. “And why aren’t you back at the inn protecting her like the other guards, instead of lurking here waylaying innocent minstrels and shattering their instruments?”

“I had to help our group make a plan. I would have spoken to Lieutenant Sanjik, but he left the inn right after I heard him talking to you, and I haven’t seen him since. We need to come up with something right away, and it’s true you aren’t a part of the group any more than he is, but we’ll have a better chance if at least one of you helps.”

“Sanjik and I already came up with something. Sort of.” Leaning back against the rough bark of the tree behind him, Arden frowned again. “What group are you talking about? I still don’t even know who you really are and if I can trust you.”

The three men exchanged looks. “We’d best not say too much about that,” Gray Tunic began. “For everyone’s safety, we don’t talk about who’s involved or much of what we do. And there isn’t time to explain it all now, even if we wanted to. But we’re all friends of the royal family, and I work in the palace like Jemmis does.” He indicated the guard. 

“So that’s where I’ve seen you before.” Arden encountered palace workers in passing every day, but he didn’t interact much with most of them, and there were too many to get to know them all.

Gray Tunic nodded. “I’ve been a servant there these last six years. There was trouble in the palace last night, as you probably know. King Korram and the princess seem to have escaped somehow, or at least no one’s seen them, so we’ve reason to hope they’re all right. But whoever tried to kill them will likely come here to Pendren next to try to kill the queen mother, so I hurried here to alert my two friends in our group.” He nodded at Jemmis and the third man, the one over whose hard skull Arden’s precious instrument had performed its last daring deed. 

“So you rode here from Almar last night like I did,” Arden realized. There was someone coming after me! 

“But there’s not many of us in Pendren that can help,” the servant went on, “and we may not have time to search out the others before something happens.”

Arden glared at them. “If you’re going to drag me off the road, break my malute, and press a sword to my throat, you’re going to have to come up with a more convincing explanation than that to get any help from me.”

Malute Head, as Arden was beginning to think of the third man, rubbed his scalp again. “We couldn’t think of any other quick enough way to get you here where we could talk in private. We didn’t know you’d be passing by at that moment, but it worked out well that you did. We couldn’t just stand out there on the road to discuss all this, though, and we couldn’t meet outside the inn where the guards would overhear, or inside where the queen mother’s ladies might. One of her ladies is with us too, but we couldn’t get her attention without the others hearing, and we don’t know if we can trust the rest. You wouldn’t come over when I called, so the sword was just to get you to stop yelling until we could make you see that we’re friends.” 

“My friends don’t break my possessions and act as though they’re about to kill me.” Arden caressed the malute again, his heart wrenching as his fingers caught on its gaping wound. If only there were an ointment or herb that could heal injured musical instruments. Unbidden, the first few notes of a mournful song on that topic floated into his mind. Instinctively, his fingers moved toward the strings, and his heart wrenched once more as he remembered that his precious malute would never sing with him again.

“Pay attention,” urged Gray Tunic, the servant. “We need you to help us save the queen mother, and there may not be much time left.”

Arden forced his mind away from the malute. Queen Aleris’s life was still in danger, and if these men could come up with something better than his and Sanjik’s impossible plan, it would certainly be worth working with them. “But why should I trust you? For all I know, you could be among the assassins.”

Malute Head rolled his eyes. “If we were, why would we even be involving you? We could have killed you already and been lying in wait for Queen Aleris now. No, those who are planning that have a lot more people on their side to do it. If we’re going to stop them and save her life, we have to act. It was good luck when we realized you were in town; we’ll have a better chance if you help. Are you with us or not?”

There was a time for questions and a time for action. Arden took a deep breath and set the malute in its case. “Yes,” he said. “Do you have any ideas, any resources here in Pendren?”

Gray Tunic numbered them off on his fingers. “You, Lieutenant Sanjik, the queen mother’s attendant whose name I’m not sure of, and the three of us. Plus a handful of others in town who, as I said, it would probably take too long to contact right now.”

Malute Head added an item to the list. “I know a place not far from here that could make a good safe house, but the problem would be getting her Majesty to it without anyone knowing.”

“Sanjik and I were going to take her west to the mountains,” Arden said. 

“The mountains are at least a full day’s ride from here. Plenty of time for someone to catch us all on the way.” Malute Head frowned. “But there are those hills just off the main road a few miles north of Pendren. That might be a good place to lose any pursuit. I know a shepherd who has a hut there — he’s not a member of our group, but I’d venture a guess he’d take a risk for the king’s mother.”

“You’d venture a guess?” Jemmis the guard raised his eyebrows. “We can’t risk her Majesty’s life on a ventured guess.”

Gray Tunic sat up straight. “It doesn’t have to be her life we’re risking.” The excitement in his voice told the rest of them he had thought of a plan. “But we need to speak to the lieutenant, and to Queen Aleris, and to her attendant as well. We’ll have to split up, speak to each of them in private, and prepare a few other details as quickly as possible.”

Instinctively, Arden reached for the malute. But no, they would have to find courage without music now. Feeling strangely alone, he licked his suddenly dry lips. For Queen Aleris. I will do whatever I must to save Aleris. “All right,” he said. “Tell us what you think we should do.”











CHAPTER THIRTEEN










After a morning of tossing and turning on the grass, Kalendria finally managed to drop off to sleep for a couple of hours, awakening to the sound of Korram and Jaymin debating their next move. Jaymin wanted to head due north to reach Alasia as quickly as possible, but Korram thought they should first travel west, deeper into the mountains and further from anyone who might be looking for them. In the end they agreed that their decision could wait until they had bought supplies and perhaps obtained news in the town Erik had seen. 

Kalendria sat up, embarrassed to realize that her dress was smudged with dirt and grass stains and that there was grass in her hair. She unbraided her hair and tried to comb it out with her fingers as best she could. Finally she gave up and twisted it all into a knot that she pinned firmly in place behind her head. Maybe I can buy a comb when we get to town. She slid a hand into her pocket, feeling for the coins Korram had given her before they left. And a bar of soap. And a blanket, and maybe a pillow too. And some sturdy clothes for travel. Her mental shopping list grew longer the more she thought about it. And a pair of riding boots, she added, as she buckled on her light sandals. 

The four of them made a meal of apricots, noticeably bruised now, with chunks of bread and the last of the eggs. But Kalendria caught herself before she could complain about the bruised fruit and dry bread. At least the egg was a little easier to peel by daylight.

Korram reached into one of the bags of food Lorr and Lia had given them. “Anyone want some coffee?” He produced a pouch of whole coffee beans.

Jaymin chuckled. “I prefer tea, but I’d take you up on coffee if you had a way to brew it.”

“Maybe we can buy a pot in town later.” Korram popped a handful of the beans into his mouth and chewed. “Meanwhile, it would take more than a minor detail like lack of a pot to keep me from my morning coffee. Even though it isn’t actually morning any more.” 

Kalendria couldn’t imagine much that would taste worse than plain coffee beans. But Erik, who looked exhausted, accepted a few.

“You’ve probably slept less than any of us,” she sympathized, remembering how the bodyguard had spent the previous day patrolling while the rest of them had rested in the farmhouse.

“Yes, your Highness.” There was no hint of complaint in his voice, just a statement of fact. He turned aside to wash his coffee down with a drink of stream water.

“Maybe we should wait and head for that town in the evening,” she suggested when they had repacked the remains of their meal. “People might recognize us in broad daylight.”

“Good idea, though I don’t think there’s really much danger of our being recognized.” Jaymin smoothed his hands over his own untidy hair.

The others looked self-conscious as well, and Kalendria felt a little better at the thought that they were all as disheveled as she was. Korram and Jaymin and I certainly don’t look like royalty anymore. But then she remembered her emerald earrings and necklace. Just in case, she took them off and wrapped them in her handkerchief, which she tucked safely into her pocket with the coins.

The sun was sinking toward the mountaintops when the four of them saddled their horses and set off again. As they approached the settlement, Kalendria realized that it was not actually a town or even a real village.

“What’s this?” Jaymin gazed into the valley before them, where dozens of tents squatted on either side of a river. “It can’t be a military encampment.”

“It isn’t.” Korram peered down at the tents as well. “It’s what they call a tent city.”

“‘They’?”

“Gold miners. The Impassables are full of them. Someone discovers a vein of gold in a new area and the miners flock there, but most of them don’t want to take the time to build permanent houses, because the gold usually runs out in a few weeks or months. In the meantime, they all live in tent cities with grand names that usually have to do with gold or wealth. A few people dig up enough to get rich, and the rest find just enough to keep them interested. Merchants usually become the wealthiest of all with what they charge for food and supplies and mining equipment.”

“These tent cities are lawless places, I imagine.” Erik nudged his horse forward, leading the way. “We should be careful.”

As they approached, Kalendria’s eyes began to sting from the wood smoke drifting up the slope toward them. She could see a few miners panning for gold further up the river, and others hiked down from the nearby slopes with sacks and shovels and other tools. But most had stopped their day’s work already and were cooking over small fires in front of their tents. Rough-looking and dirty, they spoke coarsely and eyed each other as though wondering which of their neighbors had found more gold that day than they were letting on. 

So much for my shopping list. By the look and smell of this place, she suspected no one here had so much as seen a comb or a bar of soap in weeks, let alone new clothes. But at least she would have no cause to be embarrassed about her appearance.

Several people looked up from their cooking fires as Kalendria and the others drew near. “Ho, strangers,” one of them called in greeting. “We ain’t got room for no more miners here in Golden Valley. You’d best be finding a spot downstream somewhere.” 

“We haven’t come to mine.” Korram glanced around the tent city. “We’re just passing through. Is anyone here selling supplies?”

“Got an extra shovel if you want one.” The man jerked his chin toward the tent behind him. “Trade you for one o’ them horses.”

“What?” Kalendria was aghast. “A horse for a shovel?”

The man laughed. “New to mining country, ain’t you, little lady? You can dig up a lot more gold with a shovel than any horse is worth. Think about it.”

“We don’t need mining supplies,” Korram told him. “What about food?”

The man pointed toward the riverbank. “Durlund over there cooks up extra for those who ain’t got their own. He’ll sell you some.”

It was easy to locate Durlund, who stood at the center of a laughing, joking crowd, where he was ladling up food from a large pot balanced over a fire. Korram rode right up to him, the rest of them close behind.

“Good evening. How much do you charge for supper?” Korram inquired as they all dismounted.

The man looked up and ran his eyes over them and their horses. “New to Golden Valley?” 

“We’re passing through. Do you have any more food in that pot of yours?”

“Oh, aye, there’s plenty. How’re you paying? Gold dust or money?”

Korram frowned. “It’s illegal to do business with unprocessed gold. You’re supposed to trade it in for cash at the nearest gold office.”

Everyone standing around burst into laughter. “What, and lose five percent of it to the government in taxes?” Durlund scoffed. “Besides, who’s going to tell the authorities on us? You?”

Biting back the response Kalendria knew he wanted to make, Korram dug in his pocket. “In any case, we’re paying with money.”

“Well, then.” Durlund looked them over again and seemed to be considering how much they might be able to afford. Kalendria was glad she had hidden her jewelry earlier. “You get a bowl of beans and bacon and a slice of bread and mug of ale each. I get six pieces of silver.”

Jaymin gaped at him. “Six? For that? You’re joking!”

Durlund and the others laughed again as though it were Jaymin who had told a joke. “You see any inns or taverns around here, stranger? You want supper, this is it.” 

He’s right, Kalendria thought. Though they still had potatoes and a few apricots in their bags, she knew they had to make their food last. There was probably nowhere else to buy any for miles around.

“One silver,” Erik announced, stepping around Korram, who had started to count out the coins. The bodyguard folded his arms and stared at Durlund, his face grim. “Judging by the smell, your beans and bacon are burnt, and from the size of those bowls, the helpings can’t be very large. We may be new to Golden Valley, but we’re not naïve enough to think six silvers could be the going rate even here.” The look on his face told them that he wasn’t to be toyed with and that they had better not waste any more of his time.

The laughter quieted, and the miners regarded Erik with startled respect. Durlund shrugged uncomfortably. “Maybe not six, but I can’t give it to you for one. Nobody else here got their supper that cheap. The four of you can eat for three silvers.”

“Two.” Erik’s voice was firm. He handed over two coins as though the matter were settled. 

Durlund opened his mouth as if to argue, saw the look in the young man’s eye, and closed it again. Pocketing the coins, he handed them each a tin bowl and spoon, a mug, and a slice of hard bread. 

Carrying them awkwardly, Kalendria and the others led their horses partway up the slope so they could sit and eat together away from the noise and crowd and smells of the camp. Erik tossed his reins over a bush and climbed higher up to get a better view of the surrounding area while he ate. The rest of them sat down on the ground and inspected their meal.

The food isn’t worth a tenth of what we paid for it. The beans did taste burnt, the bread was stale, and the ale was watery. Kalendria opened her mouth to complain but closed it again with an effort. 

They were halfway through their meal when Erik came dashing down the slope. “Mount your horses. We have to go, now.” He seized his own reins and swung himself into the saddle.

The others leaped to their feet, alarmed at the urgency in his voice. Korram vaulted onto Clinja. “What is it?”

“Soldiers, just around that slope.” Erik pointed. “They’re heading right this way.”











CHAPTER FOURTEEN










Kalendria and Jaymin dropped what was left of their supper and scrambled onto their horses’ backs. Kalendria’s heart pounded. She wished it was darker as they cantered along the river bank in the twilight. Glancing over her shoulder, she now saw half a dozen soldiers in red and black riding upstream toward the tent city.

“Hurry,” Erik urged again. They increased their pace, finally rounding a bend that put Golden Valley out of sight. She couldn’t tell whether the soldiers had seen them; whether or not they were coming after them.

Erik moved his horse into the lead. They splashed through the shallow river and up the opposite slope, over the crest and down the next slope, heading ever deeper into the mountains.

Finally they stopped in the shelter of some trees to give the horses a rest. Kalendria turned in her saddle, straining her ears, but heard no sounds of pursuit.

“Why would soldiers come to a mining camp?” Jaymin wondered at last. “They couldn’t have trailed us here, could they?”

“Maybe they were looking for some criminal,” Kalendria suggested, trying to think of another explanation. “It seems like the sort of place criminals might hide. They’d blend in well enough.”

“Could be,” Korram agreed. “Or there could be soldiers all over Malorn, combing the kingdom for us.”

“What if they are coming after us — but for a different reason?” Kalendria felt almost silly suggesting it. “What if they’ve been looking for us to say that the danger is over and the kingdom is safe again? Or maybe they want to join us, to protect us.”

“I doubt it, your Highness.” Erik didn’t look convinced. 

“Not likely,” Korram agreed. “We probably just barely escaped death there.” He glanced over at Erik. “Good thing one of us was on the lookout. Now we’d better head further into the mountains before we go anywhere else.”

Jaymin nodded reluctantly, and Kalendria’s heart sank. She had had more than enough of the wilderness already. And what if we get lost up here?

Not until midnight did they stop again, drinking and watering their horses from a little spring. Though Kalendria’s stomach growled, Korram warned them that they couldn’t eat much. “We have very little food left, and we’ll be hungrier later,” he warned as he passed around the cold cooked potatoes. “But once it’s light, we can look for edible plants.”

When dawn finally broke, they dismounted wearily at the bottom of another valley, where they tied the horses to bushes beside a trickle of water. Jaymin divided up the last of their apricots while Korram poked around in the brush looking for something edible. He eventually returned with a leafy plant in either hand, dirt clinging to the single fat root dangling from each.

“I knew I would remember what to look for.” He grinned in triumph. “Some things you never forget.” Plopping down beside Kalendria, he began to snap off the leaves one by one. “These are called lumjum. The Mountain Folk boil the roots and then mash them and make them into something like pancakes. They’re a little bland if you don’t have berries to add, but not bad.”

“Boil them in what? We don’t have any cooking utensils,” Jaymin pointed out. 

Korram’s face fell. “I forgot about that part.” Drawing his sword, he sliced them each in half. “Well, they are edible raw.”

Barely, Kalendria decided after her first bite. The roots were hard, crunchy, and faintly bitter, flavored with the dirt they couldn’t completely rinse off. 

“At least they’re filling.” Korram sounded like a persistent salesman determined to convince his customers of the value of his wares. “They should tide us over until we can find something else.”

After she had finished all she could stomach of their meager breakfast, Kalendria lay down on the dewy grass. She was still hungry, as well as exhausted, and sore from another night of riding. 

What if those soldiers were really coming to rescue us? We could have been halfway home by now, perhaps even spending the day in an inn. She knew it hadn’t been worth risking their lives to find out, but she couldn’t help a feeling of bitterness just the same. Whoever was trying to kill them and claim the kingdom for himself was doing a good job of ruining her life.

But as she wrapped her cloak around herself, she looked over and saw the same exhaustion she felt on the others’ faces. For a moment she nearly turned away and closed her eyes, but something inside wouldn’t let her. She didn’t have to allow their enemy, whoever he was, to make her bitter. She could still choose to be gracious and unselfish.

She sat up. “I’ll take a turn standing watch this time,” she told the others. “I may not be able to fight off enemy soldiers, but I’ll wake you if I see any danger. That way the rest of you can sleep a little longer.” Not that a princess should have to take a turn at guard duty like a common soldier, but kings shouldn’t have to do either, and Erik surely needed sleep more than ever today. 

Korram smiled at her. “If you’d like to, Little Sister. I certainly wouldn’t object to a bit more rest myself. Why don’t you take a turn after Jaymin, and then when you can’t keep your eyes open any longer, you can wake me.”

That morning passed much like yesterday. Erik took the first watch, Korram fell asleep almost immediately, and Kalendria, as tired as she was, tossed and turned, trying to find a comfortable position between the roots and rocks and sticks that dug into her back. Finally she sat up, giving up on sleep as a lost cause. It’s not fair. I’m so tired.

“I see you can’t sleep, either.” Jaymin, who had been pacing nearby, sat down beside her again. “One of these days I suppose I’ll learn to sleep on the ground. I’ve slept on a floor before, after all, but at least I had a blanket then.” 

“On the floor? When would a king sleep on a floor?”

“During the Invasion, back when I was twelve.” Kalendria listened as Jaymin described the tiny room that had been his home for a month after he and Erik fled from his palace. She had heard pieces of the story before, but not all the details about the cold attic and lumpy porridge and the constant running and hiding from soldiers. Jaymin’s ordeal made their current situation sound safe and luxurious. Now Kalendria was thankful that they at least had horses and cloaks, and for the soft grass under them and the pleasant spring weather.

Erik didn’t look surprised, this time, when he returned to find Jaymin answering Kalendria’s questions about what it was like to attend a school with other children. “I’m reliving old times,” Jaymin told him as he stood up to take his turn. “At least this is better than living in Ana’s house, isn’t it?”

Erik shrugged as he sat down to pull off his boots. “Most places are.” He wrapped himself in his cloak and lay down with a sigh as Jaymin gave Kalendria a last smile and strolled away uphill.

She had barely dozed off before she felt Jaymin’s hand on her shoulder and heard him whisper, “It’s your turn, Kalendria. If you still want to.”

She stood up and stretched. Instinctively, she brushed her hands over her hair, even though she had given up trying to make it look presentable. Korram never noticed such things, she didn’t care what Erik thought, and Jaymin still seemed to enjoy spending time with her, so she supposed her appearance didn’t matter all that much.

Star and the other horses were dozing in the sunshine, and birds hopped around in the grass and brush, pecking at insects and seeds. Drowsily, Kalendria trudged around the little valley, listening to the gurgle of the tiny creek and looking up at the massive peaks on every side. The mountains were beautiful, in a wild sort of way, but she still hoped she wouldn’t have to stay here much longer. She wondered what her servants would think if they knew how long it had been since she had bathed or changed her clothes. And yet I’m managing. She was still a princess, and while she looked forward to living like one again, it felt good to know the hardships could not change who she was.

She decided to climb the nearest slope to see the view from higher up. The trek was harder than she had anticipated, even though she chose a diagonal route so it wouldn’t be as steep. There was no path, and her sandals slipped in the soil and loose rocks with every step. She hiked up her long skirts awkwardly as she climbed, wishing she was wearing something better suited to outdoor exploration. But though she had to pause a few times to catch her breath, she refused to give up. Again and again, she ordered herself to be tough and keep going. 

When she finally reached the top, Kalendria felt as though she had won a battle. I did it! Panting, she turned to examine her surroundings. Looking down the way she had come, she could see the little stream winding its way down the valley, though her companions and the horses were hidden from sight among the brush.

Turning around, she examined the view in front of her. Scattered trees surrounded her, so she couldn’t see far, but it looked as though the ground leveled off before it rose again a mile or so away. In every direction, dozens of rugged slopes loomed into the blue sky. Kalendria counted nine whose peaks gleamed with snow above the spiky tree line.

A sound close by caught her attention. What’s that? More soldiers coming after us? Or just an animal? They had glimpsed deer and rabbits several times. Wolves were supposed to live up here too — and worse — but they had yet to encounter any. 

This didn’t sound like a wolf, or like riders on horseback, for that matter. Curious, Kalendria crept forward, pausing to pick up a dead branch in case whatever it was turned out to be dangerous. There was no reason to disturb the others just yet. 

Tiptoeing between the trees, she heard it again: a soft, guttural sound, like a sheep bleating. Emerging into a clearing, she looked around in surprise at the sight of twelve speckled goats grazing contentedly on the long grass. 

And then she saw the people. Across the little meadow, two young men with dark hair and shaggy clothes looked up, spotted her, and then ran toward her, yelling. Both of them brandished spears. 

Kalendria froze. Her first instinct was to turn and run, but she knew that would be a mistake. If they meant to harm her, they only had to throw their spears. 

“What are you doing here, Lowlander?” One of the men pointed his spear at her as they drew to a stop.

“Nothing.” Kalendria forced herself to smile, clutching her branch with both hands. “Please don’t hurt me. I’m not an enemy.”

The second man glared at her, lowering bushy eyebrows. “Why have you come so far into the mountains? I know there aren’t any Lowlander villages nearby.”

“I’m just passing through.” Kalendria tried to keep her voice calm, reminding herself that most Mountain Folk were not dangerous savages, as city dwellers assumed. She had gotten to know two of her brother’s Mountain friends years ago when they accompanied him to the capital. And since Korram had become king, Mountain families had visited him in Sazellia from time to time, camping in the palace pasture. Korram always spent the night out there with them when they came, sharing food and drink and stories and bedding down beside their campfire. Before they left, he would replenish their water supply and give them provisions for their journey.

Have these men ever visited the palace? Kalendria didn’t recognize them, and judging by their spears and scowls, they weren’t inclined to be friendly. “I’ll leave now,” she offered, taking a step back. 

The first man gestured with his spear. “Go on then. Leave our goats alone.”

Kalendria backed away, not daring to take her eyes off them until the trees hid them from sight. Then she turned and ran down the slope, slipping and tripping, clutching her skirts to keep them out from under her feet. Her sandals soon filled with dirt and the hem of her gown caught on a thorny bush and tore. But she didn’t slow down until she reached the bottom.

The others had heard her coming and were all on their feet when she finally stumbled back into camp. “What’s the matter?” Erik demanded.

“There are people … up there.” Gasping for breath, Kalendria glanced back up at the ridge, but she couldn’t see anyone.

“Soldiers?” her brother demanded as he and Jaymin buckled on their swords.

She shook her head. “No … not soldiers. Mountain Folk.” 

The look that passed over Korram’s face was pure delight. “Mountain Folk? Kalendria, that’s wonderful!”

“Don’t look … so excited.” She frowned at her brother. “These ones … weren’t friendly. They told me … to go away.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Korram bent to pick up his cloak and hurried over to where Erik was already saddling the horses. “They’ll change their minds when they see me. This is the best thing that’s happened since we left the palace.” He stopped with Star’s saddle in his hands and turned back to face her. “You’re sure they’re Mountain Folk?”

“Their clothing was made from animal skins … and they were herding goats. And they called me … a Lowlander.”

“That settles it.” Korram laughed. “I dared to hope that we might meet some up here, but the mountains are so big, I knew it wasn’t likely. I can’t believe our good luck!”

Jaymin regarded him doubtfully. “I’ve always heard that Mountain Folk don’t like outsiders.” 

“It’ll be fine.” Korram grinned at him. “Just let me go first, and leave all the talking to me.”

None of the Mountain Folk Kalendria had met in Sazellia had ever tried to hurt her, though some had looked fierce and unfriendly. But this was their territory, and they had their livestock to protect.

She saw Jaymin and Erik exchange a doubtful glance behind Korram’s back. They didn’t feel any more confident about this than she did. What if her brother was wrong?











CHAPTER FIFTEEN










Kalendria slowed Star down so she could stay back with Jaymin and Erik as Korram hurried ahead on Clinja. They all leaned forward to help their horses climb the steep slope. 

“Whatever you do, don’t draw your sword,” Korram called over his shoulder to Jaymin as they reached the top. “And Erik, don’t you try anything either. The Mountain Folk won’t hurt us as long as they know we’re not a threat.”

The two men must have heard them coming, because they were already standing at the edge of the meadow with weapons ready. “Greetings, friends,” Korram called as he approached.

“You’re no friend of ours, Lowlander.” The one with the threatening eyebrows scowled. “What do you want here? Our goats are not for sale.”

“I’m not a Lowlander.” Korram jumped to the ground. “I’m one of you. Look.” He pulled up his left sleeve and showed them the horse-shaped mark on his shoulder. 

Kalendria couldn’t help shuddering at the sight of the burn. She wasn’t sure which was worse: the fact that someone had once pressed hot metal into Korram’s skin on purpose, or that her brother had stood there and let them do it. But he had explained to her years ago that the mark was a badge of honor among the Mountain Folk. It meant that a person had been Accepted as one of them. Now we’ll see how much his scar is worth.

The change in the two men was almost instantaneous. They stared at Korram’s shoulder and then lowered their weapons, laughing in surprise and disbelief.

“You are one of us! Then why are you dressed like a Lowlander?” the first man exclaimed.

The other one pointed at Clinja. “I thought that looked like a mountain horse. So what’s your name? And who are these people with you?”

“My name is Korram. Maybe you remember me. I came to the Mid-Autumn Gathering nearly six years ago to ask people to join my army.”

“Oh, yes!” Recognition flooded both their faces now. 

“We know lots of people who were in your army,” one of them added. “Our father was, and our older brother, too. Chak and Fretchal. All these years, and they still tell stories about their experiences in the Lowlands. And Thel talks about you all the time.”

Korram froze. “Thel? You know Thel?”

The other man nodded. “She’s our cousin. You’ll see her when you come home with us today. You are going to come visit our family, aren’t you?”

“Yes, of course.” Korram turned and beckoned the others forward. “My companions and I would be glad to join your family’s camp for a while. This is my sister Kalendria, and these are Jaymin and Erik.”

The Mountain Folk eyed them warily. “I’m Athal,” said the taller one.

“I’m Greth,” said the other, the one with the bushy eyebrows. Though guarded, their expressions were no longer hostile. 

“We’ll head to your camp right now, if you don’t mind,” Korram suggested. “I’d like to find Thel — and, well, meet the rest of your family too, of course. We’ll see you again at milking time this evening.”

Kalendria and the others followed as the two Mountain Folk led them across the meadow and pointed down a steep slope at its edge. “Our family is camped over that way,” Greth said. “Follow the stream, and you’ll find the camp partway up the valley.”

Korram vaulted onto Clinja’s back again and urged her downhill in the direction his new friends had indicated. He whistled to himself as their horses began to trot toward the stream.

Kalendria nudged Star forward to catch up with her brother. “You certainly seem cheerful now.”

“I told you they’d be glad to see me. I am one of them, after all.” Korram sounded smug. “All Mountain Folk are friends, even if they don’t actually know each other yet.”

Jaymin hurried to catch up with them as well. “How long is this visit going to be? It seems as though you’re planning to stay with them for a while.” He sounded less than enthusiastic about the idea.

“Of course we’re planning to. That’s what Mountain Folk do when they meet each other in their travels.” 

“I need to return to Alasia,” Jaymin reminded him. “I’m glad you get to have this little reunion, but let’s not forget what’s going on around us.”

Korram turned to face him. “Forget? Do you think I could forget for one moment that someone tried to poison me and that they’re probably still hunting for me as we speak? That all of our lives are in danger; that my own mother is unaccounted for and my capital city is probably in some unidentified enemy’s hands? And that whatever is happening in Malorn could mean war between our kingdoms? Do you really think I could forget all that just because I’ve finally seen a few friendly faces?”

Jaymin had no answer to this, but Kalendria could tell he wasn’t happy at the prospect of more delay. “This is your kingdom,” he conceded reluctantly. “I suppose you get the final say as long as we’re on your side of the border.”

“Yes, it is, and yes, I do.” Kalendria thought her brother’s voice was a shade kinglier than necessary. “Besides, the Mountain Folk will share their food with us, which you know we need. At least, I don’t know about you, but my stomach has been growling for most of the last day and night. We might even be able to buy or borrow some of their clothes as a disguise. Blending in with a Mountain Folk family is probably the safest move we could make for now. We’ll spend a few days with them while we wait for our enemies to give up and call off the search in this area, and then we can head north toward Alasia again. Maybe we can even convince my friends to travel with us part of the way for extra protection.”

Jaymin nodded, but Kalendria could tell he still didn’t like the idea of delaying any longer than necessary. Neither did she, but she was thankful that they were about to get food and an alternative to sleeping in the open.

Rounding a bend, they spotted a camp a little way up the slope just ahead. Eight rounded tents, all of which seemed to be pieced together from animal skins, huddled in a tight circle. Men, women, and children sat nearby chattering as they worked at various tasks. 

Their voices fell silent and all work ceased as suspicious gazes turned toward Kalendria and the others. A mother pulled her toddler close, and half a dozen men and women jumped to their feet and darted forward, spears in hand.

“Greetings, friends,” Korram called out as he had before. “Don’t worry, I’m one of you.” He dismounted and showed them his horse scar before anyone had a chance to make threats. 

As before, the sight of the mark had an almost magical effect. Weapons were lowered, relieved laughter filled the air, and the Mountain Folk hurried forward to meet their new friend. 

A young woman about Korram’s age shouldered her way past the others and stopped before him. “Korram?” She stared into his face, her eyes sparkling blue like the nearby stream reflecting the sky. “It is you!”

Kalendria saw her brother smile. “Hello, Thel. It’s good to see you again after all this time.” There was an awkward pause in which they both just looked at each other, smiling uncertainly. Finally, Thel reached out and threw her arms around him. With an embarrassed chuckle, Korram hugged her back. “It’s good to see you again,” he repeated. “I’ve missed you. It’s been, what? Nearly two years since you last visited Sazellia?”

“I’ve missed you too,” Thel replied, her voice muffled against his shoulder. “But most of my family doesn’t like the city. I keep suggesting it, but they keep voting not to go down to the Lowlands.” She drew back and cast a reproachful glance around at her relatives. “Why don’t you ever come to the Mid-Autumn Gathering?”

“I wish I could,” Korram said. “I think about it every year, but I’m always so busy. I did warn you that was how it would be.”

“Yes, you did. I suppose kings can’t leave their work for long, can they?”

“Unfortunately not. Oh.” Korram turned and gestured to the others. “You remember my sister Kalendria. And this is Jaymin — he’s the king of Alasia. And Erik.” He smiled at the young woman again. “And this is my friend Thel. We met back when we were both going through the Rite of Acceptance.” 

Thel’s family members nudged each other and traded knowing smiles, as though there was some significance to those words that Kalendria didn’t understand. She was sure she saw both Thel and her brother redden a little. 

But Thel, ignoring her family’s looks, smiled at the newcomers. “Welcome to our camp. I’m glad you’ve all come to visit.” She gave Kalendria a hug. “I remember you. You let me borrow a hair clip the first time I came to your home, and you made me feel comfortable there, even though I’d never spent the night in a building before.”

Kalendria laughed. She did recognize the young woman who had visited the palace with Korram and helped them plan how to defeat Rampus. “It’s nice to see you again, Thel. Apparently it’s our turn to visit your home now.”

Korram turned to the other Mountain Folk, who were listening in silent curiosity. “Fretchal, it’s good to see you too. I’m sorry; I don’t know the rest of you yet.”

The family all introduced themselves, but Kalendria knew it would take some time and practice before she would remember the unfamiliar-sounding names, all of which contained at least one th or ch sound. The Mountain Folk seemed genuinely glad to see Korram, and accepting, in a wary sort of way, of his companions. All except Thel, who was openly friendly. “I liked you when I first met you, but since you’ll actually be staying with us for a while, I hope we can be friends.” She wrapped an arm around Kalendria’s shoulders as they all headed toward the camp, Korram already deep in conversation with a couple of the men. 

Thel turned toward Jaymin and Erik. “I’ve been to Alasia too, you know. I was part of Korram’s army, and I fought in the forest battle. I’ve been back to the Lowlands to visit Korram twice since then, and I think city life is interesting, so I’m sure we’ll all have plenty to talk about.” 

She helped them unload and unsaddle their horses in a grove of trees near the stream. “You know, my grandfather died this past winter,” she said to Korram as they worked.

Korram took her hand comfortingly. “Oh, Thel, I’m so sorry to hear that.”

“It’s all right. He lived a very long life. But what I was going to say is that we’ve still got his things, so whatever you need, we should have enough to share. You know, tent, clothes, spear.” She glanced at the men and women beside her as if for confirmation, and they nodded.

“Thank you.” Korram smiled at her. “That’s very kind of you. Actually, we did want to ask if we could buy some clothes anyway. As you can see, ours have been through a lot.”

“Certainly not. You can have them for free. Come on, I’ll show you what we have. I think there’s enough for the three of you to each take one set. And Kalendria,” she added over her shoulder, “I have some extra clothes that will probably fit you. You can share my tent if you like, too.”

Kalendria followed them over to the camp. “Thank you.” And she meant it. A few days ago, she would have turned up her nose at the thought of wearing somebody else’s used garments, let alone garments in the Mountain Folk style. Thel and the other women were dressed in breeches and long, belted tunics, exactly the same as the men’s, and Kalendria had never worn anything so unladylike in her life. But her gown was dirty and tattered, hardly ladylike in its current state anyway, and she knew the animal-skin clothes would be sturdy and much better suited to travel through the mountains.

Changing in Thel’s tent a few minutes later, Kalendria decided that Mountain Folk clothing was more comfortable than it looked. She certainly couldn’t call it pretty — it was plain brown, hairy, and too loose-fitting to flatter her figure — but it fit well enough and would be warm and practical. The short-sleeved tunic had two deep pockets into which she transferred her money, her necklace and earrings, and her handkerchief: the only items she owned anymore. She fastened the drawstring that secured the breeches and wrapped the long leather belt twice around her waist, the way she had seen Thel wearing hers, before tying it at the front. The hand-stitched leather boots Thel had offered were too big, so she kept her sandals on.

She was embarrassed to crawl out of the tent in her newly borrowed clothes. But she made herself stand up and walk confidently over to the others, all of whom were now dressed the same way. 

They had gathered by the fire and were sharing a basket of berries. As Kalendria joined them, she couldn’t quite bring herself to meet King Jaymin’s eyes and see what he thought of her like this. But Thel laughed delightedly and clapped her hands as Kalendria approached. “They suit you perfectly! You could almost pass for one of us now.” She appealed to the others. “Doesn’t she look nice?” 

“Very,” Jaymin replied politely, handing her the berries. Korram shot him a glance as Kalendria blushed. 

That evening when Athal and Greth brought the goats back to camp and the Mountain Folk family gathered round to milk them, Korram pulled Kalendria, Jaymin, and Erik aside. “Mountain Folk don’t just entertain guests the way we do in the palace,” he told them. “If someone comes to stay with them, they’re generous about sharing food and supplies and treating the newcomers as family. But the newcomers are expected to act like family, too, which means joining in their daily routine. Our situation is a little different since they know you three are Lowlanders. But if Thel’s relatives see that you respect them and their way of life enough to help with their tasks, it will go a long way toward raising their opinion of Lowlanders in general. Not to mention that it will help us blend in if anyone comes searching.”

The thought of doing chores wasn’t exactly appealing. But Kalendria had done so many other things a princess shouldn’t have to do that she supposed it hardly mattered now. I can learn to work, she told herself. No one had ever expected physical labor from her before, but under the circumstances, she knew it was a good idea. Mother would agree it was appropriate for a princess to lead by example when it came to helping different groups learn from each other and accept each other’s customs. 

Mother. Is she all right? The familiar worry took Kalendria’s mind off the idea of chores as the whole group sat down for supper together on goatskin mats. Is she alive? Did Arden take her somewhere safe? Are they having supper right now, too? 

Their hosts passed around leather pouches of fresh milk, another basket of berries, and piles of small flat lumjum cakes. Kalendria was relieved to discover that these tasted nothing like the crunchy root she had forced down that morning. 

As they ate, Korram told the family about the poisoned wine and everything that had happened since. Is it really wise to reveal so much to strangers? Kalendria wondered. But her brother apparently trusted these people. Considering that they obviously had no love for Lowlanders, she supposed Thel and her family weren’t likely to betray them. Not to mention that most of them didn’t seem to fully understand the situation anyway.

“So what you’re saying is that somebody else wants to be the most important person in the Lowlands and tell everyone there what to do, instead of you,” said Chen, a young girl who Kalendria had realized was Thel’s sister. “But this other person knew you would want to keep doing it, so instead of asking, he tried to kill you so he could?”

Kalendria couldn’t helping chuckling at this summary, but Thel groaned. “I’ve told you before, Chen, there’s a lot more to being king than just telling everyone what to do. It’s a hard and complicated job, but Korram does it much better than anyone else could. Whoever tried to kill him is dangerous not just to Korram’s family and friends, but to all of Malorn.”

Kalendria was surprised to see her brother’s cheeks redden at Thel’s praise. “I haven’t been able to do everything for Malorn that I would like to,” he admitted. “I’ve got lots of ideas, but my High Council keeps voting them down for no good reason.”

“Do you think it might be one of them who tried to kill you and become king?” Thel wanted to know.

“Quite possibly. Or they might be working with the person who did.” Korram glanced at Jaymin. “My guess is that Rampus has returned.”

“Regent Rampus?” Thel’s eyes widened, reflecting the orange glow of the flames before her. “I remember that man. When he escaped after the battle, you said we hadn’t seen the last of him.”

Korram nodded. “I’m sure he’s spent the last five years plotting revenge and a return to power, and this is exactly the sort of thing he would come up with. I worry about what he’ll do to Malorn if he manages to seize complete control.”

“And to Alasia,” Jaymin put in. “You know he won’t be content to stop with ruling Malorn.”

Korram nodded and took another bite of lumjum cake. As he chewed, he looked around at the Mountain Folk again, and Kalendria saw her brother’s expression change as he made the choice to focus on something else. “But enough about that for now. I want to know more of what’s been going on up here. What news have I missed in the last five years?”

Their hosts began to catch him up on the doings of people he had apparently known long ago. Marriages, births, deaths, and Acceptances filled their discussion, but Kalendria, who had slept less than an hour in the last day and a half, could hardly stay awake. She was starting to nod when at last the talking tapered off and everyone stood up to bid each other good night. 

She crawled under a heavy goatskin blanket in Thel’s tent, thinking about how strange it felt to share such a small space with another person. But she was asleep almost before she could finish the thought.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN










Keeping his balance with a makeshift staff, Erik trekked down the slope beside Jaymin. Before them, the goats frisked and skipped and paused to nibble at the underbrush, following Fretchal back toward camp. 

Jaymin used his own staff to swat at a nanny goat that had stopped for a bite of a juicy shrub. “Get going, you. I can’t have my supper until we’re all home, and I’m hungry.”

Erik chuckled. “Home?”

“Well, as close to home as I can call anything out here.” Jaymin’s voice was rueful. “The Mountain Folk’s camp.”

“I knew what you meant.” Erik would have liked to be back in the palace, too, but this past week had been less uncomfortable than he’d expected. He hadn’t yet managed a good night’s sleep on the hard ground, and he missed waking up to a mug of hot spiced tea the way he usually did back home. But the days were startlingly peaceful, even pleasant. Most of the Mountain Folk’s daily chores — milking the goats, fishing, gathering edible plants and firewood, taking the flock to pasture — hadn’t been difficult to pick up, at least at a beginner’s level. The repetitive simplicity of life up here had been a refreshing change. And though Erik kept a wary eye out for danger all the time — as he did whenever he and Jaymin went anywhere — they had seen no sign of it. Yet.

“Korram certainly feels at home here.” Jaymin swatted at the same goat, which had reared up on its hind legs to reach for a cluster of leaves on a tall bush. “He really does act like one of the Mountain Folk.”

“Yes, until he ran out of coffee beans the other day. You heard what he said about the headaches from coffee withdrawal.”

Jaymin chuckled. “True. And while I can tell Kalendria would prefer a house and servants, she hasn’t complained once. I didn’t expect her to help with the work so readily, but she’s surprised me.”

Erik heard admiration in his friend’s voice. “She hasn’t taken to fishing very well,” he couldn’t help pointing out. “We worked all morning yesterday, and then she dumped the entire catch back in the stream.”

Jaymin frowned at him. “She felt sorry for them, flopping in the basket like that, about to die. She’s compassionate.”

Erik glanced over at his friend. She cost us a meal and a whole morning’s work, and you’re defending her. But he kept his mouth shut. That wasn’t the sort of thing he would say to Jaymin. And Erik was forced to admit that the princess really had been working hard, learning to labor almost like a commoner. In fact, as they rounded the side of the slope and the camp came into view in the distance, he saw her sitting by the tents with a cluster of Mountain women, helping to prepare supper.

The goats trotted eagerly toward the stream below them. Fretchal stopped by the shallow area they used as a ford, waiting while the animals bent their heads to drink. He glanced over as Erik and Jaymin caught up. “Good thing there weren’t any predators around today. With the way you two’ve been talking back there, it isn’t likely you’d notice until they were on us.” But his grin was cheerful. Obviously, he knew there hadn’t been any danger nearby, and so did Erik. Conversation or no, Erik was always watchful. This area was open enough that they would have noticed anything — or anyone — trying to sneak up on them. 

Jaymin started across the creek, stepping from rock to rock in an attempt to keep his feet dry. Halfway across, his boot slipped on a patch of algae. He flailed his arms and staff for balance, but one foot slid into the shallow water with a splash. Erik saw him glance toward the princess, obviously hoping she hadn’t noticed. As though sensing his gaze, she looked up from her task, turned her head, and smiled. It could have been just at Jaymin, or her smile could have been directed at both of them. Erik couldn’t tell from here.

He chuckled. “Let me show you how it’s done.” Taking a running start, he leaped from one rock to the next, careful of where he planted each foot but not slowing. When his own boot hit a slippery stone, he was ready. Extending the staff, he reached out and planted it in the mud of the stream bed, using his momentum to fling his weight forward like a pole vaulter. Landing safely on the opposite bank, he pulled the staff free, twirled it for dramatic effect, and bowed. “That, your Majesty, is how to cross a river without getting wet.” He purposely didn’t turn to see if the princess was still watching. No point in making it look as though he was trying to get her attention. After all, Erik had no reason to care what a spoiled royal thought of his abilities. Still, she was a princess, and he had to admit part of him liked the thought of impressing her.

Still balanced on a rock in the middle, Jaymin gave him a mock glare. “Show-off.” Erik saw his eyes flick involuntarily toward the camp.

Erik grinned. “No one’s stopping you from crossing that way. Or don’t you think you can balance well enough?”

Jaymin hesitated, glancing into the water as he adjusted his grip on the stick. But he shook his head, obviously not wanting to risk making a fool of himself. “I have more important ways to spend my days than practicing walking along narrow railings and standing on a trotting horse.” He resumed his careful progress toward the bank.

“You haven’t watched me train with Talanthus lately, have you? I don’t just walk on railings, I run on them. And I can jump from one cantering horse to another without falling.” At least, it had been a few months since the last time Erik fell.

Jaymin rolled his eyes, poking his staff into the mud for balance as he came to another slippery spot. “Good for you. The next time an assassin comes leaping from horse to horse to get to me, I’m sure you’ll catch him in time to save my life. But in the meantime, don’t forget that I’m indisputably better with my sword than you are.”

As if he needed to assert his superiority. Alasia would fall apart without Jaymin’s leadership. The only thing Erik could do at the kingdom level was keep the king alive. But strong leadership skills wouldn’t help his friend impress the princess right at this moment, which Erik knew was Jaymin’s intention.

Jaymin impressed people all the time. Rarely did anyone except Talanthus and the palace guards even glimpse what Erik could do.

“Better with your sword?” Erik scoffed. “Not anymore, you’re not.”

“You know I am!” Jaymin made one final leap, landed on the bank beside him, and flailed his arms again to keep from falling backwards. “I can beat you in a duel any day.”

“The only time you could say that with any accuracy was when we were five, back before I actually had a toy sword to defend myself with. And even then, I could usually pull yours out of your hands.” Erik grinned at the memory.

“That was cheating! And ever since we both got swords and learned how to use them properly, I’ve been able to defeat you.”

“More often than not at first, maybe —”

“More often than not? Make that practically every time!”

“—but these days it’s the other way around.”

“I beat you last time we dueled in the courtyard. Or have you blocked that humiliating defeat out of your memory?”

“It was only because I’d just spent three hours working out before you decided to peel yourself off that throne and stroll outside for some exercise. And don’t forget that I beat you the day before.”

“Only because I’d just come from an exhausting three-hour meeting with my council of advisors while you were relaxing in the sunshine.”

“Relaxing? I was practicing with the guards, thank you very much. I beat two of them in a row, and then I beat you.”

“Well, I’m about to beat you now. On guard!” Jaymin swung his staff like a sword.

Erik had known it was coming, of course. A conversation like that couldn’t end any other way than in a duel. In the palace courtyard, they used wooden practice swords from Talanthus’s supply. In Jaymin’s suite, it was the decorative stalks of dried river cane from the giant silver vase near the hearth. In the king’s study, where Erik sometimes kept him company between his workouts and Jaymin’s royal engagements, they repurposed cushions from the sofa.

Erik blocked Jaymin’s first blow easily and struck out with his own staff. Their weapons clattered together as they dueled on the bank, their boots scrabbling for purchase in the mud, each of them trying to force the other down into the water. Erik knew better than to take his eyes off his opponent, but he smiled inwardly at the thought that the princess must be watching. She was about to see one of them get drenched, and he didn’t plan on it being him.

In his peripheral vision, Erik saw the flock of goats start across the stream at Fretchal’s urging, their hooves clattering on the rocks as they jumped nimbly from one to the next. He parried another blow, straining to push Jaymin toward the water. With difficulty, he resisted the urge to shoot his foot out in a kick that would win him the duel right away. He would do it if he were fighting an actual enemy, but in a traditional duel, the use of feet or legs was considered cheating, and Jaymin wouldn’t appreciate it. Besides, Erik wasn’t trying to humiliate his friend.

And then the goats were all around them, bumping against their knees as they hurried toward home and milking time. Stepping aside to dodge Jaymin’s next blow, Erik tripped over a trotting form and lost his footing. With a bleat of protest, the goat butted at him with its hard, hairy head. Erik shoved it away with one hand as he scrambled to his feet, but Jaymin took advantage of the distraction to lunge at him, pressing his advantage. 

Erik managed to twist as he fell for the second time, rolling away from the stream as he hit the ground instead of falling into the water. Jaymin lunged at him again, trying to stab him with his makeshift sword, his real sword knocking against Erik’s elbow as it swung in its sheath from his belt. Erik was barely able to execute another roll in time, but he swept his staff out. Jaymin jumped to avoid it, slipped in the mud, and came sprawling down across Erik’s legs.

Fretchal stood over them, shaking his head and chuckling, as they disentangled themselves and regained their feet. “Is that what you Lowlanders do for recreation?”

Jaymin tried to rub the mud off his clothes, his face red. “Usually it involves a little more dignity, but … yes, sometimes.” He cast a sheepish glance toward the princess.

But she wasn’t paying attention. She and the Mountain Folk with her were on their feet, their eyes on the opposite slope. 

Where a rider on horseback was making his way toward them.

Adrenaline shot through Erik. They’ve found us!











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










Kalendria watched the stranger descend the slope toward them, the bowl of lumjum she had been mashing forgotten. Around her, the Mountain Folk had drawn together warily, spears in hand. She was thankful to be wearing a disguise, but she wondered whether she ought to hide, just in case. But he must have seen her by now, and if he was an enemy, running away or hiding would only make him suspicious. 

She glanced over her shoulder, hoping Jaymin and Erik would join them before the man arrived. Though still far back by the stream, they were running toward her, leaving Fretchal and the goats to straggle after them. From the other direction, Korram and Thel, who were closer, had spotted the rider too and were hurrying back from their fishing spot downstream. But the rider was approaching at a canter and was almost upon them now.

As he drew near, she could tell that the man was definitely a Lowlander, though not a soldier. He was dressed in rough peasant clothing, his unkempt beard and travel-stained clothes suggesting that he had been on the road for days. His horse wore bulging saddlebags.

Reining the horse to a halt, he stared at Kalendria and her companions, seeming a little nervous himself. “Um, hello. You must be Mountain Folk. I’m here looking for someone.”

No one replied, and he scanned their faces anxiously, his gaze coming to rest on Kalendria. Though she was wearing the same deerskin clothing and doing the same work as the others, she knew she didn’t really look like them. Her hair was dark like theirs, but longer; and though it was messy now, it wasn’t matted or jaggedly cut. Her skin had tanned a little, but she didn’t have the rugged appearance that came from a lifetime of exposure to the sun and wind. Her fingernails, though grimy, still showed patches of the delicate pink of her pre-birthday manicure. 

The stranger had apparently noticed the differences too. His eyes never leaving her face, he swung himself out of his saddle and ventured a step closer, reins in one hand. “You’re not one of the Mountain Folk. Are you — could you be — you’re Princess Kalendria, aren’t you?” Sure of himself now, he bowed low, smiling in relief. “Your Highness, you don’t know how thankful I am to see you alive. Are you all right? And your royal brother — is he alive too?”

The Mountain Folk were staring at Kalendria now. “Do you know this Lowlander?” Athcha, Thel’s aunt, demanded.

“No, but he seems to know me.” Kalendria drew herself up as regally as a princess in a deerskin tunic and breeches could. “You’re correct about who I am.” There was no point in denying it when the stranger was obviously certain. “But who are you? And what are you doing way up here in the mountains?”

“Forgive me, your Highness.” The man bowed again. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Borril. I work on a farm just outside of Sazellia. I came to try to help you and King Korram, though I’m relieved to see that you seem to be all right. Is his Majesty here? Perhaps I could explain everything to both of you together.” 

“Explain, then.” Kalendria turned to see her brother and Thel hurrying into camp, lugging a basket full of silvery fish between them. 

Borril dropped to one knee. “Your Majesty! You are alive! Oh, I can’t tell you how many times I hoped for this moment and feared I wouldn’t find you or that I would come too late.” He looked around at the fish, the tents, and the Mountain Folk. “I see that you’ve managed quite well, though, so I suppose my mission was for nothing after all. And yet I’m not sorry I came all this way. It’s worth it just to know that you’re alive.” 

Setting the basket down, Korram strode over to stand before the kneeling man, gesturing for him to rise. “You rode into the mountains to find me?”

“Yes, Sire.”

“Why, exactly?”

“I thought perhaps I could help you, Sire. I heard you had fled here; I thought you might be lost and hungry and in danger from the — well —” He shot a nervous glance at Thel, who had picked up a spear and was standing beside Korram like a bodyguard. He chuckled. “Anyway, I brought you some food, but it was foolish of me to think you’d be going hungry in the mountains.”

“Well.” Korram sounded as though he couldn’t decide whether to be amused, pleased or offended. “It was thoughtful of you just the same, Borril. Why don’t you tether your horse over there by ours, and then you can explain how you knew where to search for us and tell us the news from the Lowlands. You may as well join us for supper since you’re here.”

The Mountain Folk exchanged doubtful looks, and Kalendria guessed they didn’t like the idea of this stranger sharing their meal, but none of them said anything. Perhaps they were willing to accept anyone Korram did. After all, they had welcomed Kalendria and the others into their midst in much the same way.

Jaymin and Erik dashed up to Kalendria, their clothes smeared with fresh mud. “Who’s that?” Jaymin demanded, panting.

She gave him a relieved smile. “He’s a farmer named Borril. He came here from the Lowlands to try to help us.” As she said it, Kalendria realized she was starting to talk like one of the Mountain Folk.

Erik frowned, watching the man unsaddle his horse. “Does he look familiar to you?” he asked Jaymin in a low voice.

Jaymin glanced at his friend and then back at Borril. “I don’t think so. Does he to you?”

“I don’t know.” Erik frowned again, deep in thought. 

Borril turned around at that moment to hang his saddle on a branch and caught sight of them. His face lit up, and he excused himself from Korram and hurried over. 

“You must be King Jaymin of Alasia!” He bowed. “Your Majesty, it’s an honor to meet you. My name is Borril.”

“I’m glad to meet you too, Borril.” Like Erik, Jaymin examined him closely. “We haven’t met before, have we?” 

“I’ve never had that pleasure, your Majesty, though I have seen you from a distance a few times when you’ve visited Malorn. I was standing in the crowd in the center of town when you rode through Sazellia in your carriage nearly two weeks ago.” 

“But you’ve never been to Alasia?”

“No, your Majesty.” 

Erik spoke up. “You aren’t carrying any weapons, are you?”

Borril looked surprised. “No. I work on a farm. I wouldn’t know what to do with a sword if I had one.”

“You won’t mind if I search you, then.”

Borril looked even more surprised. “Search me? You mean, to see if I have any hidden weapons?”

“Exactly.”

“Well, no, I suppose I don’t mind, if it would make you feel better.” Borril glanced at Jaymin, and Kalendria could tell the man was embarrassed. “If your Majesty thinks it’s necessary …?”

Jaymin shrugged. “Humor him.”

“Put your hands on your head,” Erik ordered. The man pressed his lips together in irritation but obeyed. Erik patted him down roughly, feeling in his pockets and along his belt for anything suspicious. But the search turned up nothing more than three copper coins and a dirty handkerchief. “Take off your shoes,” Erik ordered next. 

Borril sat down on the ground and loosened his scuffed leather shoes. He pulled them off and handed them over one at a time, their foul odor noticeable to Kalendria even from a few yards away. Erik examined them both, undoing the laces all the way, feeling inside, and then inspecting the soles as though he thought there might be a weapon hidden in them somewhere. Finally he returned the footwear to Borril, who had been waiting with arms folded across his chest and an expression that suggested he was holding back a few choice comments.

“I’m sure you understand, after all we’ve been through,” said Korram, who had come over to watch. “It’s hard to know whom we can trust anymore.”

“Yes, your Majesty.” But he shot Erik a resentful look as he refastened his shoes and rose to his feet. “I hope you’re satisfied now on that count?”

“Do you mind if I search your saddlebags as well?” said Erik. Kalendria could tell it wasn’t really a request.

Borril shot him another look. “Search all you want, but I’ll tell you exactly what you’ll find. I already took most of it out over there. It’s just food, cooking supplies, my blanket, and a little money, though most of that’s gone now. I did bring a small knife to use for the bread and the cheese, but it isn’t very sharp.”

Kalendria watched as Erik strode over and poked through the pile that Borril had heaped on a blanket. She saw loaves of bread, half a wheel of cheese, strips of dried meat, a dozen turnips, and a cloth bag full of peas. Erik examined everything, sifting through the peas with his fingers to make sure there was nothing else in the bag, squeezing every loaf, even hefting the cheese suspiciously. Then he went to the saddle and ran his hands over every part of it, and the saddlebags as well. He found four more copper coins in the bottom of one of them, as well as a half-empty water flask, a small cooking pot, a wooden spoon, a little box with flint and steel for starting a fire, and the knife Borril had mentioned. This he took out and examined closely, testing the blade with his thumb. Even Kalendria could see that it was no weapon and wasn’t very good quality even for a kitchen knife.

At last Erik put everything back and returned to his spot at Jaymin’s side. “Do you believe me now?” There was just a trace of annoyance in Borril’s voice. Erik didn’t reply.

“Now that we have that settled, let’s get ready for supper.” Korram gestured to the basket of fish. “Borril, why don’t you come and help clean these while the others milk the goats, and then while we eat you can tell us the news.”

The two of them picked up the fish basket and headed toward the stream. As soon as they were out of earshot, Erik turned to the Mountain Folk, who were watching the proceedings curiously.

“Some of you should go with them,” he advised. “Take your weapons.”

Kalendria frowned. “Are you sure that man is dangerous?”

“No, your Highness, but is it worth taking the chance?” Erik glanced at Thel. “What would it cost you to go along just in case?”

That was enough for Thel, who bent to pick up her spear. “Come on, Athal, Chak, Fretchal. Let’s go.” After a moment’s hesitation, her three relatives followed. Erik gazed at their departing backs, his arms folded, apparently deep in thought.

“You didn’t find anything,” Jaymin pointed out.

“No, I didn’t,” Erik admitted. “But that doesn’t mean we can trust him.”

“And you still think you’ve seen him before?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I haven’t, but he reminds me of someone. I can’t think who, though.” 

“Perhaps you remember catching a glimpse of him in the crowd as we rode by.”

“I don’t think that’s it.” Erik’s frown deepened. “I could be wrong. But until I figure it out, he’s a potential enemy.”

Jaymin shrugged. “If you say so. He seems harmless enough to me.”











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










“You eat some first,” Erik ordered Borril as the farmhand passed around slices of bread and cheese at supper. Though he still couldn’t decide if he had seen the man before, Erik was reluctant to trust him. He could easily be part of another assassination plot.

Borril looked as though he wasn’t sure whether to be amused or annoyed, but he took a bite of his sandwich. Everyone else watched while he chewed. Not until he had swallowed did they touch their own portions. None of them could forget what had happened with the wine. 

Some of the Mountain Folk eyed the Lowland fare with distaste and ate only their own food, but Thel and a few others tried a little of everything. While they ate, Borril filled them in on the news from the city. 

“People are spreading quite a story about what happened to you, Sire,” he told King Korram over a messy piece of fish, which he was obviously not used to eating with his fingers. “They say that you were assassinated, you and the queen mother and the princess, by some group that wanted to overthrow the government. And that they killed the Alasian king as well.” 

“But the queen mother got away too, right?” Princess Kalendria asked. Erik knew from several overheard conversations between her and her brother that the question had been weighing heavily on both their minds.

Borril shrugged apologetically. “That I don’t know, your Highness.”

“Who does the government actually claim was responsible for our assassination?” wondered King Korram.

“They say it was a big conspiracy, Sire, and they haven’t found everyone who was involved yet. But your High Council put some people from the palace on trial, and they were declared guilty and executed last week.”

That can’t have been a fair or thorough trial, Erik thought.

“What, already?” The king looked up from layering cheese on his second slice of bread. His disturbed expression suggested he was thinking the same thing. “Whom did they execute?”

“One of the cooks, I think, and a kitchen assistant.”

The princess looked puzzled. “But we were assuming someone on the High Council is behind this. Why would they execute people who were following their orders to poison the wine?”

“To cover their own tracks,” King Korram told her, “so the cook couldn’t finger them, and so it would look as though they’re innocent and trying to punish the guilty.”

Jaymin reached for another slice of bread. “If that’s how they treat those who work for them, I’d hate to be on their side.”

“One other person was tried and executed too, your Majesty,” Borril said to King Korram. “One of the High Council members.” 

“No!” The king stared at him, horrified. “No, no! I know who they killed. I’ll wager anything I know who it was.”

“Who?” his sister wondered.

Korram shut his eyes and sighed. “High Councilor Aybien. Am I right?”

“Yes, Sire.” Borril was obviously surprised. “You are.”

Korram threw the remains of his bread into the fire and rose to his feet with a wordless cry of fury. They all watched as he stomped away into the dusk and then back again, bellowing angrily, kicking at the side of a tent, running his hands through his already unkempt hair. Erik had seen enough of the Malornian king’s temper not to be surprised, but Borril sat wide-eyed. Doubtless this was a side of the monarch’s personality he had never imagined. 

“You may as well come back and sit down,” Thel pointed out finally. “It’s terrible that your friend was killed, but you’re scaring the horses.”

Korram glanced over his shoulder to where the horses were snorting and rolling their eyes at him. Borril’s jaw dropped as the king plopped back onto his goatskin mat beside Thel. Obviously the man had never heard of a commoner giving a suggestion to a king, much less the king obeying it.

“Councilor Aybien wasn’t my friend, exactly,” Korram gritted out. “But he was the only person on the High Council who I could be completely certain was loyal to me, who actually agreed with me most of the time. Likely he was the only one who wasn’t part of the plot. That’s why the others framed him and killed him. Now they’ve probably voted in someone else as bad as the rest of them, and the entire High Council is nothing but a roomful of traitors.” 

He pounded the ground with an angry fist before turning back to Borril. “Well, out with the rest. Whom did they choose to be the next king?”

Thel looked puzzled. “There would be another king while you’re still alive?” 

Korram turned to explain it to her. “If a king dies without an heir, the High Council elects one of their own to be the next ruler. If they want people to think I’m dead, they’ll go ahead and follow the process.” He faced Borril once again. “So who’s sitting on my throne?” 

“High Councilor Heggen, your Majesty — or King Heggen, as they’re calling him now.”

Korram leaped angrily to his feet once more, his fists clenched. “Heggen! I should have known. He never voted for any of my proposals. He constantly stood against me, and he had the most ridiculous reasons, but somehow he always got the others to listen to him. That scheming, conniving wretch! He was obviously behind this all along. He’s the one who tried to kill us. I know he was! Now he thinks he can have my kingdom for himself. Well, he’s wrong!”

“You’re scaring the horses again,” Thel pointed out. Korram threw himself back onto his mat, pounded the ground once more, and flung an extra branch into the fire with furious strength. Erik scooted back as sparks burst upward.

Jaymin frowned. “But what about Rampus? Didn’t we think that he must be behind this? I would have expected him to step forward and crown himself king.” 

Erik suspected he knew why the man hadn’t, but the princess voiced his thoughts before he could. “Korram offered a reward for his capture five years ago. Rampus probably knows it isn’t safe to come out of hiding yet.” 

“Probably,” Korram agreed. “Plus he couldn’t legally be the next king since he wasn’t on the High Council when I supposedly died. He might be biding his time until he can make them rewrite the constitution — or until he can finagle his way back onto the High Council, arrange Heggen’s death, and get himself chosen instead. I wouldn’t put it past him.” He ran both hands through his hair at once. “Borril, you haven’t heard anything about Rampus returning, have you?”

“I’ve heard nothing about him since the Invasion of Alasia, your Majesty.” Borril hesitated. “And I’m afraid I have more bad news. Heggen told people there’s someone else in on the plot who’s pretending to be you. He says he might show up any time and claim to be King Korram, pretending you didn’t die after all. Heggen’s offering a big reward for anyone who finds this person.”

Oh, no. Erik groaned inwardly. That could definitely make their escape from Malorn harder.

The princess looked confused. “Why would anyone make up a story like that?” Then understanding dawned on her face. “Oh! So that if the real Korram does come back, they can say he’s just an impostor.”

Her brother nodded. “They’re smarter than I gave them credit for. Now I can’t just go marching back to Sazellia and announce to everyone who I am. Anyone who doesn’t know me personally would assume I’m the fraud and turn me in.” He turned back to Borril. “Am I at least wanted alive?”

“Dead or alive, I’m afraid, Sire.”

The king’s expression had changed from angry to curious. “So tell me. How much am I worth?”

“The reward is three thousand gold pieces, Sire.”

Jaymin whistled. “You’re more expensive than I was. Rampus only offered two thousand back when he was searching for me.”

“You were just a prince then,” Korram pointed out. “Of course a king would be worth more. Actually, I had hoped for a higher price, but I suppose three thousand isn’t bad at this point in my career.”

Erik chuckled inwardly, though he kept his face impassive. I wonder how much I would be worth if anyone were to set a price on my head. He suspected he would be wanted dead if it ever came down to it. Not that such a thing was likely, fortunately. Those who had the most reason to hate or fear him were the least likely to actually notice him before it was too late. 

The princess glared at her brother. “I can’t believe you’re joking about the situation like this. It’s as though you’re discussing buying a horse. This is your life at stake!”

King Korram shrugged. “Everyone likes to know their value. Aren’t you curious? What about my sister, Borril? Is there a reward for her too?”

“No, your Majesty. Only for the man impersonating you.”

“Oh, well. Sorry, Little Sister. I guess you aren’t worth much to our new government.”

“Will you stop being so flippant about it?” Princess Kalendria demanded. “Now we really have to make sure we stay out of sight. Anyone who sees you could try to kill you or capture you or at least send a message to the High Council about where you are.” 

“Not anyone.” Thel gestured to the members of her family seated around the fire, taking in the conversation silently. “Korram is still safe among our people.”

But we can’t all live the rest of our lives in the mountains, Erik thought. At least, Jaymin and I can’t. King Korram probably could. Princess Kalendria was a different story too, though. Erik felt a moment’s sympathy toward her. After all, he shared her dislike of sleeping in tents and wearing the same clothes day after day without bathing.

“As much as we appreciate your family’s hospitality, we prefer not to spend the rest of our lives here in the Impassables.” The princess managed to keep her voice pleasant. Erik had noticed her making an obvious effort to stay positive even when she must be frustrated, which he respected. His own strategy at such times involved simply keeping his mouth shut and his face expressionless.

“Korram is supposed to be the King of Malorn,” the princess went on. “We have to find a way to defeat the people who tried to kill us so he can rule the kingdom again.”

“And I need to return home to rule Alasia,” added Jaymin. “I really should get back soon, too.”

Korram ignored Jaymin’s hint. “Speaking of kings, what’s Heggen been doing since he put himself in charge?” 

“I don’t know much yet, Sire,” admitted Borril. “It’s only been a few days. But I was there in the crowd when he made his coronation speech, and he promised to do all sorts of good things for Malorn.”

“Like what?” 

“Well, like lay in cobblestone streets all around Sazellia in the parts that only have dirt roads now, so they won’t turn to mud every time it rains.”

“What?” Korram was indignant. “That was my idea! I brought it up last year and he said it would be too expensive compared to how little good it would do anyone. They voted it down even though I could tell most of the High Council knew I was right.”

“There’s talk of extra taxes to pay for all the things he wants to do,” Borril said.

“That thief!” The king pounded a fist on the ground again. “We don’t need extra taxes. We’ve had a surplus for years with all the revenue from the gold mines. Money just sitting there in the treasury waiting to be used for all my plans that the others never vote for.” He scowled. “Heggen just wants to line his own pockets.”

The farmhand gave King Korram a sympathetic look. There was something about his expression, Erik thought. Maybe it was just that he had that look of a humble, hopeful commoner eager to please his king and perhaps earn some reward. Erik had seen it often enough when Alasians spoke to Jaymin. But then why does he keep looking at me as though he dislikes me? Erik had noticed several veiled glances that gave him the idea the man was keeping a suspicious eye on him, much as Erik himself was on Borril. Is it just because I searched him for weapons?

Borril had been telling the king more about the new government, but Erik jumped in when the man paused for breath. “I have a question for you. If everyone is really saying the king is dead, how did you know he would be alive, and how did you know where to find us?” 

Jaymin nodded, acknowledging that it was good question. Everyone, even the Mountain Folk, turned to Borril for his answer. 

“I drove the farm wagon into Sazellia to sell some of our vegetables in the morning market the day after it all happened,” the man told Erik. “The market is right down the road from the palace. I’m sure you know the place I mean,” he put in as an aside to the king and princess. “Sometimes one of the cooks comes there to buy fruit and vegetables for the palace kitchen. She’s an old friend of mine, and she often fills me in on palace news. Well, that morning she was all worked up. Apparently a servant had been found dead — they suspect poison — and four other servants and guards had been knocked unconscious and tied up, and the king and princess were nowhere to be seen. Naturally I was very concerned, being a loyal citizen, so I waited in town for the next few hours trying to find out more about what had happened. Sazellia was full of armed guards riding here and there like they were looking for somebody, and they started spreading the story that the king had been killed and that someone else had been spotted pretending to be him. They were asking people if they had seen a man posing as King Korram.

“Then I found an arrow in the bushes by the side of the road near the palace. I started putting the pieces together to guess what had happened, though I didn't know yet what I could do about it. But the arrow told me which way you had probably fled. 

“I saw I was right the next day when I spoke to a farmer who said he’d seen four strangers ride through his farm toward the Impassables when he was up at night tending a sick cow. So I pictured you all hungry and lost up there with no one to help. I'm a loyal Malornian, I am, and when I saw what was happening in Sazellia and heard what they were saying, I knew I couldn’t just sit back and do nothing. I may be only a farm worker, but I knew I had to do my best to help my kingdom’s rightful ruler. So I borrowed a horse and bought as much food as I could afford, then headed for the mountains. I didn’t know exactly where you’d gone, but I asked people if they’d seen strangers traveling on horseback. Eventually I ended up wandering through this part of the Impassables wondering if I would ever find you, or if you would be dead when I did, or if I’d be attacked by wolves or unfriendly Mountain Folk, or whether I would run out of food first and then it would all be for nothing. I was so relieved when I caught sight of the camp, and then when I recognized the princess here.” He bobbed his head respectfully in her direction.

Erik chose to keep his face expressionless. The story sounded believable on the surface, but he didn’t trust it. Either this man is incredibly lucky, or he’s an incredibly good tracker. If the latter, they should all be worried. Jaymin met his gaze, and Erik could tell by his expression that his friend was thinking the same thing. 

But instead of looking concerned, King Korram fished in his pocket. “How much did you spend on the food and whatever travel expenses you incurred?”

Borril shrugged. “Maybe ten or twelve pieces of silver altogether, Sire, but I don’t mind. I was glad to do it, truly I was.”

“Yes, I know you were, and I want to thank you for it.” Korram pulled out a handful of money and counted out fifteen silver coins.

“Oh, no, Sire, please. I couldn’t possibly take anything from you. I just wanted to help.”

Does he mean that? Or is he hoping his words will inspire his king to be even more generous?

When Korram insisted, Borril finally gave in and pocketed the coins. His expression was a mixture of embarrassment and reluctant appreciation. 

“I want to ask you a favor, too,” the king continued. “You don’t have to say yes, but I’ll pay well if you’re willing to do it.”

He’ll say yes, Erik predicted. He’ll act eager to serve … but will he really do whatever it is? 

“Your Majesty, please consider me one of your servants. The answer is yes no matter what you ask. Knowing that I’m serving my kingdom’s true ruler is all the payment I need.”

Erik resisted the urge to roll his eyes, but King Korram smiled. “You’ve given us some helpful information,” Korram told him, “but I would be in your debt if you could gather even more. Would you be willing to return to Sazellia, find out a few more details, and then report back to me again?”

“Oh, yes, Sire.” Borril’s face lit up. “It would be my pleasure to do that for you. Now that I know where to go, the journey shouldn’t take more than maybe three days each way. Allowing a couple of days to find out whatever you want to know, I could leave tomorrow morning and be back in just over a week. Will you be waiting here, or shall I look for you somewhere else?”

Wouldn’t you like to know? Erik could imagine the man leading a company of soldiers right to their camp. Surely King Korram wouldn’t be foolish enough to wait here until they arrived, or to tell this fellow about their plans to make for the border. Which needs to happen all the sooner now. 

“I don’t think we’ll stay here that much longer,” began Korram.

“Ahem!” Erik cleared his throat as loudly as he could, staring pointedly at the king. Don’t make me warn you about the possible danger right in front of this man.

But Korram obviously couldn’t decipher Erik’s thoughts the way Jaymin, who had known him almost his whole life, often did. The Malornian king stared back at Erik for a moment, his expression annoyed, then he deliberately turned to Borril once more. “We’re heading back to the Lowlands,” he began again. “Why don’t we meet you at that mining town to the southeast; the tent city they call Golden Valley?”

“Your Majesty!” Erik interrupted.

“What?” Korram didn’t bother to hide the irritation in his voice.

“May I speak to you for a moment?”

“Isn’t that what you’re doing now?”

Erik stood up and gestured out into the growing darkness. In private, your naive Majesty. 

At first Erik thought the king was going to refuse, but then he rose to his feet with an exasperated sound. “Excuse me,” he said to the others as he followed Erik away from the campfire. 

Without a word, Jaymin got up and hurried after them. Good. He’ll take my side if King Korram won’t listen.

Not to be left out, the princess jumped to her feet as well. “Excuse me too,” she called over her shoulder. 

Erik led them up the hill until they were out of earshot of the camp. “What do you want?” Korram snapped when they had stopped. “You’re being rude to our guest.”

“Sire, it would be very unwise to tell him where we’ll be when he returns.”

“How else is he supposed to find us again?” The king’s tone implied that Erik must not have considered this obvious point.

“It might be better if he didn’t, your Majesty.”

“What, have you suddenly remembered that he’s actually some professional spy or something?”

“No,” Erik admitted, “but —” 

“I want him to bring us information about the government, the army, the border, maybe even what’s happening in Alasia. Things we can’t possibly find out on our own right now but that we ought to know before we leave Malorn. Don’t you want to learn more about what’s going on so we can finally make a proper plan?”

“Not as much as I want to keep us all alive, Sire.” It was too dark to see each other’s faces clearly, but Erik hoped his tone would make it obvious that he was deadly serious. “I’m still not convinced that this Borril is who he says he is, but even if he is telling the truth, don’t you think he’s tempted at all by the prospect of those three thousand gold pieces? How do we know that when he returns he won’t have soldiers with him?” 

“Erik’s probably right,” Jaymin put in. “Borril may not have given us any reason to distrust him, but is it really worth risking our lives?” 

“It’s not that much of a risk!” King Korram’s voice rose impatiently, so that Erik was afraid the others back around the fire would hear him. “This is not open to discussion!” He was half shouting now. “Borril came all this way to help us. I’m not going to insult him by treating him with suspicion.” Turning on his heel, he stalked back down to the camp.

Erik let out his breath in frustration. “This is a bad idea.” He made sure his own voice was barely audible.

“We’ll try talking to Korram again later,” the princess assured him. “He can be awfully stubborn when he has his mind set on something, but he usually listens to reason eventually.”

Erik trudged after the others back to the campfire, where Korram was giving the man directions to Golden Valley. “Make sure you find it before you go on to Sazellia,” he instructed. “That way you’ll know where to go when you return. We’ll plan to meet you there in ten days. In the meantime, I’d like you to find out all you can about what’s going on in the government, if they’re spreading any more lies, if there are any rumors about my mother’s location, what the army is doing, how well guarded the border is, how Alasia is reacting to their king’s supposed death, and anything else you manage to overhear.”

Borril nodded seriously. “I’ll do my best, Sire.”

“And bring some more bread and cheese when you return.” The king tossed him another coin. “You’ve no idea how much we miss that sort of thing up here.”











CHAPTER NINETEEN










The next morning, Erik watched King Korram and Borril talking earnestly over the servings of milk that the Mountain Folk always shared around after they finished the milking. “We’ll meet you in the tent city ten days from now,” Korram reminded the man. “That should give you enough time to discover what I want to know. Talk to that friend of yours in the palace and see what she can tell you. You won’t forget what I want you to find out?”

“No, your Majesty.” 

“Good. And of course I’ll pay well for anything you can tell me. Oh, and make sure you keep track of your expenses, like if you have to bribe anyone for information. I’ll reimburse you for whatever you spend.” 

Borril bowed. “You are too kind, my lord.”

No, just too naive, Erik thought again. Perhaps the man really was nothing but a loyal peasant eager to help his monarch, but trusting him wasn’t worth the possible danger. None of them had found an opportunity to talk to King Korram about the matter again since last night, though, and his mind obviously remained unchanged.

“If you’re ready to go, I’ll help you get saddled up.” The king fished some coins out of his pocket. “And here’s a little more for your return journey.” The two of them walked over to Borril’s horse. 

Erik glanced at Jaymin, who had been listening too, as Borril finally cantered away downstream. “I just can’t place that man, but I don’t think we should be letting him out of our sight.” 

Jaymin shrugged. “I know, but at least we still have ten days to convince Korram we shouldn’t go back to the mining camp.”

The Mountain Folk had begun to discuss how they would divide up the day’s work, as they did every morning, when King Korram turned and interrupted them. “I have to say a few words before anyone goes off to take the goats to pasture. First, I’m afraid we need to bid each other goodbye. The time has come for my friends and me to part ways with the rest of you. We appreciate all you’ve done for us, but now we need to take a different path.”

The Mountain Folk murmured in surprise, and Thel looked particularly disappointed. “Korram,” Jaymin put in, “we have to talk about that first.”

“Of course we do. But not just yet.” Korram turned back to Thel and her family. “You all ought to leave as well. Today, since the goats can only travel so fast. It would be wise for you to head deeper into the mountains where you’re less likely to be found by anyone who might come here looking for us.”

“Who would come?” wondered Thel.

“Borril, probably.” The king glanced in the direction in which he had disappeared. “Or anyone he might send.” 

“But Borril is going to meet us at the mining camp,” the princess objected.

“I’m hoping that’s where he’ll go first. When he doesn’t find us there, he’ll probably come here next.”

Erik, who had just caught on to what King Korram was doing, groaned inwardly. I should have realized.

“Wait a moment.” The princess, a little slower to figure it out, looked confused. “You mean — you aren’t planning on meeting Borril at Golden Valley after all?”

“Of course not,” her brother told her. “I have no intention of waiting there to get arrested. We’re going in the opposite direction.”

“So — you didn’t actually trust him in the first place?” Jaymin clarified. 

“Of course I didn’t trust him. How stupid do you think I am? Don’t answer that,” Korram added warningly to Erik.

Princess Kalendria stared at her brother. “But you said —”

“I know what I said. And did you notice how loudly I said it last night? I wanted to make sure Borril heard me. That’s why I wasted so much money on him, too. If he thinks I trust and appreciate him, he’ll think I'm really planning to meet him where I said I would. That way, he and the soldiers won’t come looking for us where we’re really going.”

“Why didn’t you let us in on what you were thinking?” Jaymin was indignant. 

“What, and have you pretend to trust him too? I didn’t think he would fall for that.” Korram chuckled. “It would have been awfully gullible of us all to have believed him. It was more realistic that we were divided. And I figured Erik would play his part better if he thought I really meant what I said.”

Erik tried hard to keep the indignation and embarrassment out of his face, but he had a feeling they showed anyway. And he had to admit it was a good plan. Perhaps a little of his admiration showed, too, because King Korram chuckled again. “Well? It worked, didn’t it?”

“It seems it did, Sire.” Erik allowed himself a sheepish half-smile before smoothing his features back into the expressionless mask that was most comfortable for him.

“That story of Borril’s was just a little too convenient,” the king went on. “And I never trust anyone who boasts about his own loyalty. ‘Oh, your Majesty, you are alive! Oh, I can’t tell you how many times I hoped for this moment. Oh, I’m a loyal Malornian, I am. Oh, it would be my pleasure to serve you.’ Too sickly sweet, if you ask me. He may have been sincere, but I think he was trying a little too hard to make sure I thought he was.”

A memory clicked into place in Erik’s mind, and he felt his eyes widen as the realization hit. That’s it! 

“What is it?” Jaymin demanded.

How could I not have remembered sooner? Erik imitated the voice as well as he recalled it. “‘Oh, your Highness, how can I ever say what a joy this is?’” 

Jaymin frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t you remember? He’s grown a beard and changed his accent, but it’s still him. ‘To think that you’re alive after all, and I’m meeting you in person! Your Highness, I’m at your service!’ Don’t you remember who said that to you?”

Jaymin froze, understanding dawning in his eyes. For a moment the two friends simply stared at each other, Erik’s chest tightening as he thought about what this meant. 

“No one ever caught him,” Jaymin whispered finally. “You could be right.”

King Korram stared from one of them to the other. “Caught whom?”

“I’m right,” Erik said. “I know I am. I told you I remembered him from somewhere. We’ve got to stop him.” And let’s hope it’s not already too late. He turned and sprinted for his horse, Jaymin close behind.

“Who is he?” Korram demanded again, hurrying after them. 

“Some professional spy,” Erik called over his shoulder. “Come on, everyone! We have to go after that man.”

The Mountain Folk exchanged uncertain glances. “Tell them, Korram!” Jaymin yelled, practically throwing his saddle onto his horse.

The Malornian king turned back to the others. “You heard him. Let’s go! This is urgent!” He dashed toward Clinja. Thel and a handful of others rose to their feet and seized their spears. “Not you, Kalendria,” Korram called over his shoulder.

“So what’s happening?” Thel demanded, leaping onto her horse’s bare back as Erik and Jaymin frantically tightened girths and adjusted stirrups. “Why are we chasing after Borril?”

Erik, too busy preparing for pursuit and mentally berating himself for not realizing the truth yesterday, didn’t bother to reply. But Jaymin turned and called, “His name isn’t Borril.” 

Finally ready, Erik mounted and wheeled his horse downstream in the direction in which the man had disappeared a few moments earlier. Jaymin and Korram followed right behind, Thel and her relatives trailing after. As they broke into a gallop, Jaymin turned back again to call over his shoulder, “It’s Dannel!”











CHAPTER TWENTY










Frustrated and impatient, Kalendria wished for the dozenth time that she had gone with Korram and the others after all. Why did she have to miss out on all the excitement? If she could work like the others, she should be able to chase after enemies with them too. She knew Korram was only trying to protect her, but she wasn’t a little girl anymore. Even Thel, who couldn’t be that much older than she was, had gone with them. Of course, Thel had a spear and knew how to use it, but that was beside the point. 

Kalendria paced anxiously, staring down the valley, while the remaining Mountain Folk packed up their tents and supplies and tied everything into bundles. The morning was half over when at last she saw Korram and Clinja rounding the bend in the trail, followed by Jaymin and Erik on their horses, and then the Mountain Folk in ones and twos. In a moment there were eight of them. They were still too far away to see their expressions, but by the way they seemed to droop on their horses, she guessed they weren’t bringing good news. 

“He disappeared,” Korram growled as he rode back into what was left of the camp. “That sneak completely disappeared. He must have switched directions and set off at a gallop the moment he was out of our sight.”

Erik’s eyes were hard with anger. “It’s my fault. I should have realized earlier who he was.”

“I was there that night too, and I didn’t remember him either,” Jaymin pointed out. “We only saw him once by lantern light, and it was over five years ago.”

“I spoke with Dannel once, too, but he was well disguised now.” Korram hesitated, thinking it over. “Of course, for all we know, this could be his real appearance, and he was disguised the first time. In any case, he didn’t seem familiar to me. Even his voice sounded different, though now that I know, I suppose I can see they’re the same person.”

Kalendria nodded, remembering. She had been there too that evening in Mother’s sitting room when Dannel had brought a message from Rampus summoning Korram to Almar. Even now that she knew who Borril really was, it was hard to reconcile the eager farmhand with the humble messenger she recalled.

“None of that matters. It’s my job to remember people.” Erik scowled as he wrapped his horse’s reins around a branch. “Come on; we’d better pack up our things. You can bet he’s going straight back to Sazellia to report to his superior, and we need to be as far away from here as possible by then.”

“So who exactly is this man?” wondered Chen.

Korram ran a hand through his hair. “Dannel was Rampus’s best spy during the Invasion. He could disguise himself as anyone — an Alasian soldier, for example — and find out all sorts of things without ever getting caught. But what we didn’t know at the time was that he had been spying for the Alasians as well, bringing them information about us.”

Fretchal laughed. “So he was working for both sides.”

“Yes, and he was so good that neither side suspected it. We both wanted to get our hands on him afterwards, but no one could find him.”

Thel looked somber. “If he’s that good at disguising himself, he could have been living anywhere — right in the city, even.”

“So do you think Rampus and Dannel have been working with the High Council to overthrow you and take over the kingdom?” That would make the most sense, Kalendria thought.

“Good question.” Korram bent to pull his cloak out of the tent he’d been sleeping in. “Probably. Rampus may have been communicating with the High Council — or at least with Councilor Heggen — for years, perhaps through Dannel. The three of them could very well have planned this whole coup together.”

Kalendria heaved Star’s saddle onto the horse’s back, since nobody was stepping forward to help her. “I can only imagine what Malorn would be like with Rampus and Heggen in charge.” She remembered how controlling Rampus was — courteous to his supporters on the surface, but always seeking out ways to gain more power over individuals and the kingdom as a whole, quietly making sure anyone who got in his way regretted it … or simply disappeared. And Heggen, much less subtle, was just plain selfish and greedy. “We’ve got to find a way to stop them.”

“We’re going to.” Korram took the two bags of food and cooking supplies that Dannel had left and strapped them onto Clinja’s back. “Just as soon as we can get somewhere safe where we have time to sit down and make plans without worrying that Rampus’s men are on their way to arrest us. Jaymin, are you ready to host Kalendria and me in Alasia for a while?”

Jaymin brightened. “Absolutely. The two of you can stay with me for as long as necessary. As soon as we get to Almar, we’ll meet with my own Council of Advisors, whom I trust, and together we’ll figure out the best course of action.”

“So where exactly are you all going now?” Thel wanted to know. 

“North, toward the Grenn River. After we cross it, we’ll be in the Western Wilderness, which isn’t technically part of Malorn anymore. It belongs to the bandits, whom we’ll have to avoid, but at least Malornian soldiers won’t be able to come after us there. On the other side of Bandit Territory, we’ll cross another river, the Telleck, which forms the Alasian border. Bandits or not, that will probably be the safest route, since there aren’t any major towns in that area.” 

Kalendria didn’t like the idea of traveling through Bandit Territory. But with what they were wearing now, she supposed they wouldn’t look like the sort of wealthy targets bandits would be most interested in.

Most of the Mountain Folk were busy loading their own horses with rolled-up goatskins and sacks. Korram made the rounds among them, embracing them and thanking them again for all their help. Kalendria was glad they had taken her brother’s warning seriously, and she hoped they could get far enough away not to be found by Dannel or any soldiers who might come looking.

 Come to think of it, perhaps Korram had been unwise to tell Thel and her family as much as he had. What if soldiers catch up with them and question them? Kalendria shuddered at the thought of Thel or little Chen being interrogated.

Thel wove her way over between people and horses and piles of luggage and wrapped her arms around Kalendria. “I’m glad I could get to know you better. I hope you have a safe journey.” 

Kalendria hugged her back. “Thank you. I hope I’ll see you again soon. Maybe after everything is safe again, you can come to Sazellia for a longer visit.” 

Thel nodded, her eyes reflecting the deep blue of the mountains around them. It made her look older and more serious. “I think I will. I’d like to see the Lowlands again.” She lowered her voice so the others wouldn’t hear. “Most of my family doesn’t feel the same way, otherwise I would visit regularly. But I’ve been thinking about it, and maybe I’ll come by myself sometime. Our people don’t really travel alone, but — well — I’d like to see Korram more often, and for more than just a couple of days at a time.” She blushed. “We did meet on the Rite of Acceptance, after all. And of course it would be nice to visit you, too, now that we’re getting to be friends.”

Impulsively, Kalendria pulled her embroidered handkerchief from her pocket. Thel had commented on it a few days ago, admiring the flowers stitched around the hem. “Here, keep this to remember me. The next time you come visit us in the palace, I can teach you to embroider your own, if you like.”

Thel grinned in delight as she unfolded the handkerchief to examine the blue and purple morning glories surrounded by their delicate green leaves. “It’s beautiful. I’ll think of you every time I look at it.”

She tucked it carefully in her pocket, hugged Kalendria once more in thanks, and then turned to Korram. “So, what are you going to give me?”

Korram furrowed his brow. “Give you?”

“You know. So I'll remember you.” 

“I’m sorry, Thel; I don’t have anything to give at the moment.”

Thel raised her eyebrows. “Well, then, I suppose I’ll just have to give you something to remember me by.” She stepped forward, pulled Korram’s face down toward her, and pressed her lips against his.

Kalendria’s jaw dropped. Around them, the Mountain Folk looked up from their packing to nudge each other and grin. A glance at Jaymin showed amused surprise on his face too. Catching her eye, he leaned across his horse and whispered, “I didn’t know that Korram and Thel … that they ….” He paused, fumbling for words.

“Neither did I,” Kalendria whispered back.

“Neither did he, by the looks of it.” Erik nodded in Korram’s direction. Kalendria turned back to her brother just as Thel released him, and she saw by his stunned expression that he was apparently as shocked as the rest of them.

Thel stepped back, grinning, her cheeks pink. “I should have done that the first time we said goodbye! I’ve wanted to kiss you every time we’ve seen each other since, and I finally told myself to just do it so I could stop wishing I had.” Then her smile faded and she regarded him seriously. “I don’t think this is goodbye for long, though. I have a feeling I’m going to see you again soon.”

Korram cleared his throat awkwardly. “I — I hope it isn’t. I mean — I hope I do. That is, it would be nice. But — I’m afraid not likely.” Kalendria wasn’t sure she had ever seen her brother at a loss for words before, but then, she had never seen anyone kiss him before, either. 

Thel reached into her pocket and held a small object out to him. “You did give me something to remember you by once, if you recall. You said to keep it for you for a while. Well, I’m giving your snowcat necklace back to you now. It’s your turn to keep it to remember me.” Kalendria saw that she held a handful of gleaming teeth strung on a cord. Thel reached up to tie it around Korram’s neck.

“Oh, I’m not going to have any trouble remembering you, Thel. Especially not after —” Korram broke off and glared around at the rest of them. “What are you all staring at?”

Everyone looked away, the Mountain folk nudging each other again and chuckling.

“We’d better get going,” Jaymin stated, breaking into the awkwardness as he swung himself into his saddle. “If we hurry, we can probably make the Grenn by this afternoon.”

Kalendria and Erik mounted as well, and after a moment, so did Korram, though he moved as if in a daze. Kalendria noticed that he and Thel kept their eyes fixed on each other for as long as was reasonably possible. Even when the horses had splashed across the stream and were trotting up the opposite slope, Korram kept turning around to look back at her.











CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










Kalendria and the others spent the rest of that morning and most of the afternoon riding up one slope and down the next, stopping only for a quick lunch under some shady trees at noon. Jaymin, obviously eager to get home, urged them on again as soon as they had finished eating.

Kalendria had never visited this part of Malorn, and she looked around curiously as the mountains melted toward the plains. Occasionally they glimpsed a distant village or saw a hillside robed in the orderly rows of green that marked the location of a coffee farm. As they left the mountains behind, she found herself looking around for hints of danger, but there were no signs of any palace guards or soldiers. It’s far too soon for Dannel to have brought word about us to anyone back in the capital, she told herself. And even when he did, it would be days before any enemies could get to where they were, let alone find them now. And how could they even know where we’ve gone, if Thel and her family aren’t there any more to tell them? 

Of course, Dannel had already proved his ability to track them down.

But we’ll be safe in Alasia long before he has a chance to start after us. Still, she noticed that Erik kept glancing around as though checking for danger, too.

Finally they rounded a bend and looked down to see a wide river sparkling silver in the sun. On the opposite bank, rolling hills and plains were covered with boulders and bushes but few trees. Low peaks rose further to the west, but for the most part the land on the other side was flat. 

“The Grenn,” Jaymin cried. “We’re almost there!” He hurried his horse down the slope, the others right behind.

As they approached the bank, Kalendria gazed across the rippling silvery expanse toward what was now officially Bandit Territory. She raised her voice above the sound of rushing water. “I don’t suppose the horses could swim across?” But she knew the answer before she asked.

“No.” Korram was positive. “Even if the river wasn’t so wide, the current could be dangerously strong in the middle. It wouldn’t be safe to try.”

“Isn’t there a bridge?” Jaymin wondered. 

“Yes, but it’s probably ten or twelve miles downstream.” Korram glanced to the right, though the bridge was much too far away to see from here. “And I’m sure there will be soldiers guarding it, now that it’s the gateway to Bandit Territory.”

“Maybe we can find a boat somewhere,” Kalendria suggested. She knew fishing villages lay here and there along the bank. 

Korram shrugged. “Maybe. Let’s look upstream first so we don’t run into any soldiers down by the bridge in broad daylight.” 

They rode single file along the bank, squinting against the late afternoon sun. For perhaps an hour they followed the river westward through trees and meadows, rocks and brush, seeing nothing more than an occasional family of ducks paddling or deer drinking at the water’s edge. 

At last, as the sun dipped below the hills, they began to notice tendrils of smoke curling up into the dusk. As they drew closer, they saw first one house and then another beyond it, and then several more. Most of the little homes stood right at the water’s edge, and Kalendria thought she glimpsed a few bobbing forms near the bank that could have been boats. 

Korram called a halt, and they dismounted among some trees. “How are we going to do this?” he asked, almost to himself.

“We could wait till after dark, and then one of us could sneak up to the nearest house to see if they have a boat,” Kalendria suggested. Everyone turned to look at Erik, who raised an eyebrow in silent response. “They probably do, if they’re fishermen,” she continued. “Then we could — well — borrow it, maybe leave some money to pay for it, and row it across.”

“Sounds awfully easy, Little Sister. But has any of us ever tried rowing a boat before?”

Everyone shook their heads. 

“There is an alternative.” They all turned again as Erik spoke up. “We could hire someone to row us across.”

They considered his idea. “Would that be safe?” Kalendria wondered. 

“Probably, your Highness, as long as we wait till it’s too dark to see your faces clearly. I wouldn’t think anyone this far from the capital is likely to know you by sight, anyway.”

“You’re probably right,” Korram admitted. “However, there’s one problem with the boat idea, no matter who rows. We won’t be able to bring the horses.”

Kalendria was dismayed. She hadn’t thought of that. “Maybe if it’s a big enough boat,” she began. 

But Korram shook his head. “No boat we would find here would hold four horses. We’d need a small ship for that.”

“But how can we manage without our horses?” she protested, stroking Star’s soft neck. “And what would we do with them, anyway? We can’t just leave them here.”

Jaymin ran his fingers through Jasper’s mane. “I think we could make do without them. It wouldn’t be as easy, of course, but the hardest part of our journey is behind us now. We can buy more horses after we’ve crossed into Alasia, and you and Korram could send someone to fetch these ones later when everything’s safe again.”

“We could leave them with someone who lives here.” Erik nodded toward the settlement. “Pay somebody to take care of them for us.” 

 Korram patted Clinja’s bare flank, and his horse nuzzled him in response. “How do we know he wouldn’t just sell them? The rest of them are replaceable, but I couldn’t stand to lose Clinja. I went through far too much to get her, and she and I have been through a lot together.”

“And I’d hate to lose Star.” Kalendria wrapped her arms around her horse’s neck protectively. Star had been her birthday present from Mother four years ago.

Erik shrugged. “I suppose that’s a risk you’d have to take. It’s not as though you can just hide them somewhere until you get back.”

“I suppose not.” Korram was reluctant. “Now I wish I’d left Clinja with Thel. But you’re probably right. I don’t see what else we can do.”

They waited among the trees while Erik walked into the settlement to make the necessary arrangements. While he was gone, they sat down to a supper of the rest of the bread and cheese, setting aside a little for the bodyguard. Afterwards they divided the remaining food, the cooking supplies, and their palace clothes into four piles, which they tied up into bundles in their cloaks. Though she knew the others would give her the lightest load, Kalendria wasn’t looking forward to carrying everything by hand. But she told herself that if she could sleep on the ground, fetch water from a stream, and mash lumjum, she could carry a load for a day or two. And they would be in Alasia after that.

“I found a fisherman who’s willing to row us across,” Erik reported when he returned. “He’s agreed to board the horses as well. The only catch is, it will cost one piece of silver for each of us for the boat ride, and two for each of the horses, all in advance. And if you leave them for more than a month, he wants to keep the horses.”

“What?” Korram was outraged. “That’s robbery! And I thought the bandits were all on the other side of the river. Was that the best deal you could make?”

Erik shrugged. “No other fisherman around here has room to keep four horses, your Majesty. He was in a better position to bargain than I was, and he knew it. Anyway, I did get the price lower. You should have heard what he asked for at first.”











CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










Kalendria blinked back tears as she hugged Star tightly and whispered a goodbye into one velvety black ear. It wasn’t just that she was leaving her favorite horse behind, perhaps never to see her again. Star was her last piece of home. She thought Star looked despondent, too, as Korram helped the fisherman lead the horses into the fish-scented shed that would be their home for who-knew-how-long.

Turning away before she could burst into tears, Kalendria followed Jaymin around the fisherman’s house to the riverbank. Standing on the dock by their scanty possessions, she felt like a refugee about to depart for foreign shores. Though it wasn’t much comfort, she picked up the green cloak, with its load of clothes and food, and clutched it tightly to her chest. 

“You didn’t tell me you had so much luggage.” The tattooed fisherman eyed their bundles of food and supplies in the dim light. “How we supposed to make it across the river with all this?” 

Jaymin and Korram had nearly emptied their pockets to pay the fisherman already, and now Korram scowled at the man’s complaints. “I suppose you’re trying to say the luggage will cost us extra.” He fished in his pocket and pulled out two more coins. “Will this cover it?”

The fisherman looked surprised, but snatched at the coins. “Very well.” He frowned at the bundles they were holding, though, and chewed on his lip a moment as though pondering whether they would really fit. “You better leave behind anything that ain’t important.”

Korram glared at the man. “We’re paying you well for this, so you’d better not think we’re going to leave you with anything more than our horses. Now let’s go.”

They stepped carefully into the rocking boat tied to a dock before the house. Kalendria sat down on a narrow bench in the stern next to Jaymin, and Korram and Erik crowded together in the bow. Untying the rope, the fisherman pushed off from the dock before seating himself backward in the middle seat.

“Hold on to the gunwale,” he advised, indicating the boat’s side, the top of which stuck out two or three inches in a lip that was easy to grasp. “And try not to move around much. You’ll need to bail the whole way.”

Kalendria wasn’t sure what bail meant. But understanding dawned when the fisherman reached under one of the seats in the tiny boat and passed Korram a battered tin bucket. 

The river seemed even bigger from a boat than from its bank, Kalendria thought as they set off, their luggage wedged under the seats and between their feet. She suspected that the little rowboat was not designed to carry five people, and she held on tightly as it bobbed and dipped in the current. The only rowboat she had ridden on before floated in the scenic winding pond in the palace garden, where there was no current and the only possible dangers were the swans that sometimes hissed when people came too close. This was an entirely different experience.

“We’ll come ashore a long ways downstream,” the man warned, pulling at the oars as he angled them out into the current. Sure enough, the rowboat seemed to be drifting downstream much faster than the fisherman could row across. 

Kalendria took deep, slow breaths, wondering if they were supposed to be riding this low on the waves. That must be why he had worried about their luggage, which was already getting soaked as water splashed in over the sides. The mighty Grenn held their tiny craft in its clutches like a monster tossing a leaf around. Kalendria did know how to swim, sort of — she had been given lessons years ago in that same pond — but she wasn’t sure how well her abilities would stand up to water as fast and powerful as this if they were to capsize. 

Jaymin noticed her anxious expression and gave her free hand a quick, comforting squeeze. His was warm against her damp palm. “Don’t worry; it’s a sturdy little boat. We’ll be across before long.” But she noticed that he was gripping the boat tightly with his other hand, as was Erik, who looked a little seasick. Korram kept busy using the bucket to scoop out the water that sloshed in over the sides. 

Kalendria reached for her bundle and clutched it on her lap, hoping the rest of their food had not been ruined already. One by one, the others did the same. Eventually Erik reached for the bucket, which Korram gladly surrendered. When the bodyguard had bailed awhile, Jaymin took over, and then Kalendria took a turn as well. 

The sky was dark now, and around them, inky waves slapped against the boat’s sides, splashing, threatening. Kalendria was soon soaked from the waist down. Her sandaled feet rested in a cold, ankle-deep puddle. They worked the bucket as fast as they could, scooping water out until their arms were tired and then passing it on to the next person. But no matter how fast they bailed, the Grenn threw water into the boat even faster. 

Looking back to check how far they had come, Kalendria was relieved to see that the lights from the cottage windows were just a faint glow in the darkness, far to the left now. Peering ahead again, she saw the dim shapes of trees and bushes on the opposite bank growing nearer. But would they get there before the vessel completely filled up?

The fisherman, straining at his oars, watched the rising water level with concern. “You’d best toss out your bags,” he advised finally when the water had risen halfway to their knees. “We got too much weight in here.”

“We need everything we have,” Korram protested over the slapping of the waves. Kalendria knew her brother felt the same way she did when he added, almost to himself, “This is all we’ve really got left in the world.” 

“Throw out the turnips,” Jaymin suggested. “They’re the heaviest.”

“True.” Korram pulled the cloth bag out from within his knotted cloak. “I don’t care much for turnips anyway.” He leaned out to swing it overboard just as a wave tipped the boat in the same direction. 

“Look out!” the fisherman cried. Korram dropped the bag and grabbed for the gunwale, trying to keep his balance as the whole craft tipped. Kalendria shrieked as they all slid to the starboard, clutching at the seats, the sides, each other, anything they could reach. The boat’s port side lifted higher than it had any right to go, and her bundle tumbled off her lap and over the edge. In the next instant the Grenn reached its cold hands up for them all and she found herself gasping in its icy embrace. 

Kalendria kicked and floundered, trying to keep her head above the water’s surface while she reached for where she thought the boat was supposed to be. Everything was dark, and her eyes and mouth and ears were full of cold water. She could feel the current tugging her rapidly downstream. Where is the boat? Where are the others? Then something smooth and hard brushed against her arm and she grabbed frantically at it. It was an oar, and she clutched it with one hand while she flailed through the water toward the dark hump she now saw just a few yards away. It wasn’t easy to swim gripping the oar, but with nothing else to hold onto, she didn’t dare let go. 

Suddenly she felt its shaft strike something, and a grunt of pain penetrated the water that filled her ears. Then someone grabbed the other end of the oar and she felt herself being pulled in. 

The rowboat floated upside down, wet figures clinging to it. Erik gripped the end of her oar, hauling it closer. “Are you all right?” Jaymin called, extending a hand. 

“I think so.” She let go of the oar and clutched his hand. “Is everyone here?”

“Now we are,” Korram grunted from the other side of the boat as Jaymin pulled her close enough to seize the slippery wood.

“Oh, my boat,” wailed the fisherman, gripping the bow and his other oar. “If it’s damaged, you’re paying for it.”

“Can we turn it over and climb back in?” Jaymin wondered.

They pushed and tugged, but the only result was that the current sent them spinning and bobbing downstream even faster. Kalendria’s fingers were growing numb, and she wasn’t sure how long she could keep holding on in the icy water.

“Just swim for the bank!” Korram called finally. “Pull the boat!” 

So the five of them gave up their attempts and struck out across the current. They kicked and thrashed, trying to swim one-handed, except for Erik and the fisherman, who were still holding the oars and had no free hands. 

Waves slapped her face with every stroke as Kalendria swam with all her strength. She couldn’t tell whether they were actually making any headway toward the bank. She wondered how far downstream they had traveled already, and what would happen if they couldn’t get across before they floated under the bridge. Would the soldiers on duty there see them and fish them out? Maybe they’ll rescue us. They might not recognize us in the dark. But what if they do?

From ahead, the fisherman gave a triumphant cry. Before she had time to wonder what he was exclaiming about, Kalendria’s toe struck a rock and she gasped in pain, accidentally inhaling a mouthful of water. By the time she finished coughing it out, they were wading ashore, her sandals squelching into the mud with each step as the water level sank to her armpits and then her waist and eventually her knees. 

The exhausted travelers heaved the boat right side up, and it bobbed innocently beside the bank as though it had never come near to drowning them all. It still had its rope attached, and the fisherman hauled it up onto the shore as far as it would go. While the others staggered onto the grass and collapsed, worn out and shivering, he set to work examining his boat for damage. 

“You’re lucky it’s in one piece,” he declared finally, flopping down onto the ground beside them. “I can’t believe we still got both oars. Bucket’s missing, but that’s all.”

No one answered. Kalendria, lying face-down with her eyes closed, felt the grass pricking her cheek, tickling her lips with every breath. She had never been so happy to feel dry ground under her. Not that it was very dry anymore. Water ran off her sodden clothes and hair in streams, pooling beneath her.

“My bucket’s gone,” the fisherman repeated, having received no response the first time.

“So is our luggage,” groaned Korram.

“That ain’t my fault. I told you you had too much.” No one replied. “I’m gonna need a new bucket,” the man persisted.

Kalendria finally realized what he wanted. She rolled over and stuck a hand into her pocket, surprised to feel that she still had not only her coins but her earrings and necklace. Their own weight must have kept them in there. She pulled a coin out — gold, by the feel of it — and tossed it at the fisherman, who caught it and fell silent in pleased surprise. She wasn’t sure how much a bucket was worth, but maybe the money would help make up for the unpleasant adventure they had put him through.

Jaymin pushed himself up to a sitting position. “We should light a fire. I’m freezing.” Like Kalendria, he was shivering.

“Yes, but not here,” Erik warned, pulling off his boots to dump water out of them. “We need to get further upstream first. We can’t be far from the bridge now, and the soldiers might see the light.”

Walking was the last thing Kalendria wanted to do at the moment, but she struggled to her feet along with the others. “Thanks for the ride … I suppose,” Korram said to the fisherman sitting beside his boat. 

The man grunted in response. “Next time we take two trips.”

“Next time!” Korram turned back to face him. “You must be joking. After what we’ve been through, I don’t want to go near another boat in my life.”











CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










Deerskin had never felt so heavy before. Erik slogged along the riverbank behind the others, his head throbbing, hoping they wouldn’t encounter any danger that would require him to leap into action. He much preferred the simple, lightweight black tunic and breeches he wore every day back home and that he’d hoped to put on again after they left the Mountain Folk camp. Though the Mountain garments he’d worn for the last week were sturdier, they wouldn’t be as practical in combat, especially dripping wet like this. But a change of clothes was unlikely at least until they arrived in Alasia.

And of course there was nothing to eat anymore, unless they could live off the land. He still had some money, and he knew Jaymin did too, but since there were no actual towns here in the Western Wilderness, money wasn’t likely to do them much good. 

No, the next day or two didn’t look to be very pleasant from any angle. And that was even if this headache faded and they didn’t encounter bandits.

As soon as they passed out of earshot of the fisherman, who had started back across the river in his boat, Jaymin stopped and pulled his sword from its sheath. “I’m glad we wore these instead of packing them. I’m going to try to dry mine off so it doesn’t rust.” He plucked a handful of leaves from a nearby bush and started wiping down the blade. King Korram drew his own to inspect it as well. 

“Who needs swords?” Erik felt gingerly at the swollen lump on his forehead. “Just give the princess an oar and she can defend us all.” 

Princess Kalendria gasped as she realized what she had done. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Erik. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Thank you for saving me back in the river.”

Thank you for saving me. Had he really saved the princess’s life? Quite possibly. Even Jaymin hasn’t done that. Suddenly the headache and wet clothes weren’t as annoying. Erik allowed himself a small smile in the near darkness. “That’s all right, your Highness. Obviously I need more practice in underwater combat.”

The princess giggled, and to his surprise, Erik felt his face and ears turn warm. She’s a royal. I’m just a bodyguard doing my job. Why should I care what she thinks or whether she appreciates me? He shouldn’t. An Alasian bodyguard who’d started life as a street urchin could not under any circumstances have any sort of future with a Malornian princess, after all. 

Not that he wanted one with her. Of course not.

But there was no denying she was pretty, in spite of the breeches and unkempt hair, and he liked the way she had apologized to him by name and thanked him. No other girl had ever spoken to him that way or giggled at something he’d said. In his experience, girls only ever noticed Jaymin. And while normally Erik preferred not to be noticed, something inside whispered that perhaps it wasn’t so bad.

Jaymin hung back to walk beside him, slowing to let the princess and her brother get ahead. “Underwater combat?” he said in a low voice. “Really? Was that supposed to be funny?”

The princess thought so. Glancing over at Jaymin, Erik could tell his friend was annoyed. Are you jealous because I’m the one who saved her life? But he wouldn’t say that aloud. Not to Jaymin.

Of course, Jaymin would probably end up with the princess if he wanted her. It’s unfair, whispered a tiny, rebellious part of Erik’s mind. Jaymin nearly always got everything he wanted, which would have turned most people arrogant, self-centered, and spoiled. But somehow Jaymin managed to be gracious and generous and considerate of others most of the time, perhaps because of his brief experience with poverty back during the Invasion.

He could have any girl in Alasia. Plenty of noble families had presented their daughters to him. Erik had watched Jaymin make conversation with a dozen lovely young ladies, occasionally dancing with them at parties or balls while excited parents looked on, obviously hoping desperately that their daughter would someday be queen. But while he was courteous to all of them in public, Jaymin had confided to Erik more than once in private that none of the girls interested him.

But things were different now. If Erik had been unsure how Jaymin felt toward the princess, that question — and the irritated tone in which Jaymin had asked it — had made his feelings clear.

Erik deliberately pushed his irritation away. Jaymin was his best friend and the person he respected most in the world, with the possible exception of Talanthus, the palace master-at-arms who had rescued him from the streets and given him a new life. Erik’s whole life revolved around Jaymin — it would have little purpose apart from him. Besides, he’s king, and I’m a street waif-turned-bodyguard. It’s not as though I’d have a chance with her anyway.

Jaymin was still waiting for an answer, still trying to hide his irritation. “You know me,” Erik said, making sure his tone was rueful. “I don’t have much of a way with words even at the best of times. You’ll notice I’ve never volunteered to write your speeches for you.” He fingered the bump on his forehead again. “And this isn’t the best of times for me.”

Jaymin’s annoyance faded into sympathy. “As soon as we cross into Alasia, we’ll find somewhere to buy you willow bark tea for the pain, and maybe a physician who can make you a poultice.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine after a good night’s sleep.” As if he was likely to have one out here. 

Peering ahead in the starlight, Erik spotted a clump of trees near the bank. “Speaking of which, that’s probably as safe a place as any to make camp. We could light a fire with little risk of it being seen.” 

“Our flint and steel are at the bottom of the river,” Jaymin pointed out.

King Korram turned around. “That won’t be a problem.” He sounded smug. “You forget that I’m one of the Mountain Folk.”

When they reached their campsite, Erik cleared a patch of ground while Jaymin and the princess gathered sticks and twigs and King Korram stripped dried moss and lichen from tree trunks and crumbled it into a little heap. Borrowing Jaymin’s sword, the Malornian king knelt and struck its steel blade against his own until sparks flew out. It took a dozen tries before the dried moss finally caught and a wisp of smoke rose from a tiny orange flame. 

It’s a good thing one of us has wilderness survival skills. Erik would have to talk to Talanthus about expanding his training. What would have happened if he and Jaymin were stuck in a situation like this without King Korram?

They all knelt in a tight circle to block the breeze while the king fed the flame with the smallest twigs. At last the fire was large enough to devour bigger sticks, and finally a friendly blaze crackled warmly before them. 

The four of them stretched out their hands gratefully to its heat, their pale tired faces lit by its flickering glow. The princess unbuckled her sandals to warm her feet while Erik and the two kings pulled off their boots and wrung out their soggy stockings — gray and full of holes by now — before laying them out around the fire to dry. Erik wished for a warm cloak and a private room in which to change out of his wet clothes. But considering that they all could have been dead at the bottom of the river, he didn’t complain. Not that he would have in front of the Malornian royals anyway.

The four of them lay down around the fire like spokes on a wheel. Erik, a light sleeper at the best of times, shifted on the hard-packed dirt, trying unsuccessfully to get comfortable. Sleeping in that tent had been difficult enough, but at least it was warm and dry and involved a layer of goatskin between him and the ground.

As he had expected, he didn’t sleep much. It was a relief when dawn finally broke and he could peel himself off the dirt and stretch his complaining limbs before the fire again. 

His stomach growled, but of course they had nothing to eat or drink but water. Muttering about the hundreds of fish that must be swimming past every moment, King Korram used his sword to sharpen a twig into a makeshift hook and then unlaced everybody’s boots and tied the laces together.

“You’re never going to catch anything with a fishing line like that,” Jaymin predicted as the other king tied his hook to the end of it.

“Do you have a better idea?”

Nobody did. King Korram hobbled off barefoot to dig for worms by the bank, and the rest of them built up the fire and huddled around it, hungry and sleepy. Erik, his head still throbbing dully, got up and paced back and forth along the bank, checking the deserted area for danger. It was as good an excuse as any not to have to watch Jaymin gazing at the drowsy princess.

Finally King Korram, perched on a boulder out in the water, gave a cry of triumph. “Aha! What did I tell you?” 

Erik’s spirits rose. They would get breakfast after all! But when the Malornian king clambered down and waded ashore, he held only one small, wriggling fish. Erik followed him back into camp in time to see him toss it into Jaymin’s lap. “Just for that comment, you get to gut it.” He disappeared back toward the river.

Erik’s stomach growled. This fish wouldn’t provide much of a meal for even one person, but perhaps King Korram would catch more. 

The princess watched, chuckling, as Jaymin picked up the fish by the tail and drew his sword. Though they had all learned to clean fish over the last week or so, Erik knew his friend had never done it with a sword. The Mountain folk used short knives or flat, sharpened stones. 

Jaymin looked from the long blade to the little fish and frowned. “This isn’t going to work. Erik, could I borrow your knife?”

Erik shot him an irritated glance. Jaymin knew perfectly well that his knife was a secret. What was the point in going to such lengths to make sure no one would ever find his tiny weapon if it was going to be brought out in public and used as a common tool?

But there was no point in making an issue of the matter now. Erik reached for the boot that lay nearby, turned it upside-down, and picked up a small, flat rock from the ground nearby. While the princess watched with obvious curiosity, he used the edge of the rock to pry open the narrow slot in the sole.

Princess Kalendria laughed in delighted surprise as he pulled out the little knife no longer than his hand. “You have a secret compartment in your boot!”

“It was secret.” Erik handed Jaymin a reproachful look along with the knife. “I’d appreciate it if this doesn’t get mentioned again. It’s supposed to be for emergencies only.”

“Sorry.” Jaymin slit the fish open, grimacing in distaste as he started to clean it.

They eventually ended up with three fish, which they roasted over the fire using swords as skewers. None of the fish was very big, and Erik was still just as hungry after he had eaten his meager share. But Jaymin reminded them all once again that they needed to get to Alasia as soon as possible, and King Korram pointed out that they might find berries or other food along the way. 

The king took apart his fishing line, and he, Jaymin, and Erik re-laced their boots. Jaymin kicked dirt over the fire to put it out, and the four trooped over to the bank for a last long drink from the river. Then, leaving the Grenn behind, they set off northward.

“We might reach Alasia this evening,” Jaymin told them as they wove their way across the plain between scattered rocks and bushes. Erik knew his friend could hardly wait to get home, and “home” to him was anywhere in his kingdom.

“We’ll have a second river to cross first.” The princess didn’t sound at all enthusiastic about the idea, and Erik didn’t blame her. He certainly didn’t fancy another boat ride, himself. The seasickness he was prone to made any experience on the water unpleasant. He had been close to losing his supper into the river last night, and probably would have if the boat hadn’t lost them into the river first.

“Now that we don’t have any luggage, the next river crossing will be safer,” Jaymin reminded the princess. He cast Erik an apologetic glance, knowing that wouldn’t make his seasickness any better. “The Alasian side of the Telleck has lots of towns and villages, so someone will probably be available to row us across. And then we might even find an inn to stay in tonight.”

The princess’s face lit up. Briefly, Erik allowed himself to imagine hot meals and real beds. And a town meant a marketplace, which meant proper clothes and maybe even horses. But he couldn’t let himself focus on that. Even if they gained some comforts, safety wasn’t guaranteed on either side of the border.

Jaymin and King Korram were smiling, undoubtedly lost in their own fantasies. “Don’t get careless,” Erik warned them all. “We have quite a distance to cover today, and it could be dangerous. The area is probably full of bandits, and we could encounter soldiers, too.”

He gazed out at the rocky plain ahead, wondering who or what he might need to defend them all from today. Whatever might come up, he would have to face it on an empty stomach with his head still aching, and after a night of almost no sleep. This could be the most perilous day of our trip so far.











CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










With her stomach growling, Kalendria fought the urge to complain as the four of them trudged through the rolling hills of Bandit Territory. They hadn’t found anything to eat, and while occasional rabbits and ground squirrels scampered by, the travelers had no way to hunt or trap them. 

The land was drier now, the few trees small and scraggly. From time to time they saw deserted huts surrounded by small fenced fields. Half-grown stalks poked up above the dirt in some of the fields, but she didn’t see anything that actually looked edible. Only a few crops would grow in this dry climate anyway, and it was probably too early in the year for them to be ready to harvest. But a little well stood beside each hut, and Kalendria was thankful when they could stop and drink. 

The houses and wells were few and far between, though. She knew that the area had always been sparsely populated. Everything was desolate now that the land had been given over to the bandits and the Malornian residents forced to leave. 

Here and there, the four of them stumbled — sometimes literally — across the ruins of ancient stone buildings, crumbled nearly to the ground, their remains overgrown with coarse grass and brush. Kalendria knew from lessons with her tutors that a civilization had flourished in this area hundreds of years ago, before Malorn had even become a nation. But those people, whoever they were, had been gone for generations, and now the Malornians were, too. Many of the little wooden huts showed signs of recent looting, with fences torn down and boards ripped out of the walls, perhaps by bandits wanting the wood for their own purposes. But she saw no other hints that anyone might be about in this forsaken wilderness. 

A few times, Kalendria did have the feeling that she was being watched, and judging by the way the others sometimes glanced suspiciously around, she guessed they felt it too. But she never saw anyone, though most of the land they were trekking through wasn’t open enough to allow them to see far, anyway. Scrub brush and tall, prickly bushes grew here and there across the increasingly rocky ground, and some of the lumpy rock formations rose higher than their heads.

They stopped to rest every few miles, and each time Kalendria sat down, it grew a little harder to get up. She started to feel weak and light-headed with hunger. Though they checked each house they came to, all were bare inside, with no food of any kind in the empty cupboards. If their former occupants had left anything, the bandits must have claimed it.

As if her hunger wasn’t bad enough, she began to feel blisters rising on her toes, which made it harder to keep up with the others. Gritting her teeth against the urge to complain, she pulled her sandals off to give her feet a break the next time they stopped. If the ground had been softer, she would have walked barefoot, but it was covered with thorns and sharp-looking stones that she knew would be even more painful.

“I’m surprised we haven’t seen any bandits,” Jaymin remarked, leaning back against a boulder with his hands clasped behind his head. “So much for this being dangerous territory now.”

Korram nodded his agreement. “The only thing more annoying than having to give away part of my kingdom to bandits is having to give away part of my kingdom to bandits who don’t even bother to move in.” 

“Don’t get disappointed too early,” Erik warned them. “We haven’t made it to Alasia yet.” 

When they set off again, the bodyguard moved to the front. “These rocks are getting larger and harder to see around. I’ll walk ahead and check for danger.” No one objected, letting him lead the way and peer around boulders and over the crests of low hills before he turned to wave them on. His precautions seemed unnecessary in light of their uneventful morning, but Kalendria supposed excess caution came with a bodyguard’s job description.

As the sun rose higher overhead, their steps slowed still more. Keeping up a brisk pace wasn’t easy when they had eaten almost nothing all day. Kalendria thought wistfully of that morning’s meager roasted fish, the bread and cheese the night before, the goat milk and lumjum cakes they had dined on yesterday with the Mountain Folk. Even the turnips, peas and dried meat that the river had stolen would have been welcome right now. But if we make good time, tonight we can enjoy a full meal in an inn. 

They were traveling single file now, drifting further and further apart as they all grew more tired. Kalendria trudged along, for all practical purposes alone among the tall rocks. Then, unexpectedly, she heard voices from somewhere off to her right. Her first thought was that her companions had gotten on a trail that doubled back and was taking them in the opposite direction. As she paused to listen, however, she realized that was ridiculous. Jaymin and the others wouldn’t go anywhere but straight toward the Alasian border. 

Somebody else must be out there. Bandits? Kalendria wasn’t sure if it was safe to call out to the others, who probably hadn’t heard the voices yet, or they would have stopped as well. She glanced warily around. There came the voices again! Then she heard the crunch of a footstep off to her right. Kalendria whirled around just in time to see a soldier in a red and black uniform step out from behind a rock not ten paces away. From the yellow bands on his uniform sleeves, she could tell he was a sergeant. 

Even though Erik had reminded them that there could be soldiers about, it was a shock to encounter the man when they had seen no one else all day. Both of them froze, the sergeant’s hand on the hilt of his sword. “Who are you?” he demanded.

What should she say? Should she tell him the truth? Make up a name? Say nothing at all? Now she wished she had stayed closer to Korram or Jaymin.

“Who are you?” the soldier repeated. “And what are you doing here? Don’t you know this is Bandit Territory? This whole area between the rivers is off limits to civilians now.”

Kalendria didn’t know whether this man was an enemy or not; but whoever he was, she didn’t want to face him alone. Shaky from hunger, thirst, and exhaustion, she couldn’t decide on the best course of action. All she could think was that she had to catch up with the others, then one of them could decide what to tell the soldier.

She took off running, ignoring the man’s “Halt!” from behind her. But she was weak and tired, and he was much faster. She had taken only a few steps when she felt a hand grab her arm and spin her around. “I said halt!” he shouted, right in her face. “Where do you think you’re going? Answer my questions!” He whipped out a dagger and pointed it at her throat.

Kalendria heard a crashing of underbrush, then Jaymin appeared, bursting through the bushes with sword drawn. His eyes widened when he saw what was happening. “Let go of her!” He brandished his sword.

The sergeant tightened his grip on Kalendria’s arm and held up the dagger for Jaymin to see. “Stop where you are!”

Jaymin skidded to a halt, his eyes on the blade by Kalendria’s throat. He stood there panting, sword in hand, and as his gaze met Kalendria’s, she saw real fear in his eyes for the first time. 

She herself was almost too confused to be afraid. Everything was happening so fast. They had gotten off to a bad start with this man, whose clenching fingers were cutting off circulation in her arm. But if he was a loyal soldier, maybe he would be willing to help them once he found out who they were. He probably had food and water somewhere close by. 

But what about the story of the impostor pretending to be Korram? Would he believe they were really who they claimed to be? Depending on how long he’s been out here, he might not even have heard that lie.

From behind her, Kalendria heard the sound of rapid footsteps. Lots of footsteps. More soldiers, probably, drawn to the shouting. With that blade so close to her throat, though, she didn’t dare turn her head.

She saw Jaymin’s eyes flick back and forth as he took in the situation. “Drop your dagger,” he ordered. “Step back with your hands in the air.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the sergeant scoffed. “It’s obvious which one of us has the upper hand here. I’ll give the orders, and you’ll obey them. You drop your sword.” 

Jaymin hesitated. “Let’s both set our weapons aside. No one has to get hurt. Tell us who you are and who you’re working for, and then we’ll tell you who we are and what we’re doing here.” As he spoke, he moved slowly forward again, his sword lowered but still gripped in his hand.

“Freeze! Drop it now!” 

Kalendria gasped in alarm, her heart lurching, as she felt the sharp point of the sergeant’s dagger prick her neck. Immediately Jaymin dropped his blade. “All right, all right. Now let her go.”

The dagger withdrew just the slightest bit, but the grip on Kalendria’s arm did not slacken. “Not so fast. You there, stand still too,” the soldier called. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Kalendria saw Korram edging toward them. There was no sign of Erik. Had he been too far ahead to hear anything? Or was he hiding behind the rocks or bushes, watching and waiting for the best moment to act? 

“You fool, what are you doing?” Korram barked. “Do you have any idea who she is? Get your filthy hands off her or you’ll regret it for the rest of your life, which won’t be long.”

“I’m not going to hurt her as long as neither of you moves. Now drop your sword. I don’t want to tell you again.” The sergeant pressed his dagger against Kalendria’s throat once more. Her heart pounded as its tip pierced her skin. 

Korram flung his sword to the ground, eyes flashing. Even the snowcat teeth on their cord around his neck seemed to bristle in anger. “Fine. We’ve done as you said. Let go of her now. I don’t want to tell you again.”

The sergeant ignored him, turning to address his men. “Pick up their blades.” 

Turning along with him, Kalendria saw at least twenty soldiers stepping forward through the brush. Most were privates, though she noticed two with the white sleeve stripes that identified them as corporals. They had apparently been eating their noon meal; some were still chewing, and a few were brushing crumbs off their hands.

Two of them picked up Jaymin’s and Korram’s swords, and the others moved to surround the newcomers. “Don’t even think of giving my men any trouble,” the sergeant warned. “The three of you have a lot of explaining to do. You can start by telling me who you are, what you’re doing in Bandit Territory, and why you tried to run away when I first spoke to you. You look like Mountain Folk, but you don’t act like them, and they don’t come down to these parts. All civilians are supposed to have left the area already, as of that cursed treaty with the bandits. So what are you up to here?”

We ought to have come up with a plan for this sort of situation. Kalendria saw Jaymin glance at Korram, probably wondering if it was safe to reveal their identities.

“And you had better tell me the truth,” the sergeant added, noticing the indecision that flickered across both kings’ faces. “Now talk!”











CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










Kalendria flinched as the tip of the sergeant’s dagger pricked her skin again. Korram, seeing it, raised his hands in surrender. “All right. You’ll have the truth.” He straightened up to his full height. “I am Korram, King of Malorn, and your commander-in-chief.” He extended a fist, displaying his ring with the royal crest. “The lady you’ve been treating so brutally is the Princess Kalendria. This is King Jaymin of Alasia. Now unhand my royal sister immediately, and I’ll be merciful. If you cooperate with us completely, I will make sure you and your men don’t receive the death penalty when you stand trial for your crimes against the royal family.”

For a full ten seconds, no one spoke. Korram held the man’s gaze, his expression stern and commanding. Unfortunately, the dirty deerskin clothing took away from the effect, as did his shaggy hair and unshaven face. But Kalendria thought that surely no one could mistake the regal look in her brother’s eyes. Though she couldn’t see the sergeant’s expression, she felt his grip slacken a little, and the dagger sagged a few inches. 

The other soldiers exchanged glances, turning to look more closely at Kalendria and the two kings and then back to the sergeant for his reaction. The men holding the kings’ swords both raised them to examine the weapons as though looking for confirmation of their owners’ identities. 

Just as Kalendria was almost certain he was going to let her go, the sergeant’s grip on her arm tightened once again. “You’re lying!” But she could hear fear in his voice now. “The people you’re claiming to be are dead. You’re impostors. We were warned about you.” 

Kalendria decided it was time she asserted herself. “That’s ridiculous. I am Princess Kalendria. Why would I say so if it wasn’t true? You’re making a huge mistake.” 

Jaymin held out his hand as well. “Who else in Malorn would be wearing a signet ring with the Alasian royal seal?”

“Where did you get that?” the sergeant demanded.

“It’s mine. It belonged to my father before me and his father before him.”

The sergeant gestured to one of the men, who approached the two kings in turn, bending to examine the rings they wore. “I think they might be genuine, Sergeant Sammins,” the man told the officer after a moment. He backed away a step and looked nervously from one king to the other.

“Bring them here,” the sergeant ordered the soldier. Kalendria suspected that he didn't want to see the evidence as much as to take it. Steal it. Keep anyone else from being convinced by it. 

Jaymin evidently suspected the same thing. He drew his hand away, closing it into a fist, and looked grimly into the officer’s eyes. “You can have my signet ring when you cut it off my cold, dead hand.”

Korram’s expression was equally grim. Kalendria held her breath, terrified that the sergeant was going to demand the rings anyway.

For a moment the two kings stared at the sergeant, their gazes hard, unflinching. Finally, Sammins shifted and looked away. “Never mind the rings,” he told the private, who looked relieved. “They probably stole them from the two kings after they assassinated them, but they’ll have to give them up soon enough.” He half-turned and called, “Corporal Lasden, get some rope. Tie them up. We’re going to bring them back to Sazellia for the government to deal with.”

The corporal hesitated, his eyes fixed on Korram. “Are you sure? What if they’re telling the truth?”

“They’re not, you fool! We were at their funeral. You saw it for yourself.”

“I saw coffins. I didn’t see bodies.”

“That’s not the point. They’re dead. Dead! The High Council said so. That man is the impostor we were warned about. He was part of the plot to kill the king, and these others were probably in on it too. And have you forgotten about the reward? Go get the rope! Now!” Sammins was shaking with excitement or agitation, and probably without meaning to, he poked his dagger into Kalendria’s flesh again. She winced, and saw Jaymin, his eyes fixed on her, wince as well. 

The corporal stood still for a long moment, his eyes still fixed on Korram, who met his gaze squarely. Then he turned and glanced at Jaymin, his eyes finally coming to rest on Kalendria. Though she had never met the man before, Kalendria was sure that he recognized her. Most soldiers in Malorn had seen her, at least from a distance; all of them had certainly seen Korram at official events. She saw Corporal Lasden’s expression fade from doubtful to certain as he looked back at Korram once again. Now he would stand up to Sammins and refuse to tie them up.

But to her dismay, he nodded to the sergeant and disappeared behind some rocks.

“Search them,” Sergeant Sammins ordered next. 

Two of his men stepped forward to obey. “No other weapons, Sergeant,” one of them announced when they had finished, “but there’s a bit of money — and these.” He held up Jaymin’s ring of keys.

“Good. Bring it all here for now.” They handed it over to him, and he examined the keys curiously as though for clues as to their purpose. “What do these unlock?” 

Jaymin scowled. “That’s none of your business.”

“I really don’t care, anyway.” The sergeant tossed them back. “Carry your own keys. They won’t do you any good out here.” He stuffed the coins in his pockets, and Kalendria guessed he just wanted more room to keep their money.

Lasden returned with a coiled rope, and Korram locked gazes with the corporal once again. “You know who I am. You know what will happen if you do this.”

Without replying, the corporal drew his dagger to slice off a length of the rope. But the sergeant scowled at Korram. “Shut up!” He jerked his dagger on purpose now, and Kalendria cried out in pain as it pierced her skin. This time she felt a little trickle of blood crawl down her neck and into the collar of her tunic. “Don’t resist,” the sergeant snapped. “You’ll regret it!”

“All right, all right, we’re not resisting.” Jaymin held out his arms with his wrists together. “You can tie me up first. Just stop hurting her.”

“Hands behind your back,” Sammins ordered. Jaymin obeyed.

The corporal wrapped the rope twice around his wrists and knotted it. Without a word, but glaring at him, Korram presented his wrists likewise and was bound in the same way. 

They’re tied up. We’re captives! Kalendria couldn’t believe this was real. They were royalty! Her heart hammered against her ribs. What was going to happen to them now? Were they really going to be dragged back to Sazellia after everything they had gone through to get away? Were they going to be turned over to the people who had tried to have them killed in the first place?

And where was Erik? Perhaps he was watching out of sight somewhere, ready to leap out of hiding at just the right time. But surely the right time had passed. Both kings were bound, and the soldiers outnumbered them by more than ten to one. What could they do now? Fear pricked her heart like another dagger.

“And now her,” the sergeant ordered, nodding at Kalendria.

Corporal Lasden hesitated. “Tie up a lady?”

“If you dare lay a hand on her!” Korram lunged forward, bound wrists and all, Jaymin right beside him. But half a dozen soldiers leaped to intercept them, seizing them both by the arms.

The sergeant ignored them, addressing Lasden. “Of course, you idiot. Do you want her running away to get help, or untying the others when we’re not looking?”

“No, of course not. You’re right.” Lasden cut off another length of rope, but he wouldn’t meet Kalendria’s eyes as he approached. Coming around behind her, he took hold of her forearms and placed her wrists together behind her back. 

“Tightly, now,” the sergeant warned as he wrapped the rope loosely around her wrists. Lasden pulled it a little tighter before tying the knot.

It was a strange sensation. Kalendria wiggled her fingers, feeling for the rope, but she could barely reach it with her fingertips. Looking at Korram and Jaymin, standing there weaponless, their own hands tied behind their backs, the little prick turned into a stab of fear. They were helpless. Even if Erik did try to come to their aid, not even he could possibly be a match for this many armed soldiers at once.

“Gather up your gear,” the sergeant ordered his men. “We’re leaving.”

“What about our mission?” ventured the second corporal.

“This is more important.”

Lasden frowned, and the other men looked at Sammins in surprise. “We’ll earn three thousand golds between us and perhaps promotions as well back at the capital,” the sergeant explained impatiently. “I would think that part would mean something to you of all people, Corporal Lasden.” He glared tauntingly at the other man, who lowered his gaze. 

“Besides,” the sergeant added as an afterthought, “that man, at least, is wanted by the High Council for impersonating the king.” He pointed at Korram. “It’s our duty as loyal Malornians and soldiers of our kingdom to deliver him to the government. Which I intend to do, no matter what. Anyone who stands in the way is betraying our kingdom.” He stared around at all of them. “Is that understood?” 

There were murmurs of “Yes, Sergeant,” from all the soldiers. If any of them did object to what he was doing, it seemed they weren’t bold enough to say so. Or maybe the temptation of that reward and possible promotions spoke more loudly than their consciences. 

As the men disappeared into the bushes to fetch their gear, the sergeant gave Kalendria a little push toward the others. “Go join them for now. All of you, sit. And don’t try anything. We’re watching you.” 

Unable to use her hands to keep her balance, Kalendria stumbled and almost fell. She sank awkwardly to her knees.

“Are you all right?” Jaymin whispered, crouching down beside her. She nodded shakily. “Are you sure? You’re bleeding.”

“It’s only a scratch. That’s the least of our worries right now.”

“I’m going to kill that man.” Korram glared at the cut on her neck. “I swear I’m going to kill him.”

“He’s going to kill us,” Kalendria whispered. She knew they could hear the fear in her voice, but she didn’t care. “He wants the reward money, and you know what Dannel said. Dead or alive.”

“He’s not going to kill us yet,” Jaymin reassured her. “He won’t want to carry our bodies all the way back to Sazellia when he could make us walk. And it’s at least a two- or three-day walk from here.” He lowered his voice, until she was reading his lips more than hearing his words. “That’s plenty of time to escape. Erik will do something. Don’t worry.”

The other soldiers began to reappear with shields, canteens, and loaded packs. Kalendria noticed that many of them were eyeing the prisoners uncertainly, perhaps trying to decide what to believe about them, but no one said anything. Maybe we can convince some of them to help us. But none of the men showed any sign of being willing to disobey orders. Though a sergeant was not a high-ranking officer, any soldier in Malorn was required to obey his superiors on the field or face disciplinary measures back at headquarters later. In the Western Wilderness, especially, she knew that sergeants were often given command of platoons that were sent out separately to keep marauding bandits at bay in different areas. Sergeant Sammins was probably accustomed to ordering these privates around, assisted by the two corporals who were also under his authority, and the privates were accustomed to obeying. It wasn’t likely that any of them would go against his direct orders and help their prisoners, especially if they weren’t completely convinced of the prisoners’ identities.

As everyone convened in the clearing once again, Kalendria saw that both of the kings’ swords were now hanging from Sammins’ belt beside his own. “All right, here’s what we’ll do,” she heard him say to the corporals. “We’re heading back to Sazellia the same way we came. Lasden, you’ll take the lead, since you’re most familiar with the route. Eight of the men will follow you, then two more will each take one of the prisoners, and I’ll come next with her.” He bent and pulled Kalendria to her feet. “The rest of the platoon can walk behind, and Enset, you’ll bring up the rear.” 

Jaymin and Korram stood up as the two corporals beckoned the rest of the soldiers over, ordering them into position as instructed. Sergeant Sammins turned back to the two kings. “If you cause any trouble or try to escape, you die. It’s as simple as that. I’ll be keeping an eye on you from behind, and if I think either of you is about to do anything except exactly what you’re told, she dies too.” He pulled out his dagger again and gestured to Kalendria’s neck.

Jaymin glared at him. “You can put your weapon away. We’re not going to try anything.” 

“I’ll decide when to put it away.” The sergeant turned to his men, who had fallen into position and were awaiting further orders. “Everyone ready?”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“Good,” Sammins said. “Now, march!”











CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










For an hour or more the whole group walked along in silence. Kalendria’s fear began to fade as she focused on keeping her balance without the use of her arms and with the pressure of the sergeant’s hand constantly on her elbow. Ahead of her, Jaymin strode beside his guards, Korram ahead of him. No one was actually harming any of them at the moment, and Kalendria told herself not to worry. You’re going to get out of this. Something will work out. 

Birds chirped from the bushes on every side, and lizards scurried over the rocks. Several times they saw squirrels or rabbits darting about. A gentle breeze rustled the grass and ruffled their hair, and golden shafts of sunlight filtered through the puffy white clouds overhead. It was a beautiful day for a wilderness stroll. It was a terrible day for a death march. 

But they probably weren’t marching to their deaths. Jaymin had said Erik would do something, and surely he knew his bodyguard’s capabilities. Kalendria resisted the urge to look around and try to spot him. 

Remembering her resolution back in the farmhouse, she held her head high. Jaymin and Korram must be worried about her, probably more than they were about themselves, but she would act with dignity and courage. She would show them she was tough enough to withstand this new hardship just as well as they could. 

Eventually the ground ahead began to rise. They were trudging uphill now, a rocky slope opening before them. As they climbed higher, the ground, covered with loose shale, grew more slippery. Several times, Kalendria lost her balance and would have fallen if the sergeant hadn’t jerked her up by the arm. The blisters on her feet were growing worse, and once or twice she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out in pain. Her throat felt parched, and she was acutely aware that she had eaten hardly anything since early yesterday evening. Her legs were shaky, she felt lightheaded, and it was hard to keep up with the soldiers’ brisk pace. But she was determined to be strong. 

At the top of the slope, they stopped to rest. Looking down, Kalendria saw the rolling plain spread out below them, an occasional hut standing still and solitary in the afternoon light. Here and there, traces of the ancient ruins showed between bushes.

The soldiers took off their packs and unstrapped their shields. The prisoners were allowed to sit down as well. Kalendria wiggled her toes and shifted her feet in her sandals. She tried to moisten her dry lips with a dry tongue. The sun was hot, and there was no shade up here. 

Jaymin looked over at her, sweat trickling down his face and concern in his eyes, and she gave a confident smile to show she was all right. He smiled back with a reassurance she guessed he didn’t feel, and then they sat there side by side, saying nothing. Beyond Jaymin, Korram was sitting with his eyes closed, deep in thought or conserving his strength, she wasn’t sure which. 

The soldiers mopped their brows and drank from their canteens. Kalendria had never wanted a drink this badly before. Be assertive, she told herself. She drew in a deep breath and sat up straight. “Excuse me, Corporal Lasden,” she said to the man who had tied their wrists. Yes, he had betrayed them, but of all the soldiers, he still seemed the most likely to be kind. 

Everyone turned to her, startled, as she continued firmly, “I’d like a little water, please.”

The corporal glanced at his superior, who was surveying the view ahead. Sergeant Sammins merely shrugged, unconcerned. So the corporal unscrewed the cap from his canteen, got down on one knee before Kalendria, and held the canteen to her lips. She drank awkwardly, trickles of water spilling down her chin, but she couldn’t remember a drink ever being this refreshing before. “Thank you,” she murmured when he finally pulled it away.

“More?”

She nodded. After she had finished her second drink, she jerked her chin toward Jaymin and Korram and said, “They’re thirsty too.”

He glanced at the sergeant again before moving on to give Jaymin a drink. When he came to Korram, she thought she saw unspoken apology in his face. The look Korram gave him was full of accusation and reproach, but his obvious anger didn’t keep him from taking a long draft from the canteen. 

All too soon, the sergeant ordered everyone up, and they resumed their march. Though no less exhausted, Kalendria did feel better for the drink. And walking was less strenuous now that they were heading downhill, though it was even harder to keep her footing on the loose rocks. 

For the rest of the afternoon the three of them stumbled on, slipping and falling, the guards pulling them to their feet and shoving them on again. Her blisters throbbed with every step. But Kalendria gritted her teeth and refused to cry out; refused to make a sound. She would not give Jaymin and Korram any more reason to worry about her. 

Eventually the ground leveled out and they were able to travel more easily across the open plain. The sun sank lower in the sky behind them, and their shadows stretched out longer and longer, pointing ahead and a little to their left. So they were traveling southeast, which made sense if they were making for the bridge.

But the river was not yet in sight when dusk fell and Sergeant Sammins eventually called out to get everyone’s attention. “We’ll spend the night over there.” He pointed toward one of the abandoned cottages.

The cottage turned out to be even smaller than it looked from a distance, just a one-room hut with a well nearby, though at least its walls were intact. A glance inside revealed nothing but bare floor and empty shelves. Charred sticks surrounded by a ring of stones in front of the doorway marked the spot where the family who lived there must have done their cooking. A little windowless shed across from the home had apparently been used for goats, but apart from a carpet of old droppings, it was empty as well. 

Sergeant Sammins unstrapped the shield from his arm and shrugged off his pack. “Gather some firewood.” 

The soldiers set their gear down and scattered to do his bidding. The three prisoners sank to the ground too, exhausted, while the sergeant leaned against the wall of the house and gazed at them thoughtfully, fingering the hilts of the three swords he wore.

Jaymin looked up at him. “What exactly are you planning for us, Sergeant?”

Kalendria expected him not to answer or to order Jaymin to be quiet, but apparently the man saw no reason not to talk to the prisoners. “I’m going to take you to Sazellia and turn you over to King Heggen. He’s offered quite a substantial reward for you.”

“King Heggen,” Korram snarled under his breath.

“And then what?” Jaymin probed.

“And then I get to go off and enjoy my new wealth.” Sammins smiled, obviously enjoying it in his mind already. 

“I mean, and then what will happen to us?”

“I don’t know. That isn’t my concern. I suppose the High Council will probably put you on trial and find you guilty of conspiring to kill King Korram.”

“A trial.” Kalendria could guess what that would involve. “Like the one they had for High Councilor Aybien?”

“Yes, probably very much like that,” the soldier agreed. “With the same results, I imagine.”

“Aren’t you interested in knowing the truth first?” Jaymin persisted. “If you let this happen, you will be striking a serious blow against both Malorn and Alasia.”

“I doubt that, but if I can strike against Alasia, so much the better.”

Kalendria was indignant. “But Alasia is our ally!”

“Not any more, they’re not. I mean, look at what they’re trying to do to us now.”

Jaymin froze. “What do you mean? What exactly is Alasia doing now?” 

“You haven’t heard?” The sergeant chuckled. “They didn’t take kindly to the news that their king was killed in our capital city, and despite all evidence to the contrary, they seem to be convinced that our government was behind it. That’s why my platoon and I were on our way to the border today, to make sure they don’t try to cross over. Apparently the Alasian army is massing on the other side, threatening to invade Malorn.”

“No!” Jaymin scrambled to his feet, horrified. “You have to let me go to the border!” He took a step forward. “This is urgent.”

The officer whipped out one of the swords. “Keep your distance, prisoner. Back where you were.”

But Jaymin took another step toward him. “You don’t want war with Alasia, do you? Let me talk to them. I can stop this. I’ll pay you to let me go.”

“With what?” Sammins laughed. “You’ve got no money anymore, and promises are no good to me. Sit down.” He poked the tip of his sword into Jaymin’s deerskin tunic. 

Jaymin didn’t move. “Think of the lives that would be lost. Remember what happened in the Invasion? You could help prevent something like that now.”

“Those were mostly just Alasian lives. Why should I care about them? Our army was bigger than theirs back then, and it still is now. The Alasians would be foolhardy to attack us. Anyway, I’m not stupid enough to let you go now that I’ve got you. I’m not giving up that reward.”

“Take me back to Sazellia for the reward and let him go to the border,” Korram suggested. “There’s no bounty on his head.”

“He’s obviously one of the conspirators who helped kill the king. That ring proves it. I might get an extra reward for him.”

“Are you blind?” Jaymin, still standing at the point of the man’s sword, jerked his head toward Korram. “Your king is sitting in front of you! If you go through with this you’ll be guilty of his blood and of allowing a war between our two kingdoms.”

“King Korram is dead, and good riddance.” Sammins spat on the ground nearby. He shoved Jaymin, who stumbled backward and sat down hard beside the others. “Do you know what he did? For generations we soldiers have been risking our lives to protect the Malornian people from the bandits in these parts. I can’t tell you how many good men I’ve seen injured and killed by those savages. And then that cursed king gave them this land. After everything we’ve always gone through to protect it, he just gave it away. Everyone who lived here was forced to up and leave.” He pointed at the hut behind them. “They had to leave their homes, their crops — leave it all to the bandits and cross the river. And those who didn’t have family or friends to move in with elsewhere are camped in the plains right now in a big settlement, with nowhere to go and no way to make a living.”

“My High Council made that decision.” Kalendria could hear the anger in her brother’s voice. “They were supposed to help with the relocation, but with all the chaos recently, that must have slipped through the cracks.” He looked Sammins in the eye. “But I know you know who I am, and once I’m back on my throne, I’ll see that justice is done. And not just for Malorn’s displaced citizens.”

Sammins cut him off with a disgusted sound. “If you were King Korram, you’d deserve anything that happened to you. That’s probably why someone tried to kill you, I mean him, in the first place, and I still say good riddance. Our new government can sort out what to do with you, I’ll get to enjoy my reward, and one way or another we’ll be rid of the person who didn’t care enough about our kingdom not to hand it over to our enemies.”

“You’re speaking treason, Sergeant,” Korram warned. “If you take me to my death, you will be responsible for handing our kingdom over to its enemies.” 

“Enough!” Sammins pointed his sword at Korram’s face. “Shut your mouth unless you want me to skewer you.” 

Corporal Lasden appeared from behind the shed, bearing a small armload of sticks. Kalendria wondered how much of the conversation he had overheard. But he said nothing as he set his wood down and arranged the smaller twigs inside the fire circle as kindling. 

The other soldiers began to trickle back one by one, also bearing scant armloads of fuel. There weren’t many trees around, so they didn’t have much, but it might last through the night. In any case, Kalendria thought, the weather wasn’t cold enough that they really needed a fire. Their captors probably wanted it for light so they could make sure their prisoners didn’t try to escape during the night.

Apparently there was to be no hot supper that evening. The soldiers refilled their canteens from the nearby well and then pulled hard biscuits and strips of dried meat from their packs. We need a meal, too. Kalendria had never been this hungry before. But more importantly, if she and Korram and Jaymin were to escape, they needed to keep up their strength. 

Kalendria turned to Sergeant Sammins. “What about us, Sergeant?”

Sammins glanced her way. “What about you?” he said around a mouthful of food.

Kalendria made sure her voice sounded firm. “We need some supper, too.”

Jaymin and Korram both turned her way, perhaps impressed that she dared to make a demand of him, perhaps concerned as to how he would respond.

The sergeant raised a sarcastic eyebrow. “Why waste food on people who will probably be dead in a few days anyway?”

Kalendria felt her face turning red with anger, but she kept her voice calm and firm. “If you expect us to walk all the way to Sazellia, we need to keep up our strength.”

“She has a point.” Lasden was already pulling more food out of his pack.

The sergeant glanced at him and shrugged. “I suppose they can have a little.”

“Shall I untie their hands, then?”

“Of course not!” the man exclaimed, spewing crumbs at him. “Do you want them to escape?”

The corporal used his dagger to cut the meat into bite-sized pieces. He knelt before the prisoners and gave them the pieces one by one while the sergeant looked on, chuckling.

We must look like baby birds, all lined up in a row to have food placed in our mouths. If it hadn’t been so humiliating, Kalendria might have found it amusing. Still, with her stomach growling, she was as thankful for the meat and the pieces of biscuit as she had been for the water earlier.

Lasden’s companions finished their meal long before he did, but still he kept patiently feeding the prisoners in between his own bites, giving them all more water from his canteen at the end. Finally, the sergeant tossed another branch into the fire and announced that they had better turn in so they could be ready to leave by first light. 

The soldiers pulled rolled-up blankets from their packs. “We’ll sleep in the hut,” the sergeant decided, “and the prisoners can go in the shed. You’ll take turns keeping watch.” He rose to his feet. “Get up, prisoners. Enset, bring some more of that rope.” He picked up a burning stick to use as a torch and shooed Kalendria, Korram, and Jaymin into the shed.

Kalendria wrinkled her nose at the smell. She had grown used to the distinctive aroma of goats while living with the Mountain Folk, but she had never had to lie down, much less sleep, in the filth they left behind.

The officer made a circuit of the interior, examining the walls and roof, making sure there was no way out besides the door. “Tie them to these posts,” he ordered, rapping on one of the wooden poles that held up the roof. “That way they can’t go crawling around untying each other.” He pushed the three of them down to sitting positions on the floor, their backs against the wood. Corporal Enset crouched beside each of them and wrapped another loop of rope around their already bound wrists, fastening them to the posts behind them. His superior followed him, checking the knots and making sure the ropes were tight. 

The men left the shed door open when they walked out. Kalendria, seated nearest to it, could see them ducking into the dark interior of the hut, blankets in hand. The sergeant barked more orders and several of them scattered into the night to stand watch. Corporal Enset, evidently assigned to the first guard shift, wandered idly back over and leaned against the shed doorway, peering in.

Kalendria shifted position on the hard floor, wondering if she would be able to sleep at all. She was exhausted, but how could she rest properly sitting up against a pole with her arms behind her? The ropes twined around her wrists, biting into her skin, and the post was rough against her back, its slivers catching in her hair. Her blistered feet still throbbed. Around her, she could hear the others struggling to get comfortable. 

Where was Erik? She strained her ears, listening for any sound from the darkness. She could hear the snapping of the fire through the open doorway, the rustling of the breeze in the hut’s thatched roof, and the muted voices of soldiers talking as they prepared for bed. Crickets chirped on every side. But there was no sound of footsteps, no hint that rescue might be on its way.

Even if Erik did show up, he might be able to sneak in without the men on watch seeing him, but Kalendria wasn’t so sure they would all be able to sneak away that quietly. No, they would probably have to incapacitate the guards Sergeant Sammins had posted, and they would have to do it so quickly and quietly that none of the others would be alerted in the process. That sounded like another job for Erik. But Erik probably didn’t even know there were guards out there, much less how many or exactly where they were. It was dark now, the moon hidden behind a cloud. The bodyguard might encounter one or two of the men on his way in to rescue them — assuming he was even nearby and planning to try it tonight — but what if he didn’t get all of them? The other soldiers would probably hear and sound the alarm when the prisoners tried to escape. 

If only they fall asleep. But though it was conceivable that one or even two guards might nod off on duty, there was no way everyone out there was going to all at once.

Wisps of acrid smoke tickled Kalendria’s nostrils when the breeze turned her way, prickling on her tongue like the taste of her own fear. She sighed into the darkness, not caring if the man in the doorway heard her. Will any of us make it out of here alive?











CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










Everything was quiet in the cottage across the way. The guard by their shed shifted position and stretched, silhouetted against the orange flicker of firelight. He bent to pick something up from the ground, and then Kalendria heard a low scraping as he began sharpening his dagger against a stone.

On and on the scraping continued. Someone was snoring from over in the hut now, but it seemed Corporal Enset had no intention of falling asleep on watch. With him standing so close, she and Jaymin and Korram couldn’t talk to each other to make a plan. He would be sure to overhear the softest whisper. I suppose we just have to wait and see what happens.

Even as her mind framed the question, Kalendria realized that she was tired of letting things happen to her. Nearly being poisoned, fleeing to the mountains, capsizing on the Grenn, and now getting captured by soldiers — it seemed that all she had done recently was react to events beyond her control. She was fed up with being unable to actually change her circumstances.

Kalendria had spoken up earlier about the water and the food, and it had worked. I’m capable, she told herself. I don’t have to just sit here and be a victim. There are things I can try; maybe even things I can do better than Korram or Jaymin.

But what could a princess do better than two kings in their current circumstances? Kalendria smiled. That was easy. Be a girl.

She shifted position, making sure the soldier could hear her rustling around, and then she gave a long, shaky sigh. “Hello? Excuse me, Corporal?”

The scraping stopped. “What?” he whispered back.

“I-I’m sorry to bother you.” She made her voice quiver as though she were about to cry. “It’s just that — that I’m so uncomfortable sitting here like this.”

“I’m afraid I can’t untie you.” The scraping resumed.

Kalendria wasn’t about to give up. “We walked so far today, and I’m so tired. My feet are covered with blisters, and they’re killing me.” That was not much of an exaggeration. “And I know we’ll have to walk all day tomorrow, too. I-I just don’t think I’ll have the strength to do it unless I can get some rest tonight. If I could only lie down, then I could sleep. I just want to forget where I am and all the terrible things that are going to happen to me.”

“I’m sorry.” The man did sound sympathetic, she thought. “But Sergeant Sammins would have my head if I untied you.”

“It’s not as though I could go anywhere,” Kalendria pleaded. “And you could tie me up again in the morning before anyone sees.” 

This time he didn’t reply right away, but the scraping had stopped again. She took that as a good sign. Maybe he was thinking.

She tried a different tack. “Do you have a daughter?”

A pause. “Two of them.”

“You must miss them. I’m sure they miss you, just like I miss my father. Imagine if your little girls were in danger somewhere, sitting in the dark, in pain and lonely and scared. Imagine if they knew they were — they were probably going to be killed in a few days.” She sniffed loudly. The corporal shifted position, apparently not comfortable with this train of thought. 

“Wouldn’t you hope that some kind stranger would be willing to show your daughters one little act of mercy before — before the end?” She sniffed again and caught her breath as though holding in a sob.

There was silence once more. Finally Enset stirred. “I’ll have to come in again before it’s light to tie you back up.”

“Oh, thank you. I promise I won’t tell anyone. Thank you so much.”

“Shh.” He crouched down beside her, fumbling with the knots in the dark. It took several minutes and some swearing under his breath before he finally got them undone. Just as Kalendria hoped, he untied her all the way, so that her hands were now completely free. Gratefully, she rubbed her wrists, feeling the textured indentations where the rope had been biting into her skin. She flexed her arms, stiff and sore from being forced into one position for so many hours.

“Thank you again,” she whispered for good measure. “I’ll never forget your kindness.”

“Don’t mention it.” He returned to his place in the doorway. “I mean that.” 

Kalendria lay down with her head pillowed on her arm, refusing to think about what was coating the floor under her. After a little while she made her breathing sound deep and even so that the soldier would think she was asleep. Now if only he would doze off, she could untie the others.

But Corporal Enset remained standing in the doorway, sharpening first his dagger and then his sword. She heard him yawn and stretch a few times, but he didn’t so much as sit down. 

Kalendria had been walking all day, and she hadn’t slept much the night before. In spite of her worry, in spite of the hard floor, the unpleasant smell, and the pain in her feet, she began to drift off. But she awoke with a start when she heard the house door open and another soldier walk over toward them. The two men exchanged a few whispered words and then Enset sheathed his sword and strode toward the hut. The door swung shut behind him, and the second soldier took his place in the shed doorway. 

Kalendria didn’t move. She knew that the darkness in the shed would make it hard for anyone outside in the firelight to see in, but she didn’t want to take a chance that he would notice she was no longer tied up.

The hut door opened again and several more soldiers ducked out through the low doorway, disappearing into the darkness in various directions. A moment later, the soldiers they were replacing returned from their posts and entered the house one by one. The second shift had begun. 

Their new guard was not as watchful as the previous one. He peered into the dark shed, and then, satisfied they were all asleep, strode over to the fire and tossed another handful of sticks onto it. When his back was turned, Kalendria seized her chance and began to crawl toward Jaymin, who was tied closest to her. She had just reached him when she heard the soldier return, and she froze. She was facing the other way now, so she couldn’t see the man. But she heard him shuffle around in the doorway, slide down to a sitting position, and then yawn loudly. 

She waited, holding her breath, but heard nothing. After a long stretch of silence, she slowly reached out and felt for the pole Jaymin was tied to. She found his hand, and he squeezed hers encouragingly. She couldn’t help lingering like that for a moment, relishing the way his hand felt wrapped around hers, so strong and warm in the darkness. Perhaps Jaymin was enjoying it too, because he made no move to let go. Finally Kalendria reminded herself that she had a task to do, and she pulled away to work on the ropes at his wrists. But her pulse had quickened, and as she picked at the first knot, she wondered if or when she would have the chance to hold Jaymin’s hand again. 

Untying the first knot was difficult, since she couldn’t see what she was doing. But gradually she felt it loosen, and she pulled gently at the strands until they came apart. Now he was no longer tied to the post. 

A rustle from the doorway interrupted her, and she froze again. The soldier yawned once more, and from the sound of it, she guessed he was rising to his feet. She heard his footsteps trudge slowly away and then return. A moment later, they moved off again. He was pacing back and forth between the house and the shed.

Kalendria waited until the next time he started to move away before she began on the second knot. This one was tighter; it had been there all afternoon and evening, and Jaymin had been straining against it. She felt one of her fingernails break as she struggled. That was all right. After her week in the Impassables, her nails were in a sad state anyway. 

The footsteps returned, and she lay still. They retreated, and she went to work on the knot again.

The next time he came back, the guard remained in the doorway. Turning her head as slowly as she could, Kalendria saw him sit down and lean back against the doorframe, silhouetted in the firelight. He yawned noisily once more.

She lay on her stomach on the cold ground, waiting. Even if she got both Jaymin and Korram untied, she reminded herself, they wouldn’t be able to actually do much unless the guard fell asleep. One yell, or even an exclamation of surprise, and all the other soldiers would wake up in an instant.

After a long time passed without another sound, Kalendria resumed her work. At last she felt the cord loosen, and she finally pulled it free. 

Jaymin drew his arms away and she could faintly hear him rubbing his wrists as she had done. At the same moment, she heard a sound that made her heart soar with hope: a gentle snore from the doorway.

Leaving Jaymin to massage some feeling back into his arms, Kalendria scurried around him toward her brother. Untying him took longer. The knots were tighter, probably because Korram had strained against them more. If only I had that knife of Erik’s. She had to use her teeth to pull the second knot undone, but at last Korram was free too. 

“Well done, Kalendria,” her brother whispered. “‘Do you have a daughter?’ That was a good one!”

“A very good one,” agreed Jaymin, who had crept over to sit beside them against the back wall. He found her hand in the darkness and squeezed it again. “Now what?”

“Now we knock out the guard and get out of here,” Korram whispered back. 

They all turned to look at the slumbering man slumped across the doorway, still snoring, his chin on his chest. At that moment, a dark form flitted across the rectangle of firelight. A booted foot flew out, the guard’s head jerked back and hit the doorpost, and a dark shape leaped on top of him to smother any cries. But there were none. The snores gave way to peaceful silence, and Erik dragged the man inside the shed.

“Perfect timing.” Korram hurried forward to help him lay the man in a corner. Kalendria picked up two pieces of rope and brought them over. Erik took one and tied the man’s wrists together while Jaymin bound his ankles. Working quickly and quietly, the two Alasians unsheathed the soldier’s sword and dagger. Jaymin hung the sword from his own belt while Erik used the dagger to cut a strip of cloth from the man’s jacket to tie across his mouth. He handed the dagger to Korram, and then they all sat back for a moment and looked at each other through the dimness, just breathing.

“Let’s go,” Erik whispered. 

But before anyone could move, the stillness was broken by another sound. A faint sound, one that would barely have been audible during the day but that rang out as loud as a trumpet blast in the still night. The creak of the cottage door opening and then closing again. 

Kalendria bit her lip. No! Surely the second guard shift couldn’t be over already. 

Quiet footsteps walked toward the shed. A moment later, a voice whispered, “Dallan? Are you in there?”

No one moved. In the dimness, Kalendria could barely see Erik shifting position. But the soldier was still outside the shed, out of reach.

“Dallan? It’s me, Lasden,” the soldier whispered again. A pause. Then they heard the corporal’s footsteps walk around behind the shed and back to the open door. Another pause. Then he strode quickly around the house and back again.

Kalendria’s heart sank. Now he would wake his companions and exclaim that the guard on duty was missing. If only he would step into the shed first so Erik could deal with him.

“Your Majesty? Are you awake?” the guard whispered next, peering into the shed’s dark interior.

Another pause. Finally Korram replied in a sleepy-sounding whisper, “I am now. What do you want?”

They heard a rustle at the doorway, and firelight glinted off metal as the soldier drew his dagger and stepped inside.

Erik sprang. After a brief struggle, the soldier fell limp as Erik pressed the man’s own dagger to his throat. “Make a noise and you die,” Erik hissed. 

Silence once again. Her heart pounding, Kalendria listened, but no sound came from the house. Apparently the little fracas had gone unheard.

“More rope,” Erik whispered. Kalendria felt around on the ground and hurried forward with a couple of pieces. “On your belly.” Erik gripped the corporal’s neck with one hand, poking the dagger lightly against it with the other. “Cry out or do anything else and I’ll cut your throat.”

The man obeyed, rolling over silently, even moving his arms into place as Korram seized his wrists and began to bind them tightly together.

“I came to help you, your Majesty,” he whispered into the floor.

Korram paused. “Explain. Quickly.”

“I was going to tell Private Dallan that I couldn’t sleep and that I’d take the rest of his shift. When he went back inside I was going to cut your bonds and let you go.” 

“You tied us up.” Korram jerked at the rope he had wound around Lasden’s wrists for emphasis. “You helped take us captive. Why should I believe you?”

“Sergeant Sammins and the others were right there, Sire. I could have tried to defend you at the beginning and accomplished nothing, or waited for the right moment and helped you escape. As I was just about to do.”

Korram hesitated. “All right.” He made up his mind. “But I’m taking your sword, and I’m keeping you bound for now.” He pulled Corporal Lasden’s sword from its sheath and inserted it into the empty scabbard that still hung from his own belt. 

Erik bent over the prone man again. “How many soldiers are on duty out there?”

“Six,” the corporal whispered back, “counting Dallan.” He had apparently not yet noticed the unconscious man in the corner.

Erik glanced up at the others. “We’ll have to be careful. I only got four.” 

“Get up,” Korram ordered the corporal. “You’re coming with us. One sound to wake anyone or to alert your friends and we’ll still cut your throat.”











CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










“I have food and water in my pack, Sire,” Lasden whispered as Korram hauled him to his feet. “I left it by the fire.” 

Kalendria tiptoed out of the shed along with the others, and Jaymin picked up the pack. He shrugged it on and the five of them hurried into the darkness, Erik in the lead. Jaymin and Korram each gripped one of Lasden’s arms as the soldiers had gripped theirs earlier, swords in their free hands. Kalendria hobbled after them, trying to ignore the pain in her blistered feet. At a gesture from Erik, they all bent low and moved forward at a crouch, though Kalendria was sure that if they were to meet the remaining guard here in the open, he would see them no matter what. She hoped he was somewhere on the opposite side of the house.

A moment later, however, Erik stopped and motioned frantically for them to duck even lower. They dropped to their knees and hunched down in the tall grass. Then Kalendria heard the unmistakable swish of a sword being drawn.

“Who’s there?” demanded a low voice just ahead. She could make out the faint form of a man silhouetted against the starlight.

They froze. The corporal was right in front of her, and Kalendria saw her brother place the tip of his sword against the man’s neck as a pointed reminder not to give them away. Jaymin’s sword, though low against the ground at the moment, was poised and ready for action. But Kalendria knew that a single clash of steel in the still night would be enough to wake everyone.

In spite of the blade at his throat, their prisoner dared to break the silence. “It’s only me, Corporal Lasden.”

“Oh! Sorry, Corporal; you startled me.” The soldier before them lowered his sword and took a step closer. “What are you doing on the ground? And who’s that with you?”

“No one’s with me. I —”

He was interrupted by a faint whump as the man toppled sideways, his sword jerked out of his hand. Erik, who had used the distraction to creep around behind him, followed up by clasping a hand over his mouth and slamming the hilt of the man’s sword against his head, once and then a second time for good measure. 

The soldier lay limp, and silence fell again. Kalendria listened, her heart pounding, but no sound came from the direction of the house. Was luck still with them?

“There’s more rope in the side pocket of my pack,” the corporal whispered. Jaymin let go of his arm long enough to slide the pack off and pull the coil of rope out. Kalendria cut off two pieces with the fallen soldier’s dagger, and Erik quickly bound his wrists and ankles and tied a makeshift gag over his mouth. When he had finished, he dragged the still body behind a bush. There was no time to hide it better. They all rose to their feet and hurried on.

After a little while they stopped and looked back. The fire was a glowing orange dot in the darkness behind them, and the sky above was still partly overcast. None of the rocks or bushes in this part of the rolling plain were tall enough to provide good hiding places, but perhaps they wouldn’t need them. Nobody seemed to be coming after them. Yet.

“You’ve earned the right to have your hands back,” Korram whispered to the corporal. He bent over, untying the rope and then retying it to just one of the man’s wrists. He cut off a second piece from the coil in the pack and tied it to Lasden’s other wrist.

“You take the end of this one,” he told Jaymin, “and I’ll hold the other.” He handed his friend one of the ropes and addressed the corporal again. “Until we’re absolutely certain we can trust you, you’ll have to walk on a leash. Two leashes, actually. Try anything and I’ll tie your hands behind you again.”

“Understood, Sire.” 

“So where do we go now?” Kalendria whispered.

“To the Alasian border, as quickly as we can.” She could hear the urgency in Jaymin’s voice. “I have to try to prevent a war.”

“But which way is the border from here?” Kalendria peered around into the night. She had lost her sense of direction in the dark.

Lasden glanced up at the stars that showed between the clouds and then jerked his chin to the right. “That way, your Highness.”

Korram turned to him. “How well do you know this area, Corporal?”

“Well enough, Sire. I’ve been assigned to the Western Wilderness more times than I can count.”

“What’s the most direct route to the Telleck River?”

“That would be the way we came, Sire. But it’s also how Sergeant Sammins and the rest will most likely come searching for us.”

“Do you know any other way?” Jaymin asked him.

“Yes, Sire. There are several paths through the hills.”

Kalendria pictured the five of them cowering behind rocks and bushes as the soldiers came searching. “Are there any paths with more cover? Places where we could hide when the sun comes up?”

“I know of a sheltered ravine, your Highness. It’s just a little way off one of the routes.”

“All right,” Korram decided. “Lead the way to this ravine. But if you lead us into a trap, you won’t live to tell of it.”

They made faster headway now that Lasden could walk more easily. Kalendria swung her arms, enjoying not having her wrists tied behind her back. Free hands had now joined dry land on her list of things she would probably never take for granted again. 

After an hour or more, they still had seen no sign of pursuit, though everyone kept turning around to look. “The others will be after us by now for certain,” Lasden said. 

“What’s the plan if they catch up with us?” Kalendria wanted to be prepared this time.

“We split up.” Her brother had obviously been thinking about this possibility already. “I’ll try to lead them off in another direction, and the rest of you make for Alasia as quickly as you can.”

“What?” Kalendria was indignant. “And leave you to be captured again?”

“If it comes down to it, yes.” Korram’s voice was firm. “I’m the one they really want. If they have me, odds are they won’t waste time trying to find the rest of you again. You’ll have a good chance of making it to safety.”

Kalendria glared at her brother in the dimness. “Do you really think we’re going to just flee and leave you to be caught?”

“You’d better.” Korram’s voice was grim. “It makes the most sense. Tell her, Jaymin.”

“It doesn’t make sense to me,” Jaymin retorted. “Friends don’t leave each other in danger and run away to save themselves.”

“They do when saving themselves means saving a kingdom. Or perhaps two kingdoms.” Korram glanced over his shoulder in appeal to the bodyguard. “Tell him, Erik.”

“He’s right,” Erik replied from the back of the group. “You have a responsibility to Alasia that takes precedence over your friendship.”

Jaymin fell silent, and Kalendria knew that he knew it was true, whether he wanted to admit it or not. 

“But don’t worry about me. I have no intention of letting anyone kill me.” Korram fingered the hilt of the sword he had taken from Lasden and the dagger that had been Dallan’s. “I’m armed again now. And you have to be far away, Kalendria, so they can’t use you to control the rest of us again.”

At the top of the next hill they stopped to rest in the cover of some bushes. Kalendria sat down on a stone — flat and even enough that it had probably been part of the wall of one of those old buildings — and unbuckled her sandals to relieve her throbbing feet. They passed around Sergeant Lasden’s canteen, and everyone drank a little. Kalendria wished she could pour cool water over her toes to ease the fire.

Jaymin handed the end of his rope to Erik and came and sat beside her. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m all right,” she replied. “A little tired.” She didn’t want to tell him about her blisters. If he and Korram had any idea how much pain she was in, they would want to do something about it, but what could they do? Stop for the night sooner than was safe? Carry her? She shuddered at the thought.

Jaymin looked with concern at the spot of dried blood on her neck, probably barely visible in the starlight. “Does that hurt?” 

“Not really. It was just a little prick.”

Jaymin was still gazing at her, but she couldn’t read his expression in the dimness. “What is it?” she whispered.

He slipped his arm around her shoulders. “I was so afraid for you, Kalendria,” he whispered back. “I don’t know what I would have done if — if anything had happened to you.”

She smiled shyly. “I’m all right,” she repeated. 

He was still gazing into her eyes, and though she didn’t know quite why, her heart began beating faster. “Kalendria,” he whispered, leaning a little closer, “I —”

“All right, everyone, time to get going,” Korram’s voice broke in from the other side of the bushes. They both jumped. “Are you two ready over there?”

“Of course!” Kalendria fumbled for her sandals and scrambled to her feet. She wondered if her brother had overheard their conversation, and she was glad it was too dark for anyone to see her blush.

“Later,” Jaymin whispered as they set off again.

Kalendria was yawning and starting to stagger from exhaustion as well as from the pain when their path began to angle uphill once more. She wasn’t sure how much further she could go, but she kept reminding herself that the soldiers were searching for them and might not be far behind. She could tell the others were tired, too, although no one said anything. They had only stopped for the one rest so far.

Her feet slipped on some loose rocks, and she fell. Jaymin, who was just ahead, stopped and reached out a hand to help her up, and she accepted gratefully. 

“You must be worn out,” he whispered, closing his fingers around hers. “I know I am. We just have to keep going a little longer.”

She nodded, too tired to reply. He didn’t let go of her hand, though, and she took comfort in his strength as he helped her up the slope.

Korram finally stopped them for another brief rest. “Don’t fall asleep,” he warned them all. “There’s not enough cover here.” 

Kalendria sank gratefully down into the grass, still holding Jaymin’s hand. She lay back for only a moment, and the next thing she knew, her brother was shaking her awake to give her some biscuits from Lasden’s pack. “I said, don’t fall asleep! We can’t stop for the night yet. I mean for the day.” 

“Let her sleep as long as we’re here,” Jaymin protested, accepting his own biscuits with his free hand. Korram growled something that Kalendria was too tired to understand as she took a bite and then lay down again. 

Jaymin woke her next. “Come on, Kalendria. Just a little further. The corporal says that ravine he mentioned is only a couple of miles ahead now.”

Kalendria bit her lip to keep back a groan. Miles? Miles? But she knew they were all worn out, and when Korram got this tired, he was likely to lose his temper over any little thing, so she kept her mouth shut. Jaymin, still holding her hand, helped her to her feet again. She stumbled along beside him, munching the rest of her biscuits along the way. 

The throbbing in her feet had receded into the distance. Though the pain was still just as bad, she was so exhausted that it almost didn’t matter anymore. She just had to keep walking. One step after another. 

They labored along, uphill and then down and then up again. The final downhill was the steepest slope they had seen yet. Kalendria had to let go of Jaymin’s hand to clutch at nearby rocks and bushes for balance as they made their way single-file down the trail. 

“Be careful.” From just ahead, her brother pointed to the almost sheer drop a few feet to the left. The slope rose nearly straight up to their right, the path crawling steeply down beside it. 

At the bottom was a pebbly riverbed with a narrow trickle of water running along the middle. Frogs croaked from somewhere nearby, and insects cheeped and chirped all around. On the other side of the water, another rock face rose steeply above them.

Half-asleep on her feet by now, Kalendria stumbled upstream after her brother and the corporal until they came to a place where the cliff loomed over them at an angle, blocking out most of the moonlight.

“We should be safe here, Sire,” Corporal Lasden murmured. “No one can see us from above.”

Korram let go of the rope tied to Lasden’s wrist, perhaps assuming the soldier was too tired to try to escape. He shrugged off the pack that he had taken a turn to carry and dropped it by the cliff wall. “That’s good enough for me.” Yawning, he threw himself full-length onto the ground.

“I’ll take the first watch,” Erik announced to no one in particular as the others followed suit. “Who wants to go next?”

There was no reply. I’ll just lie down for a moment before I pull off my sandals and go dip my feet in the stream, Kalendria decided. Pillowing her head on her arm, she was asleep on the rocky ground almost before she could close her eyes.











CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










As usual, Erik awoke uncomfortable and exhausted, his head still aching dully. He could hardly wait to get home and actually have a restful night again. He opened his eyes and sighed, knowing he would never get back to sleep now that it was light. He hadn’t expected to sleep this long, even with a sleeve of Corporal Lasden’s spare jacket draped over his eyes.

The ravine, so deep and foreboding when Erik had stood watch in the dark last night, now stretched pleasant and sturdy, its stone walls glowing in the morning sunshine. A tiny stream splashed and gurgled its way down the center of it, dragonflies darted here and there, and birds soared overhead. It was a beautiful day to spend fleeing for their lives, he thought.

The princess, who had unknowingly woken him when she stood up and walked down to the stream, was now soaking her feet in the water a few yards away. The others must be up already; the spots where they had been lying under the overhang to either side were empty. I need to get up too. Sergeant Sammins and his men could be approaching. Jaymin, King Korram, and Corporal Lasden had apparently gone off to talk or explore or forage for food somewhere out of earshot, and in the event of danger, Erik didn’t want to be cut off from them.

But he lay there a little longer on his lumpy bed of pebbles, watching the princess. She sat with her back to him, unbuckling her sandals underwater. I could talk to her. Jaymin wasn’t there to get irritated. But Erik was too tired to come up with anything intelligent, not that he was much of a conversationalist at the best of times. You’re pretty. I like it when you notice me. I wish you hadn’t woken me up just now, but that’s all right. Are you in love with Jaymin? Do you realize how awkward my job will be if the two of you get married?

From somewhere downstream came the faint sound of Jaymin laughing. The princess looked up, brightened, and rose to her feet. Sandals in hand and a smile on her lips, she hobbled off toward the sound. When she had rounded a bend and disappeared from sight, Erik sighed again and clambered slowly to his feet. 

No soldiers were to be seen in the immediate area, though Erik checked several times. He and the other four spent the next several hours resting and trying to recover their strength. Jaymin and King Korram decided it would be best to wait for the cover of darkness before heading for the Alasian border again, and Erik agreed. 

“If we can keep up last night’s pace, we’ll probably make it by dawn,” the corporal told the rest of them as they sat by the stream bank, watching minnows dart about in the shallow water. “Assuming we don’t run into any trouble, of course. There will be patrols out keeping an eye on the border, and this is Bandit Territory now. And of course we’ll have to watch out for Sergeant Sammins and the rest of my platoon. They must be combing the hills for us as we speak.”

“And you’re not at all tempted to rejoin them?” King Korram asked, testing him. 

The question had been on Erik’s mind, too. He’ll say no, but how do we know we can trust his answer?

“Not at all, your Majesty. Even if I wanted to, the sergeant would never forgive me for helping you escape.”

“Not even if you helped him recapture us?”

“I doubt it, Sire. He doesn’t believe in second chances. He’d still see me court-martialed for disobeying orders.”

Perhaps that was true, but until he had firm proof of the corporal’s loyalties, Erik didn’t intend to let his guard down in front of the man.

Jaymin was staring down at the princess’s bare feet, which she was soaking in the water once more. “Oh, Kalendria! How long have you had all those sores on your feet?”

“Just since yesterday. It’s from my sandals,” she told him. “They’re not designed for long journeys.”

“I have bandages with my gear, your Highness.” The corporal gestured toward his pack, lying by the base of the cliff nearby.

“We’ll use them.” Jaymin stood up and offered her his arm. “You can’t keep going tonight with your feet falling apart.” 

Erik watched as Jaymin wrapped the bandages himself. Though he didn’t have any real medical training, no physician could have tended her hurts more carefully or with greater concern.

In the early afternoon, they all gathered under the overhang for a meal. Though he was thankful for the food, Erik was already tired of the same old dried meat and biscuits. He was glad he didn’t have to serve as a soldier, living on field rations like this for weeks at a time.

“How long have you been serving in the army?” King Korram asked Corporal Lasden. Erik knew he must be trying to find out more about the man to get a better idea of whether he was really to be trusted. Their experience with Dannel had shown Erik that the king wasn’t as gullible as he’d once thought.

“It’s been a little over fourteen years now, your Majesty,” Lasden replied, stowing the extra pouches of food back in his pack.

The king’s brow furrowed, and Erik could guess what he was thinking. Fourteen years and you’re still this low in the ranks? His guess was proven right when King Korram asked, “So, have you been a corporal for most of that time?”

The man’s face reddened. It was obviously a sensitive subject for him. “No, Sire. I — well, it’s a bit complicated.”

“Indeed?” Korram studied him, letting the soldier know by his silence that he expected an explanation.

“I was a lieutenant until five years ago, your Majesty.”

“A lieutenant.” The king raised his eyebrows. “Demoted, were you?”

Lasden fiddled with the strips of meat in his hands. “Yes, Sire.”

Erik was surprised. He had never heard of someone being demoted that far at once. Or was it a series of separate demotions? Just what kind of soldier is this man?

King Korram bit off a piece of biscuit, watching him. “From lieutenant all the way down to corporal? You must have done something pretty bad to deserve that.” He eyed the soldier sternly.

“Well — yes and no, Sire.” Lasden swallowed. “Actually, I was demoted down to private. I’ve worked my way back up to corporal. And I did deserve demotion — and worse — but not for the reasons they gave.”

Jaymin and the princess were listening too, the meal all but forgotten. 

“Under ordinary circumstances I might say it’s none of our business,” King Korram told him. “But considering that we’re still trying to decide how much we can trust you, I think you should tell us what happened.”

“Of course, Sire.” Lasden glanced around, saw they had all stopped eating to watch him, and lowered his eyes. “The official reasons were inexcusable neglect of duty, insubordination, and willful disobedience of orders.”

Erik could imagine how difficult it must be to admit such a shameful past to one’s king and two other royals. Or could it be that Lasden’s commanding officer just had something against him? Why is this man even still in the army?

King Korram raised his eyebrows again. “Are you saying you didn’t actually do those things?”

“What I did, your Majesty, was tell Regent Rampus that he was wrong in front of a roomful of his top officers and advisors.”

The tension broke as everyone chuckled. Even Erik let himself smile. Saying something like that to the most powerful person in either kingdom at the time took a lot of courage — or stupidity. Or disregard for one’s life, perhaps.

 “Not the most tactful thing to tell the regent, but I wish more people had stood up to him like that.” King Korram sat back and grinned. “What were the circumstances?”

“It was three weeks into the Invasion of Alasia, Sire.” The corporal spoke less hesitantly now as he saw that their reactions were favorable. “I had the dubious privilege of sitting in on one of the regent’s strategy meetings back in Sazellia.”

That didn’t make sense to Erik. He seldom spoke up in front of the Malornian royals, but understanding this man’s background could be important for their safety. “As a lieutenant, why were you even in a meeting with Rampus’s top officers and advisors?”

“I was actually there as an aide, not in my capacity as lieutenant,” Lasden explained. “I had suffered a minor injury in a skirmish the week before, so my commanding officer had me transferred back to Malorn for a short time. But I think the real reason for the arrangement was that my father had heard I no longer believed in what we were doing. He thought a temporary assignment on the home front would help me see what we were fighting for and re-inspire me, so he arranged for me to work in Sazellia as his aide for a while.”

“So your father’s an officer? Who is he?” King Korram wondered.

“Colonel Parlien, Sire.”

“Oh.” the king sounded surprised. “I know who he is. I didn’t realize he had a son in the military.”

“He doesn’t tell many people, Sire. I’m — not a source of pride to him.”

“So, what happened in the meeting?” Jaymin prompted. 

“It was just before Regent Rampus traveled to Almar himself, Sire, and they were discussing the security situation over there and our army’s progress in subduing Alasia. I was to accompany him back over the border, but I told him I wouldn’t go. I said that I believed what we had done was wrong, and that I wasn’t going to be part of it anymore.”

Jaymin laughed. “Good for you!”

Lasden nodded in acknowledgement of the praise, but he stared down at his hands again as though reluctant to meet Jaymin’s gaze. Erik suspected there was something he hadn’t told them yet. 

What did he do in Alasia that he doesn’t want to admit to Jaymin? Erik searched his memory, trying to recall if he had seen the man before. Did he help hunt Jaymin down while the two of them were hiding in Drall? Erik didn’t think he had encountered Lasden, though he knew he had met another member of Lasden’s platoon there. He had realized earlier that Private Dallan was stationed in Drall during the Invasion. Erik had encountered him twice. But he was sure Lasden was not one of the soldiers he’d seen with Dallan.

“So Rampus demoted you for what you said to him?” King Korram asked the corporal. “I’m surprised he didn’t just kick you out of the army or throw you in prison.”

“That wouldn’t have been enough to satisfy him, Sire. He wanted to make me an example to my fellow soldiers, so he sent me back to the Alasian front as a private.”

“He made you go back anyway?” the princess asked sympathetically. “But he couldn’t force you to actually fight again, could he?”

“He tried, my lady, but I wouldn’t. Not until the final forest battle when your royal brother appeared and called on us all to join him against Rampus. Which I gladly did.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.” Jaymin smiled. “I can see how some might consider your demotion a disgrace, but any of us would have done the same in your position. There are no Rampus supporters in this group, I can assure you.”

Yes, but what’s the rest of your story? Erik opened his mouth to ask the question, but the Malornian king beat him to it.

“I get the feeling that’s only half of the story.” Korram regarded the soldier speculatively. “You said you did deserve to be demoted. I think you’d better tell us that part now.”

“Yes, your Majesty.” Lasden looked away again and took a deep breath as though bracing himself for the consequences. “That was for my role in the Invasion before my encounter with Regent Rampus.”

Jaymin looked up, swallowing his bite of meat. “What exactly was your role in the Invasion?”

“I was — I was part of the company assigned to the palace on the first night, your Majesty.” 

Silence. Jaymin stared at Lasden. Erik watched his friend, waiting for a reaction. Jaymin didn’t often lose his temper, and Erik had never seen him attack anyone in anger. But a revelation of this magnitude would probably elicit an extreme response when it sank in. After all, this meant that Lasden was one of those most directly responsible for the complete destruction of Jaymin’s childhood and the deaths of nearly everyone he’d been close to.

“So … you were one of those who actually broke into my palace that night,” Jaymin confirmed.

The soldier stared at the ground, shoulders slumped. “Yes, Sire.”

“And killed everyone you found there.”

A pause. Lasden licked his lips. “Nearly everyone, yes, Sire.”

“Guards. Servants. Council members. Innocent people.”

“Yes, Sire.”

“While they slept.”

“For the most part, yes, Sire.”

Jaymin dropped the rest of his food on the ground and rose to his feet, drawing a deep breath as though to speak again, or perhaps to maintain control of himself. Erik stood, too, ready just in case. But his friend closed his eyes and turned aside without a word. He took a few steps away from the others, drew in another deep breath, stopped with his fists clenched, and then turned back.

“How many?” He spoke through gritted teeth. “How many people I cared about did you murder?”

The soldier swallowed, still with his gaze fastened on the ground. “I don’t know, Sire.”

Faces flickered through Erik’s memory. Apart from Jaymin and Talanthus, he had never been very close to anyone at the palace. He didn’t make friends easily. But he trained with the palace guards, and he knew all their names — those who currently worked there, and those who used to. He and Jaymin had returned to the palace after the Invasion to find most of them dead. Erik was grateful Talanthus had survived, but he hated that so many good men who swore loyalty to the royal family had not.

That isn’t Lasden’s fault, he reminded himself. It’s Rampus’s.

But Jaymin obviously didn’t see it that way. He paced back and forth by the base of the cliff, one hand on the hilt of his sword. His breath came harder and faster, almost as though he had been running. “Soldiers in red and black. They were everywhere. Pounding up the stairs, pouring down the hallways with swords and torches. I almost didn’t get out. Most people didn’t. I heard their screams.” He stopped, his back to them all, knuckles clenched on his sword hilt. 

His words sent memories of that night whirling through Erik’s mind. He felt once again the confusion and alarm that had clutched him the moment he awakened to distant crashing and yelling. He recalled their frantic flight through the palace, during which it hit him that his career as bodyguard, for which he had trained almost as long as he could remember, was beginning now. He felt again a hint of the panic that rose in him as they hid in that closet and heard enemy soldiers — perhaps including Lasden — thundering past, and it sank in that all his years of training might not be enough to keep Jaymin or himself alive.

Erik drew in a slow breath, forcing the emotions away. Emotions that Jaymin was obviously wrestling with less successfully — and no wonder, since that night had changed his life far more than Erik’s.

 All that was years ago. This man isn’t an immediate threat. Actually, Lasden might just represent their best chance of getting to the Alasian border safely. Which meant that if it came down to it, Erik might need to protect him from Jaymin.

Jaymin was still glaring at the Malornian soldier. “It was you,” he gritted out. “It was you.”

Lasden, his gaze still on the ground, didn’t reply.

Without warning, Jaymin whipped his sword out of its sheath. Erik leaped forward, ready to intercept him if he charged.

Jaymin gripped the hilt with white fingers, his other fist clenching and unclenching at his side. He started to speak, paused, and started again. 

“Just tell me one thing. Was it you who — killed my parents?”

Erik had been wondering that too. If the actual assassin stood before them, it would be far more difficult to let this go and move on.

But Lasden shook his head. “No, Sire.” 

Jaymin’s sword drooped until its tip rested on the rocks at their feet. Letting out his breath, he closed his eyes. Erik could feel his relief.

“Not directly.”

Jaymin’s eyes snapped open. “What do you mean by ‘not directly’?” 

Lasden swallowed again, and when he spoke, his voice was so quiet Erik could hardly hear him. 

“I guarded the door for those who went in and … did it. Sire.”

Jaymin stared at him, breathing hard again.

“You helped. You helped them. You actually helped them kill my mother and father!”

Lasden didn’t answer. Jaymin strode toward him, almost running, the sword raised once more. “On your feet! Now!” 

Lasden jumped up, biscuits and strips of meat tumbling to the ground. King Korram and the princess, who had been watching with growing alarm, scrambled to their feet too. “Jaymin, what are you doing?” the princess cried.

Jaymin ignored her. “Draw your sword!” His own blade was extended, the tip dangerously close to the corporal’s chest. 

Erik glided closer, prepared to disarm him. His friend would be angry with him at first, but Erik knew he would thank him for intervening later, when he came to his senses and realized what he had almost done.

Lasden took a step or two backward and then froze, hands at his sides. 

“I said draw it!” 

The corporal didn’t move. 

“Draw it now!”

“I won’t fight you, Sire.”

“I won’t kill an unarmed man. Draw your sword.” 

At least the anger and desire for revenge hadn’t overwhelmed his sense of honor. Erik relaxed just a little. He’s not going to strike Lasden down in cold blood. He might think he will, but he won’t. Jaymin wasn’t like that.

Then again, Erik had never seen him this angry before. Erik didn’t remember his own father or mother, so he had no frame of reference for how a person might respond to the sight of someone who had helped kill them. But Jaymin had been close to his parents. 

Korram stepped forward and put a hand on the other king’s arm. “This has gone far enough. For goodness’ sake sit down and think about what you’re doing.”

Jaymin shook him off. “Stay out of this. It wasn’t your parents who were murdered.”

“My father was, as a matter of fact, and by the same person who ordered your parents’ murder. Rampus made those decisions, not Lasden. He’s a soldier. He was acting under orders, and you can see he’s not proud of what he did.”

“I don’t care if he’s proud or not!” Jaymin glared at King Korram. “He didn’t have to do it. He’s a murderer. Now get out of my way!”

“I won’t!” Korram stepped between them, seizing Jaymin’s sword arm and shoving it aside. “Stop this before you do something you’ll regret.”

“Watch out!” the princess shrieked. Her brother jumped back and whipped out his own sword just in time to parry a ringing blow from Jaymin’s weapon.

“I said get out of my way!” 

The two young kings stared at each other through their crossed blades. That was close. Erik’s heart pounded. He hadn’t seen it coming in time to do anything, focused as he was on anticipating Jaymin’s striking at Lasden. Careless, he scolded himself. If King Korram’s defense had been a little slower, Heggen might have been left with no competition for Malorn’s throne. 

Erik poised himself at his friend’s side, muscles tensed, knees bent, ready to seize Jaymin’s wrist and twist the sword out of his grasp. But in their current positions, it would be tricky to disarm him without putting his friend in danger from Korram’s blade.

Jaymin ignored Erik, still straining against Korram’s sword, glaring at the other king. “Are you mad?” gasped Korram in disbelief. “I’m not your enemy! Put your weapon away before you hurt someone.”

“Maybe I want to hurt someone.” Jaymin’s voice came out in a snarl. “Has that occurred to you? I never avenged my parents’ deaths. I couldn’t. I didn’t know who was responsible. Now I do.”

He spun his sword away from Korram’s and pointed it at Lasden again. “You deserve to die for what you did!” 

Erik was ready, but Lasden stood unflinching, even when the blade came within inches of his throat. The soldier stood as stiff and straight as though he were in a military inspection. “I daresay you’re right, Sire.” He met Jaymin’s gaze squarely now. “If shedding my blood can pay for my crimes, then go ahead and shed it.”

“Then draw your sword!” Jaymin challenged.

“He doesn’t even have one,” King Korram pointed out impatiently. “Don’t you remember? We took it away from him.” He gestured to the one in his own hand. “Enough of this!”

“Then give it back!” Jaymin ordered. “He won’t need it for long.”

“I won’t lift a weapon against a king, Sire.”

“Oh, really? Is that what you said that night in my palace? Did it make you feel better when they were killing my father, that you didn’t actually lift your weapon against him? Did it? Was that how you justified it?” Jaymin was livid. 

“There’s nothing I can say, Sire. Cut me down where I stand if that will satisfy you.” Lasden raised his chin, exposing his throat.

He won’t. Will he? Erik shifted position, hands open. Jaymin gripped the sword with both hands, his fingers clenching and unclenching, shifting his weight from foot to foot. Staring at the soldier, he was oblivious to Erik and to Korram, who stood ready to block his blade again from his other side. Jaymin’s jaw was working, and Erik could see the conflict raging inside him. 

Just as Erik made up his mind to disarm his friend as a precautionary measure, Jaymin turned and flung his sword to the ground as hard as he could. Erik sagged with relief as the blade clattered against the stones. Jaymin shoved him out of his way and stalked off down the ravine. He didn’t look back, and in a moment he had disappeared from sight around a bend.











CHAPTER THIRTY










Kalendria let out her breath in relief. Lasden, whose face was pale, closed his eyes and lowered his head once more. Erik bent to pick up Jaymin’s sword and check the blade for nicks or dents. Korram re-sheathed his own weapon, shaking his head in disbelief.

After a moment, Erik set down the sword and started off in the direction Jaymin had gone. The rest of them sat down again to what was left of their meal, saying nothing. Lasden didn’t eat much or make eye contact.

In the distance, Kalendria could faintly hear Jaymin shouting, echoes bouncing back and forth along the canyon walls, though she couldn’t make out any words. “I hope no one is close enough to hear that,” Korram muttered. 

Eventually the shouting ceased and silence fell once more. Kalendria helped to put away the rest of the food after they had finished. Then, on impulse, she stood up. “I’ll be back soon,” she told the other two. Fastening her sandals on loosely over her bandaged feet, she hobbled off downstream.

Jaymin sat perched atop a pile of tumbled boulders in a place where part of the cliff face had given way long ago, sliding down into the ravine below. He was sitting motionless, head in his hands. His bodyguard stood nearby, gazing into the distance over the opposite cliff. 

Perhaps Jaymin wanted to be alone. Well, it was too late for Kalendria to change her mind. Erik turned and watched her approach, but Jaymin didn’t look up.

Kalendria’s muscles, sore from all the walking yesterday, protested as she clambered up the boulders toward Jaymin’s seat. “May I join you?” she asked.

Jaymin said nothing but moved over a little to make room and gestured to the boulder beside him. It was an instinctive gesture, as regal and gracious as if he were making room for her on a velvet-cushioned sofa in his palace. It didn’t match the side of him she had just seen.

“Erik,” Kalendria whispered, “would you excuse us, please?”

The bodyguard turned his expressionless eyes on her again for a moment, and she wondered what he was thinking. Then he dipped his head in acknowledgment and disappeared around a corner.

Silence fell, broken only by the faint trickle of the water below. Kalendria wasn’t sure what to say, so she just sat there.

Finally Jaymin stirred and sat up, though he didn’t look at her. “I know. I know what you must be thinking. That I behaved disgracefully back there. That no gentleman, much less a king, would act the way I did. Would speak to someone that way.”

“I’m not thinking that.”

“Well, I am.” He leaned against the rock behind them, still staring out with unseeing eyes. “I made a fool of myself. A complete fool.”

“Nobody blames you. We all know what you went through in the Invasion.”

Jaymin’s eyes were full of pain. “I thought I was over it,” he whispered. “It’s been more than five years, for goodness’ sake. How long does it take to forgive and forget? I thought I’d moved past this sort of anger long ago.” 

“I suppose old wounds can reopen even after they seem to have healed.”

Jaymin fell silent again, and Kalendria wondered if he was seeing himself at age twelve, running and hiding, fearing for his life, and then mourning for his murdered parents.

“You know, I used to hate Korram,” he remarked presently. “Back when I thought he was responsible for the Invasion. And I was angry with Malorn in general. But then I met your brother and discovered that it wasn’t his fault, and as quickly as that, my hatred was gone. And I realized that the whole kingdom of Malorn wasn’t at fault any more than Korram was. I even stopped hating Regent Rampus after he was captured in the forest battle. I assumed he would get what he deserved, and that was good enough for me.”

“If only he had.”

“I know. That part didn’t exactly work as planned. But my point is, I got over my anger and hate. I’ve been over them for years. I grieved for my parents and the way things would have been, but eventually I moved on. I accepted the new path my life took. I’ve ruled my kingdom to the best of my ability for the last five years, and I think I’ve done a decent job at it. I lead Council meetings and make laws and give orders and generally behave maturely and respectably. Well, except now and then with Erik when no one’s watching.” His lips twitched in a hint of a smile. “And then this happens and I completely lose control.” He turned to face her for the first time, and his tone was almost pleading. “I hope you don’t think that’s the sort of person I really am. I’ve never lost my temper and threatened to kill someone like that before.”

“I don’t think any less of you for it,” she assured him. “None of us does.”

Jaymin stared out across the ravine again. “So what do I do now,” he said finally. It didn’t really sound like a question, so she didn’t answer it. She suspected that he knew the answer anyway. But a moment later he asked again. “What do I do, Kalendria?” He sounded so helpless, so full of pain, that her heart went out to him.

Maybe he just needed to hear the words. “I suppose you find a way to get through this and move on again as you’ve done before. You forgive Lasden. Then the wounds will start to heal a little more.”

“Forgive him,” Jaymin repeated. Another long silence. Then, “There’s a big difference between knowing what I should do and knowing how to actually do it.” He sighed, staring down at the stream. “But I do need to say something to him. I know that.” He stood up. “I’m going back now.”

Kalendria clambered carefully down from the rocks to relatively level ground. She could tell Jaymin was preoccupied because he strode back upstream ahead of her instead of walking courteously beside her as he normally would have. 

Erik was waiting around the next corner. He got up from the boulder he was sitting on and fell in behind them without a word. When they returned to the camp under the cliff, Kalendria saw that Korram and Lasden had emptied out the contents of the pack and were busy sorting and taking stock of their supplies. They both looked up when Jaymin approached, and Lasden rose respectfully to his feet, eyes lowered once more.

Jaymin stopped and took a deep breath. “I owe you all an apology for my behavior earlier. I reacted —” He broke off, searching for the right word. “Inappropriately.” His expression suggested he knew that was an understatement but couldn’t find a better word. “No Alasian gentleman, let alone a king, should have lost control like that. It’s inexcusable.” He turned to Korram. “I can hardly believe I struck out at you.” He dropped his gaze. “Five years of friendship and peace between our kingdoms, and I nearly —” He broke off again and shook his head. 

“Don’t worry about it.” Korram smiled easily. “You’ve never seen me lose my temper, have you? I’ve done a lot of worse things than that. Just ask Kalendria.” 

Kalendria chuckled, recalling a few incidents back at home. Jaymin nodded, looking relieved. He drew another deep breath, turning to the soldier next. “I particularly need to apologize to you, Corporal Lasden, for the accusations I made and for threatening you. The news took me by surprise, but that’s no excuse. It won’t happen again.”

Lasden bowed. “That’s quite all right, your Majesty.”

“No, it isn’t all right, any more than what you did in Alasia was all right. But let’s both try to move beyond that, shall we?”

Lasden glanced at him this time, just for a second, before bowing again. “Yes, your Majesty.”

But Kalendria had a feeling that it would be at least as difficult a process for him as for Jaymin.











CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE










Erik dashed back up the path in the late afternoon sunshine, watching his footing on the loose stones, trying to balance the need for silence with the need for speed. His most recent survey of the area had shown that danger was much closer than he’d guessed.

He winced as his boot dislodged a pebble, which rattled and splashed into the stream beside him. Not that the soldiers would be likely to hear it with the amount of noise they were making, but it was unwise to be careless.

Finally he rounded the corner and burst into the makeshift camp. The two kings, the princess, and the corporal were lounging there under the overhang, conserving strength for the long night’s walk ahead. 

“Quick! We have to leave now. They’re coming!”

Everyone scrambled to their feet in alarm. King Korram threw on the pack, which he and Lasden had reloaded earlier. Princess Kalendria fumbled for the sandals she had taken off, and Jaymin glanced around to make sure they weren’t forgetting anything. “Quick!” Erik repeated, herding them all forward. “Up the ravine. They’re coming from downstream.”

With King Korram in the lead, the five of them half ran along the pebbly ground, Erik bringing up the rear. “Who’s coming?” Jaymin demanded. “The whole platoon?”

“Yes. Two dozen soldiers.” Erik glanced over his shoulder. No one was in sight yet, but they couldn’t be far behind in the twisting canyon.

“How could they know we were here?” Jaymin asked.

“I don’t think they do. They looked as though they were just searching, not actually tracking us. If we’re fast enough, we might be able to find another way out before they see us.”

King Korram turned accusingly to Corporal Lasden. “You didn’t bother to mention that your friends know about this secret ravine too.”

“I-I didn’t think they’d come down here, Sire. We’ve camped here before, but it’s out of the way. I thought they’d look for us along the path to the border.”

“You’d better be telling the truth.” The king seized one of the ropes that still hung from the corporal’s wrists but which no one had bothered with for hours. “I don’t like traitors.” 

Suspicious too, Jaymin reached forward to take hold of the second rope. “Are there any other paths out of here?” He peered up at the walls rising steeply above them.

“Not that I know of in this direction, Sire,” the soldier confessed. “But I’ve never gone far upstream before. The only times I’ve been down here were to stay the night under that overhang or fill my canteen at the stream and climb right back out.”

Erik wondered if the corporal was really as distressed as he sounded. Was this all an act? Had he brought them down here knowing the men in his platoon would come and find them? True, the soldiers Erik had seen a few moments ago didn’t have the purposeful look or stealth of hunters approaching their quarry. And why would he help us escape if he was only planning to help his companions recapture us? But that didn’t necessarily mean the man had no ulterior motive. They would be wise not to trust him just yet. Not that Erik trusted people easily anyway. 

And yet Corporal Lasden was still probably their best hope for getting out of here alive and uncaptured. No one else knew the territory.

They jogged along beside the brook, scanning the cliffs on either side for a way up. But the rock walls in this area rose nearly vertically, with no convenient paths like the one they had hiked down. It was difficult to imagine anything but a lizard or maybe a squirrel getting out that way. 

Soon the ground began to rise more steeply. The princess was panting now, limping on her blistered feet. Jaymin took her hand in his free one, concern in his eyes.

Over the thud of their footsteps and the rattle of loose rocks underfoot, Erik gradually became aware of a new sound. As it grew clearer, his heart sank as he realized it was the rush of falling water. Rounding one last bend, the party stopped and stared in dismay. A hundred feet ahead, the canyon ended in a vertical rock face that rose at least thirty feet above them. Their stream leaped down it toward them in a narrow, ribbonlike waterfall. 

Erik clenched his fists, staring up at the foamy water plunging over the red-brown rock. He should have spent the day scouting out other routes. Running blindly down an unfamiliar canyon hoping they would be lucky enough to find a way out should never have been their only option. 

Is it going to come down to open battle when they catch up with us? Unless the kings could talk their way out of this, Erik couldn’t think of any other options. Best-case scenario, it would be four of them against twenty-four, and that was even if Lasden did turn out to be on their side and the princess stayed out of the way. Erik had won fights in which he’d been outnumbered by far before, but not in broad daylight out in the open like this. And not on as little sleep as he’d been getting. I knew that was going to be a problem.

King Korram swore angrily as he strode toward the waterfall, yanking the corporal and Jaymin along behind. “A dead end!” He turned to glare at Corporal Lasden. “You led us into a trap!”

“He didn’t lead us here,” Erik reminded him, a spray of mist sprinkling his face as he brushed past them all to examine the cliff. This was no time to worry about the proper protocol for addressing royalty. “Now be quiet so your voice doesn’t echo back down the canyon.” 

King Korram glared at him, but no one commented on the fact that a bodyguard had just given an order to a monarch. “When I saw the soldiers, they weren’t going as fast as we have been,” Erik told them, “so we’ve still got a little time.” They just needed to think this through and not panic. There had to be an alternative to fighting.

“Could we climb out?” suggested the princess. “We do have that rope.”

Lasden peered up at the waterfall. “I think it should be long enough to reach the top.”

King Korram dropped the pack and yanked the coiled rope out of the side pocket. “You think?”

“I’m fairly sure, Sire.” Lasden scanned the cliff. “If we could loop it around that tree up there, we could use it to climb up.”

“Someone would have to climb up first to tie it,” King Korram pointed out, “and this cliff doesn’t look very climbable to me.”

“Erik could do it.” The princess’s voice was full of certainty. Erik turned her way, and she blushed prettily. “After all, he’s been able to do pretty much everything else that normal people can’t. I mean, that we’ve needed someone to do on this trip.”

With Jaymin looking irritated and the rest of them staring at him expectantly, Erik couldn’t think of an appropriate response. He turned away to hide the warmth he could feel spreading across his own cheeks and ran his hands over the rock face. “I think I can make it.” I have to, now. It would be a challenge, but the rock wasn’t as smooth as it looked. It was slick with spray, but he could see a few possible hand- and footholds. “Let me have the rope.” 

He draped the coil over his head and across one shoulder, stuck his fingers into a narrow crevice in the rock, found a ledge a couple of inches wide for one foot, and began to climb. 

This time, he had to balance being fast and being careful. Take too long and those soldiers would round the bend and find everyone here, with him clinging to the cliff like a lizard waiting to be shot down. True, he’d seen no evidence that any in Lasden’s platoon carried bows, but it wouldn’t be hard to incapacitate him with a well-aimed rock or a dagger. He was in no position to fight back or dodge. But climb too fast, and he’d likely slip and end up right back down where he started. Even if he landed without injury, the delay could cost them all their lives. Not to mention that Erik wasn’t interested in facing the humiliation, especially after the princess had expressed such confidence in him.

So he climbed quickly but carefully, inserting his fingers into cracks and bracing his boots on tiny bumps and barely visible ledges. Only once did he slip, when a piece of protruding rock turned out to be slimier than it looked. 

“Careful!” Jaymin’s voice was tense with worry. But Erik’s other hand had a solid grip, and one toe was wedged in a gap between two jutting pieces of rock, so he faltered for barely a second before working his way up once again.

Finally reaching the top, he heaved himself over the lip of the cliff. Dry grass pricked the palms of his hands as he crawled toward the tree they had seen, unwilling to stand and make himself visible from further away. He passed the end of the rope twice around the tree trunk, gripped that end firmly, and flung the rest back down into the ravine. The rope was just long enough to brush the ground. 

“I don’t see them coming yet, but hurry,” he called quietly.

King Korram nodded. “Jaymin, go. Then you can help pull Kalendria up faster.”

“You should go first,” Jaymin protested. “You’re the one they’re after.”

“There’s no time to argue,” Korram snapped. “Just do it!”

Yes, do it. Of course Erik would prefer that no one died today, but if it came down to it, he’d rather have Jaymin safe up here than Korram or anyone else. Even the princess. Regardless of how he might or might not feel about her, he would always be Jaymin’s bodyguard first and foremost.

A practical part of his mind wondered if that meant he actually didn’t feel much for the princess. But this was no time for such ponderings, and he shoved the thought aside. It made no difference, in any case.

Jaymin glanced at Korram and shrugged. “It’s your life.” He seized the rope, looking doubtfully at the cliff face before him. 

Erik leaned over. “Tie it around your chest just below your arms, and I’ll pull you up while you climb.” Jaymin was strong and quick, but Erik wasn’t certain his friend was nimble enough to crawl up the cliff the way he had done.

Jaymin obeyed, quickly knotting the end around himself and then placing his foot in a convenient crack. Erik stepped back to brace against the tree trunk and pulled. Jaymin wasn’t as fast as Erik had been, but little by little he inched upward, Erik reeling in the rope to keep it taut from above. 

At last his friend reached the top, and Erik breathed easier. He peered back down the ravine, certain that the soldiers couldn’t be far away now. But he didn’t see them yet. 

His friend wriggled free and tossed the rope down again. “You’re next,” King Korram told his sister from below.

Jaymin positioned himself beside Erik to reel in the slack while he pulled. Hand over hand, they hauled the princess up. Finally her head appeared over the lip of the cliff and she clawed at the short dry grass, scrabbling for handholds. Leaving the rope to Erik, Jaymin hurried over and helped her up to safety. 

“Your turn, Corporal,” they heard her brother say from below. “And hurry. Your friends can’t be far away now.” 

Erik could guess why the king wasn’t coming up next, even though he must realize how dangerous it was for him to wait until last. He didn’t trust Corporal Lasden alone down there with the approaching soldiers. But even if the man was a traitor, he thought, what was the worst he could do with all of them up there? Surely it would be better for King Korram to join them first.

From his position behind the tree, Erik peered at the ravine again. He couldn’t see far down it, but in the distance, he heard the faint tramp of boots on the hard ground. Then he caught a glimpse of red around the next corner.

Jaymin saw it too. “They’re coming!” he called in a low voice. “Hurry!” He and Erik strained against the rope, pulling as hard and as fast as they could.

They couldn’t see the soldier or the king from this angle, but Princess Kalendria crawled forward and peered over the edge of the cliff beside the waterfall. “Corporal Lasden is nearly at the top now,” she reported. “Oh, and Korram has started climbing without a rope.” She bit her lip, turning to gaze anxiously at Jaymin. “But he’ll never make it with that pack on his back!”

Jaymin didn’t answer, all his concentration focused on pulling in the rope, one hand over the other over the other. Side by side, he and Erik strained to haul Lasden up as quickly as possible. As soon as he was up here, they could throw the rope down again for King Korram.

At last the soldier’s head appeared above the cliff, and he reached up and heaved himself over. Rolling away from the edge, he loosened the rope from his armpits and tossed it back down. 

The princess turned to watch again as Lasden scrambled to join Erik and Jaymin at their task. “Korram didn’t even bother with the loop. He’s just holding onto the rope and walking up the cliff with his feet while you pull. Oh, that’s a good idea. He stuffed the end into his pocket so no one can climb up after him.”

As fast as they pulled, it wasn’t fast enough. Over the sound of his own strained breathing and the rushing of the waterfall, Erik could hear the soldiers’ footsteps and voices growing louder as they rounded the final corner. 

He could tell the moment they caught sight of King Korram halfway up the cliff, because they stopped short, startled into silence. Then everything seemed to happen at once. Erik heard exclamations of surprise, and somebody yelled, “It’s him! Don’t let him get away!” 

One of the soldiers must have thrown something, just as Erik had pictured earlier. There was a faint thunk, and the king yelped in surprise and pain. Then Erik, Jaymin, and Lasden toppled over, flat on their backs, as the weight on the rope suddenly released.

That could only mean one thing. King Korram had fallen.











CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO










“No!” Kalendria screamed. The whole platoon raised their heads to stare at her lying there at the top of the cliff. But their attention wavered for only an instant before they rushed toward their prey.

Korram lay by the base of the cliff beside the dagger whose hilt had struck the back of his hand and made him lose his grip. Did he hit his head? Kalendria couldn’t tell. Was he dead already? Or just stunned? But even if he was alive, surely the soldiers would kill him at any moment.

Jaymin and Erik scrambled to their feet, but the corporal was faster, scooting forward on his hands and knees to peer down into the ravine. When he saw the soldiers advancing toward Korram’s motionless form, he didn’t hesitate. Seizing the rope, he flung himself over the cliff. He slid back down, the rope undoubtedly burning his palms as it slithered through his hands, then he leaped the last few yards to the ground as the other soldiers approached.

“Halt!” Lasden shouted. Korram sat up with a groan, cradling his hand, and Lasden positioned himself between the approaching soldiers and the king. “Don’t come a step closer!” Though he had no weapon, his tone was so commanding that for a moment they did stop. 

Then Sergeant Sammins strode forward. “Stand aside, you traitor. You’re never going to get away with this.”

“I’m no traitor.” Lasden’s voice was loud enough for all the men to hear him over the rush of falling water. “I’m on the side of our kingdom’s true ruler. This man is no impostor. He’s exactly who he said he is, and anyone who lifts a finger against him will be guilty of high treason.” He looked past Sammins to the rest of the soldiers. “You all know me,” he called to them. “You know I wouldn’t have helped him if I wasn’t completely certain. And I am. Stop thinking about the money and the possible promotions and what could happen if you don’t follow orders. Start thinking about what you know is right — and what could happen if you do follow those orders. You don’t want to spend the rest of your lives regretting this choice.”

I knew he was really on our side. But Kalendria bit her lip. Would Lasden’s companions listen to him?

“That’s enough from you.” The sergeant glared at him. “I gave you an order. Stand aside.”

Lasden didn’t move. “With all due respect, Sergeant, I take orders from a higher authority than you now.” 

Korram struggled to his feet and shrugged off the pack. “Grab the rope!” Jaymin called down in a loud whisper, shaking it to get his attention. “We’ll pull you up!”

Flexing the fingers of his left hand, Korram glanced up at them, and then at the rope, and then at the soldiers before him. He shook his head and drew his sword.

“What’s he doing?” Kalendria cried in dismay. “He’ll get himself killed!”

Erik pulled the empty rope up so their enemies couldn’t use it. “He knows there isn’t time, your Highness,” he replied grimly. “They would all be throwing rocks or their daggers before we could get him ten feet off the ground.”

Speaking of rocks. Kalendria looked around. If we can bombard the soldiers with rocks, they’d have to back off, and Korram would have a chance to get up here. But all she could see nearby were low shrubs, grass, and the occasional small tree, with sand and pebbles in the stream bed. Further away, boulders rose from the landscape, but the ground in this area wasn’t bare enough for any rocks small enough to throw but big enough to do damage.

Sergeant Sammins had turned to his soldiers. “All right, men. Capture them both alive if possible. If not, well, we need to take them, one way or another. Our kingdom’s security depends on this.”

Jaymin leaped to his feet, turning to his friend. “Come on, Erik. Quick!”

Erik rose beside him but shook his head. “You’re not going down there.”

“We have to! Korram’s in danger.”

“We need to leave. Remember what he said last night? We should head for the border. Protect the princess. Get you back to Alasia. He’s buying us time.”

“No,” Kalendria protested. “When he said that, he didn’t know he’d be outnumbered and injured like this.”

“He’d still be badly outnumbered even if we joined him, your Highness,” Erik pointed out. “It likely wouldn’t change the outcome, especially since they’d probably kill us on the rope halfway down.”

“We have to try,” Jaymin objected.

“Dying with him won’t help anything. You have Alasia to think of, and your safety is my top priority.” 

“Stay up here if you want, but I’m not going to just turn my back on my friend.” Jaymin reached for the rope. 

Erik pulled it away. “You’re not going down there, Jaymin. I can’t force you to leave, but I will do whatever I have to to protect you from your own heroism, including knocking you unconscious if necessary. You know I can do it. Don’t make me.” 

His tone was deadly serious. Jaymin evidently knew that his bodyguard wasn’t bluffing, because though he glared at him in frustration, he stopped his attempts to seize the rope.

If Kalendria had been holding an oar, she would have been tempted to hit Erik with it on purpose this time, right on the purple-blue bruise on his forehead. “How can you be so coldhearted?” she exclaimed. “Erik, please. That’s my brother down there. We can’t just let them kill him.”

Erik hesitated for a moment, looking back into her eyes. His were usually expressionless, but now she thought she saw a flicker of — what? Compassion in their depths? Or something more?

As though sensing that she was trying to read him, Erik turned sharply away. “I’m sorry, my lady, but he did tell us what to do if it came down to this. In any case, I’m not letting Jaymin go down, and I can’t go and leave you two here alone. Bandits or more soldiers could be close by. The three of us should leave for the border right now.”

But neither Kalendria nor Jaymin moved. If they couldn’t help, at least they could watch.

Down in the ravine, however, the soldiers still had not attacked. Though most of them had set down their packs and drawn their weapons, they were exchanging doubtful looks. Perhaps Lasden’s little speech had made an impact after all.

“Hurry up, you fools!” The sergeant brandished a sword, which Kalendria recognized as Korram’s own. “Capture them, now!”

Korram stepped out from behind Lasden, the sword he had confiscated from the corporal raised defensively. Kalendria noticed her brother was limping. 

“All right, then,” Korram bellowed in his most intimidating regal voice. “Which of you wants to be the first traitor to attack your king? Come on; I’m waiting. One at a time, if you dare.” He twirled his sword with a flourish that was designed more to impress them than for any practical purpose. “How about you, Sergeant? Care to show your men how to fight a king?”

The sergeant didn’t move. “Ignore him! You know he’s not a king. All of you at once. Come on!” 

At first Kalendria thought no one was going to obey. But then, four soldiers stepped forward. Two came at Korram and two at Corporal Lasden, who stood helplessly beside him, weaponless but clearly not about to go down without a fight.

Lasden’s fight, however, was all too short. Kalendria knew that Erik, watching from beside Jaymin now, could easily have defeated two armed soldiers with his bare hands, but Lasden had obviously not had much training in unarmed combat. He got in a couple of good blows with his fists and a kick that dented one opponent’s shield before they overpowered him. They dragged him, struggling, off to the side, where one man held his arms pinned behind his back while the other stood with his sword pointed at the corporal’s throat. Neither of them looked particularly happy about what they were doing, but they were following orders. 

Korram’s fight lasted much longer. He leaped forward as the other two privates approached. Before either even realized the battle had begun, he threw himself against one of them. Deflecting the soldier’s sword with his own blade, he seized the man’s shield and rammed it into his face. The man stumbled backward into his partner, and Korram followed up with another shove that sent both of them sprawling. Kalendria saw her brother get in a hard kick to one man’s stomach before the two soldiers rolled in opposite directions. Then they sprang to their feet again, facing him from either side now. 

Though she had never used a sword herself, Kalendria had watched enough mock battles to know it was always a bad idea to let your enemy get behind you. On her hands and knees at the top of the cliff, she dug her fingers anxiously into the grass beneath her as she saw one of the soldiers circle around in an attempt to do just that. But Korram didn’t give him time to complete the move. He leaped forward again, striking out in a high blow. The other soldier easily blocked it by raising his shield, but Korram had been waiting for that. He reached under the shield and seized the man by the belt. Leaning back on his heels, he swung him around just in time to slam him into the first soldier, who was charging toward them.

“That was a good move.” Kalendria heard admiration in Erik’s voice as the two soldiers once again tumbled to the ground.

Korram drew back his boot and got in another kick. At the same time, he bent to seize the edge of the nearest man’s shield, strapped to his arm. He used it to yank the man to his feet, striking at him with his sword. Forced to duck, the soldier managed to parry the blow with his own blade. The other soldier rolled, jumped up, and charged at the king, but his partner was blocking his way. Korram kept a firm hold on the rim of the shield, using it to shove the man back and forth as he struck out again and again. Their blades clanged against each other, mere inches from their faces.

Kalendria bit her lip. “That looks awfully dangerous in such close quarters.” 

“It is.” Jaymin looked worried too. “They don’t even have a sword’s length between them.” 

But the technique was effective. The second soldier kept dodging back and forth, trying get behind Korram. But Korram kept using the shield as a lever to make sure one enemy stayed between him and the other. Then he gave a final shove, ramming the shield up into the man’s face for the second time. At the same instant, he lifted his knee in a hard half kick to his groin.

The soldier grunted in pain as Korram threw him to the ground. This time his partner backed away quickly enough to avoid going down with him. Korram leaped over the man’s body and charged, and the rocks rang with the clash of steel on steel as their swords met for the first time. 

“He’s learned from his partner’s mistake,” Erik observed, watching as this soldier kept his shield arm down and out of Korram’s reach, using his own blade to block Korram’s blows in a more traditional dueling style. The man on the ground was not even trying to stand up again yet, so it was just the two of them. 

By now everyone could see that Korram was by far the better fighter. Again and again his blade struck, forcing his opponent to fight defensively, never giving him the chance to go on the offense. They splashed through the stream, dueling across the width of the ravine and back again, the watching troops backing out of the way as Korram’s blows forced his opponent into their midst. Again and again the soldier successfully blocked Korram’s sword, but Kalendria could tell that her brother was not giving the battle everything he had. By the puzzled murmurs rising from the spectators below, it seemed they noticed too.

“Korram had an opening there.” Jaymin peered down from beside her. “Why didn’t he take it? The man left his chest wide open!”

“And again.” Erik pointed. “The soldier’s starting to panic. Look at him. He’s making careless mistakes.”

“Korram could have run him through three or four times already,” Jaymin said. “Why is he playing with him?”

“He doesn’t want to kill anyone.” In spite of her concern for Korram’s safety, Kalendria felt a surge of pride that her brother would try so hard to resolve a situation without bloodshed even with his own life in danger. But she also knew that he couldn’t fight the whole platoon and hope to win. He knew it too, obviously. His best chance was to convince them of who he was, through his fighting abilities, if nothing else. 

No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than she saw she was mistaken about the bloodshed. Or perhaps it was an accident. But the next time Korram’s sword struck out, his enemy couldn’t get his in place fast enough. The soldier staggered backward, clutching his shoulder, and Kalendria saw a thin, dark red stream trickling over his hand and dripping to the ground beside the waterfall.

“First blood,” Erik murmured. “Is he going to quit now, or come back for more?”

Korram stepped aside, giving his enemy a moment to recover from the initial shock of pain. “Would you care to bandage that up before we continue?” he inquired courteously, speaking for the first time since the battle had begun.

The soldier hesitated, breathing hard. He glanced to one side where his companions looked on in tense silence. The sergeant stood in front of them, sword still in hand, glaring. On the other side of the stream, Lasden and the soldiers guarding him watched with the same intensity, the three of them equal as spectators for the moment. To Korram’s left, his other foe had risen to his hands and knees, though his weapon still rested harmlessly on the ground.

Kalendria held her breath. What would the injured soldier choose? And more importantly, what would all the others do next?











CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE










The bleeding soldier turned back to the king, whose sword was up and in position to strike again at a moment’s notice. Slowly the man lowered his own blade, opening his hand and letting it fall with a clatter to the rocks. “No, your Majesty. I yield.”

Kalendria let out her breath in relief. Jaymin grinned as though Korram’s victory was his own. “Yes!” 

“Smart man,” Erik agreed.

Korram gestured with his sword. “Your dagger.” The soldier obeyed, drawing his military-issue dagger from the sheath at his hip. He tossed it to the ground at Korram’s feet and then fumbled with the straps to his shield, letting that fall as well. Finally he dropped to one knee, clutching his wounded shoulder once more. His eyes were fixed anxiously on Korram as he waited to see what the king would do.

Korram let him wait like that for a moment, though he cast a quick glance at the man’s partner to make sure the other soldier wasn’t going to try anything in the meantime. “So it’s ‘your Majesty’ now, is it?” he inquired finally, keeping his blade pointed at the kneeling soldier.

The man swallowed and nodded.

“You weren’t quite this respectful earlier. What changed your mind?”

“You did, Sire. I’ve never seen anyone fight like that before. You’ve obviously had better training even than the military. And you didn’t kill me when you could have. An impostor trying to take control of Malorn wouldn’t spare my life.”

“So who am I?” Korram demanded.

“You’re the king, Sire.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Sire. I’m sure now.”

Korram jerked his chin toward the audience still watching the drama unfold. “Then tell them.”

The private turned toward his companions. “He’s the king.”

“Louder,” Korram ordered.

The man raised his voice. “He’s King Korram.”

“Louder! I’m not certain everyone heard you.”

“He’s the King of Malorn!” the private yelled.

“Thank you. Now, you’d better get up and go do something about that bleeding.” Korram turned to address the rest of the troop. “Anyone have any bandages?”

For a moment no one stirred, and then there was a ripple of movement as half a dozen soldiers bent to open their packs. Korram let the wounded man stumble to his feet and back to his companions. Then he turned once more to the first soldier, who was standing now, sword in hand once again.

“Well? Shall we keep going, or are you ready to yield too?”

The man hesitated, glancing at the sergeant as his partner had done. 

“Don’t yield, you coward.” Sergeant Sammins was indignant. “You’re only one sword-thrust away from three thousand gold pieces!”

The soldier hesitated a moment longer and then hung his head, lowering his sword anyway.

“Good choice,” Korram commended him. “Drop it.”

The man stepped forward as though to set the weapon down at the king’s feet. But at the last instant he jerked it up in a quick thrust toward Korram’s throat. 

With no time to parry, Korram threw himself backward just as the blade whistled through the air exactly where his neck had been. Kalendria gasped and dug her fingers into the grass again.

“Don’t let your guard down. You can’t ever let your guard down!” Erik scolded under his breath.

On his back on the ground, Korram raised his sword just as the soldier thrust his down to stab him. Their blades met with a crash. Korram rolled to one side, trying to get his feet under him, but the soldier kicked him in the ribs and swept his sword down again. Korram rolled the other way, slicing at the man’s legs, but he jumped over the blade and stabbed with his own once more. This time his sword pierced the edge of Korram’s sleeve, pinning his right arm to the ground.

“No,” Kalendria whispered. She bit her lip, unable to turn away, though she could hardly bear to watch. Her brother tugged, trying unsuccessfully to free his arm. The desperation in his face and movements made it clear he knew what was about to happen.

“I’ve got you now!” His enemy lunged forward.

“No!” Kalendria cried, out loud this time. 

But Korram lifted his legs and kicked straight out and up, catching the soldier in the midriff with both feet. The man fell backward, and Korram sliced his sword through his own sleeve. Free at last, he leaped up, leaving a piece of limp deerskin behind, and flung himself onto the soldier.

The private rolled, but he wasn’t quite quick enough to get away. Korram slammed the pommel of his sword down hard on the back of the man’s hand just as he started to draw his dagger. The dagger clattered to the ground as Korram, dropping his own weapon, threw himself on his enemy. Pinning him to the ground, Korram gripped his wrists, forcing his arms up behind him at an impossible angle.

Kalendria let out her breath in relief. Korram had come so close to death there.

“He’s all right,” Jaymin whispered. “Don’t worry. He’s all right.”

From his other side, Erik nudged his friend with an elbow. “Recognize that man?”

“Which one?”

“Ow! Ahh! I yield! I yield!” the soldier cried, writhing in Korram’s grasp. “Ahh! Mercy, Sire!”

“That one, of course.”

“Oh, I see.” Korram didn’t slacken his grip. “When I have the upper hand it’s ‘mercy, Sire,’ but when you do, it’s three thousand gold pieces for my life.”

“He was the one on watch last night when Kalendria untied Korram and me,” Jaymin said. “He conveniently fell asleep and let us escape.”

Weaponless, immobile and completely at Korram’s mercy now, the soldier gasped in pain and fear. “Sire, I — I — please,” he gasped in desperation.

“Yes, but do you recognize him from before? From years ago.”

“Give me one good reason not to kill you here and now as you were about to kill me,” Korram growled.

He does look familiar,” Jaymin admitted, craning his neck to peer at the man down at the bottom of the cliff. “At first I thought you were going to say it was Dannel again, but I can see it’s not.”

“B-b-because — because I was only following orders, Sire.”

“Certainly not Dannel,” Erik agreed. “We encountered this fellow years ago, back in Drall. You talked me into fighting him and another soldier outside of town by that pond. Later he was one of those who came after us and almost caught us right before we left with Sir Edmend.”

“That’s not a good reason,” Korram said from below. “Corporal Lasden was given orders. So was your partner there. You saw them both consider the situation and decide to do what was right.” 

Jaymin glared down at the man. “Yes! I remember him now. Last night was the second time you knocked him unconscious. But you obviously didn’t strike hard enough to knock sense into his head.”

Korram glared at the quaking man beneath him, too. “Can you give me another reason why I shouldn’t make an example of a traitor who values money more than the life of his king or the welfare of his kingdom? Or shall I just go ahead and rid the world of you?”

“Apparently I should have done that while I had the chance,” Erik muttered.

Jaymin shrugged. “It seems Korram is going to take care of it, in any case.”

But Kalendria knew better. “I don’t think so. Korram makes threats when he’s angry, but he isn’t the type to kill a person in cold blood. He’s just making a point.”

The soldier gasped in pain again. “Because — because — because you’re a better man than I am, Sire.” 

Korram paused. He let the silence hang in the air for a moment before he asked, “What’s your name, soldier?”

“P-Private Dallan, Sire.”

Korram shifted position, rocking back on his heels and yanking the soldier to his feet. Then he released him, giving him a shove that sent him staggering. “That, Dallan, is a good reason. But let me tell you two things.” He strode toward the man, who cowered against the canyon wall. “First, this was your last day as a soldier. I don’t want you in my army anymore. Quite frankly, I don’t want you in my kingdom, either. So I suggest you make friends with the bandits or see if Alasia will take you, because you are officially banished from Malorn.” 

“I definitely don’t want him in my kingdom,” Jaymin grumbled, frowning. “He almost killed me the last time he was there.”

“And second,” Korram continued, “I’m sure you realize that the high court would have you executed if you were brought back to Sazellia for trial, though it isn’t convenient for me to take you back at the moment. But let me assure you that if I ever see you again, you will receive what you deserve for your crimes, good reason or no.” He glared at his defeated foe, holding his gaze for a moment. “So get out of my sight. Now.”

Dallan backed away along the base of the cliff, but as he sidled off, Kalendria’s attention was caught by a stealthy movement from the other direction. Sergeant Sammins glided forward, sword in hand.

“Korram! Behind you!” Kalendria cried. 

At the same moment, Jaymin shouted, “Look out!” 

But they could tell that it would be too late. Korram’s sword still lay on the ground several yards away. He could never reach it before the sergeant reached him.

Sammins leaped forward in an explosion of speed just as Korram whirled around, arms raised, bracing himself for the impact. But Kalendria knew that would do him no good against the sword — his own sword — that was about to skewer him. She screamed, Jaymin yelled, and Korram backed away. But he slipped on an algae-covered rock and fell flat on his back once more. And in that awful instant, Kalendria knew that this time it was all over for her brother.











CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR










Lasden looked on in a combination of anger, frustration, and helplessness as his king challenged his fellow-soldiers, proved himself, and fought for his life. All while Lasden did nothing but watch, palms throbbing from the rope burn, arms gripped by men he had fought beside for years. He had saved Ricker’s life once in a battle against the bandits. Vann had saved his. If he could somehow talk to them alone, he was nearly certain they would listen, but Sergeant Sammins was not a man one disobeyed lightly. So for now the two of them were following orders, as everyone but Lasden always seemed to. Orders that could get their king killed. 

The king didn’t trust him. The ropes that still dangled from Lasden’s wrists were proof of that. But it didn’t matter.

Lasden hadn’t struggled, not since that first moment when they’d seized him at the sergeant’s command and Ricker had pointed his sword at Lasden’s throat. Hoping for a chance to make a move, he’d stood unresisting in their grasp as they all watched the drama unfolding before them. And he hoped all the while that Ricker and Vann would see what was truly happening; that if they didn’t step in to help, they would at least allow Lasden to. I outrank them, after all. 

Not that that carried much weight when the sergeant, who outranked all three of them and who tolerated no dissension, had given them an order.

But King Korram outranked them all. And at the moment when Sammins leaped to attack Malorn’s commander in chief, Lasden knew he had only an instant to affect which way the kingdom’s future would fall.

His colleagues’ grip on his arms had slackened, just as he’d hoped. Perhaps they were merely distracted, lowering their guard because he hadn’t tried to get away. Perhaps they thought to allow him to act without being accused of disobeying orders. Whatever the case, in a burst of movement, Lasden jerked free and raced forward. He was weaponless, but he couldn’t let that stop him. Clearing the stream with one bound, he slipped, regained his footing, and sprinted after Sammins.

Just as the officer raised his sword to finish the fallen king off, Lasden made a desperate leap. He flung himself onto Sammins’ back, yanking the dagger from the sergeant’s belt as the two of them crashed to the ground with Sammins underneath.

It was one of those moments when everything happens too fast to be certain what’s what. Sammins struggled beneath him, cursing. King Korram tried to roll out of their way, but his leg was pinned under the sergeant’s body. He twisted and finally kicked free just as the sergeant’s struggles faded to stillness. The king lunged for the closest weapon, which was Dallan’s dropped sword. Spinning to his feet, he whirled around to point the blade at Sammins’ throat.

But Lasden had already realized there was no need for that. 

Oh, no. No! A sick feeling spread through his belly. What have I done? 

For a handful of heartbeats, nobody moved. Except for the dull rushing of the waterfall behind them, silence filled the ravine.

His heart sinking in dismay, Lasden disentangled himself from his superior’s still body and clambered to his feet. Loathe to meet anyone’s eyes, he looked down at the dagger he held. Its blade dripped red, as did the hand in which he held it. 

King Korram noticed too, and he turned to look down at where a red puddle was forming beneath the sergeant’s body. Together, the two of them bent and turned him over, and the king felt for a pulse with his free hand. But even before they straightened up and stepped back, King Korram’s fingers now bloody too, Lasden knew. And he knew that everyone knew.

He had no love for Sergeant Sammins. The man had been a tyrant. If he’d had rulership of a kingdom, he would have been a dictator. But he was my commanding officer. 

Lasden was no stranger to death. He’d seen plenty of it in his years in the army; caused plenty of it himself. But he’d never dreamed of killing a member of his own platoon.

What have I done? The thought echoed in his mind, a haunting accusation, as his eyes fastened on the blood on his hands..

His companions stood there motionless. Murderer. He still couldn’t meet their gazes, but he knew the same thought lay behind all their horrified faces as they stared at him, at their dead leader, at the king. 

The king. 

Lasden turned his own eyes to King Korram as the monarch bent again to pluck his sword out of the sergeant’s lifeless grasp. I saved the king, he reminded himself, taking a deep breath. Sammins would have killed him. I saved King Korram’s life. 

Straightening, the king looked at Lasden, and at the respect and gratitude in his eyes, most of the sick feeling dissolved. I saved the king’s life, Lasden told himself again. That was more important than anything else. It was unfortunate that things had come down to this, but if he had hesitated an instant longer, King Korram would be the one slumped on the ground in his own blood. 

Lasden washed his hands in the stream, scrubbing them with sand to get every drop of blood off, as the king turned and limped toward the little crowd. “Is anyone else interested in attacking their king?”

No one moved.

“Or in going with Dallan? You can leave freely if you go now.”

Still no one moved. Then Enset, Lasden’s fellow corporal, stepped forward from near the front of the group. Drawing his sword, he dropped to one knee and set it on the ground at the king’s feet. “Your Majesty.” He pulled out his dagger and placed it next to the sword.

Lasden let out a silent breath of relief. He had to admit that the man they’d unexpectedly encountered in the wilderness dressed as one of the Mountain Folk didn’t look like much of a king — and it didn’t help that they’d all attended King Korram’s funeral a few days ago and been warned by the new government that someone was out there impersonating him. Lasden himself hadn’t been certain who King Korram really was at first. It was hard to blame his colleagues for holding doubts. But once Enset had made up his mind about something, he held to it firmly. He’ll help me convince the others. 

But perhaps the others no longer needed much convincing. From the far side of the group, Linder shouldered his way forward, drawing his weapons as he came. “Your Majesty.” He too knelt and placed them on the ground before the king.

“Your Majesty.” Saldon, a bandage hastily knotted over his sleeve now, stepped forward to kneel as well, pledging his loyalty although he no longer had weapons to surrender.

“Your Majesty.”

“Your Majesty.”

One by one they came, kneeling before the king, placing their blades at his feet, at his service. In a moment King Korram and Lasden were the only ones left standing.

Do they mean it? Lasden wasn’t completely sure. No one else stood up for him earlier, when they could have made a difference. 

But they’d been under Sammins’ orders, and Lasden knew well how hard it was to stand against your commanding officer. No one had that excuse anymore, though.

King Korram raised his voice to address the kneeling soldiers. “I accept your service, those of you who offer it sincerely. I’m not naïve enough to assume that every one of you does, but I choose to believe that for most of you, this pledge is genuine.” He gazed down at them, looking into their eyes. Most held his gaze steadily, though guilt flickered in their expressions. They must be wondering what punishment awaited them for helping to capture their monarch and his sister.

“You took me prisoner even after I told you who I was,” the king continued sternly. “Not one of you here, besides Corporal Lasden, lifted a finger to help. You stood by and watched while I was nearly killed just now, and some of you played a part in what could have been my death.” He swept his gaze over them, and they lowered their eyes in shame. 

“But I choose to believe that you didn’t know what you were doing yesterday,” King Korram went on, “or that you didn’t know what else to do at first. I choose to think that beneath it all you do want to be loyal to your king and kingdom. Unlike Sergeant Sammins, I do believe in second chances. I’m giving you one today, but I expect you not to disappoint me. If I ever have cause to regret this, I won’t be as merciful next time.” 

Lasden could see the relief on their faces, the gratitude for the second chance, the determination to prove themselves worthy of it. Relief filled him in equal measure. He would no longer be one man against all of them. Now they know I was right.

“Rise and take back your weapons,” Korram ordered, “if you’re ready to bear them in my service as loyal soldiers of Malorn.”

As they moved to obey, the king strode to where Lasden was waiting by the base of the cliff. He slid his sword into its sheath and picked up the one he had been wearing earlier, Lasden’s sword, tucking it into his belt beside his own. Then he reached out a hand for the dagger that Lasden had rinsed clean in the stream. “Give me that.” 

Lasden’s heart sank. Does he not trust me to carry a weapon, even now? But he obeyed.

“Hold out your arms.” The king’s voice was too low for anyone else to hear. 

Lasden extended his arms. The short ropes were still attached to his wrists, though he had gathered the ends into his palms where they were less noticeable. The king slid the blade between his left wrist and the rope, severing the strands in one quick slice, then did the same for his right. The pieces of rope dropped limply to the ground. “We obviously won’t be needing those anymore.”

He does trust me, then. “Thank you, Sire.” Lasden rubbed gratefully at his bare wrists with still-throbbing hands. 

King Korram wasn’t finished. He strode back toward the other soldiers, beckoning for Lasden to follow. He stopped before the group and then turned to address him, raising his voice so the others would hear, too. “Kneel.”

Lasden dropped to one knee on the pebbled ground before him. Could the king be about to …? But surely that was too much to hope for. 

The monarch drew himself up regally. “Corporal Lasden. For deeds of valor beyond the call of duty on the field of battle, and by the authority vested in me as commander-in-chief of Malorn’s armed forces and as the rightful king of Malorn, I hereby promote you to the rank of sergeant.” He drew one of the swords, the one that was actually Lasden’s, and held it out balanced across his palms. “Rise, Sergeant Lasden; take your sword, and wield it with courage and honor in the service of your king and kingdom.”

Lasden rose slowly to his feet, heart thumping, scarcely able to believe what had just happened. A battlefield promotion. Everyone dreamed of that, but few ever received such a privilege, let alone from the King of Malorn himself. 

And it couldn’t possibly mean more to anyone in Malorn than it did to Lasden.

The weight of his own sword in his hand had never felt so satisfying. Lasden snapped to attention, raising the weapon in a formal salute. “Your Majesty.” 

The king drew his own sword and saluted back. “I’m afraid the sleeve stripes and salary raise will have to wait until I’m reinstated in the capital,” he remarked more casually, “but the position is in effect immediately.” He slid his blade back into its sheath. “You’ll find there are plenty of opportunities for advancement in my service. Continue to prove yourself and you’ll be rewarded accordingly.”











CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE










The sun was sinking in a pink and orange sunset when King Korram and then Lasden finally arrived at the top of the cliff. “Congratulations on your promotion, Sergeant,” King Jaymin said as Lasden stepped out of the loop of rope. “You deserved that.” 

Was he trying to make up for his outburst a few hours ago? The mere sight of the young Alasian king was enough to bring the shame of Lasden’s past rushing back to the forefront of his thoughts. But the old familiar guilt of knowing he had contributed to a royal couple’s assassination was lightened a little now by the knowledge that he had just saved a king’s life. Perhaps even the kingdom along with him, come to think of it. 

Lasden bowed. “Thank you, Sire.” And with the recent promotion still fresh in his mind, he found he could almost smile.

“How’s your leg?” the princess asked her brother as King Korram bent over the stream and cupped his hands for a drink. “It looked as though you hurt it when you fell.” 

“My knee could end up being a problem,” the king admitted, probing gingerly at it. He struggled to his feet. “I suppose we’ll see how far I can walk tonight.”

“Maybe we should wait awhile first,” King Jaymin suggested. “Let you have a longer rest before we head off.”

“We don’t have time for that.” King Korram took a few experimental steps. “It’s going to be dark soon, and we need to hurry to the border. Do you really want to sit around and wait for more soldiers to come by and find us? I can just see it now. Discovery, capture, escape, pursuit, and battle, part two. No, thank you.”

Lasden agreed, though he was more concerned about the bandits that roamed this area. The bandit leaders had been told that the land was theirs now, so there were probably more of them about than ever. He would have felt safer if the remaining men in his platoon were still with them, now that they were all on the same side. 

But it wasn’t his place to question the king. After they dug a grave for Sammins in the ravine, Korram had sent all the others back to Sazellia under Enset’s command, reminding them that, now they had sworn loyalty to him, he could call them into his personal service for a special assignment at any time. Lasden wasn’t sure what his Majesty had in mind, but since the royal party hoped to slip across the rest of Bandit Territory unobserved, he supposed traveling in a smaller group would have its advantages. He assumed the king wanted him to show them the best route, though his Majesty had been a little vague on why he still required Lasden’s presence.

They resumed their journey, the going not nearly as fast now. King Korram limped along, obviously frustrated to be slowing them all down. The others took turns letting him lean on their shoulders, but he had to stop and rest every half mile or so. We won’t get far before morning at this rate.

“What do you know about the bandits, Sergeant?” King Korram asked as they walked. “They roam the area at night, I suppose?”

“I have encountered them at night before, your Majesty.” 

“Recently?

“Not in the last few days, Sire. But they often stay hidden when large groups pass by.” 

“What kind of fighters are they?” Erik wanted to know.

“They’re good,” Lasden admitted. “But they don’t use swords like ours. They have curved scimitars, which are shorter, so our troops usually have the advantage in hand-to-hand combat. They’re excellent shots with the longbow, though, and they make a poison that they smear on their arrowheads and blades. It only takes a scratch and you’re dead in minutes.”

“Wonderful,” the king muttered. “And here I was thinking that we’d have a better chance with bandits than with soldiers.”

“Why don’t you wear my shield, your Majesty?” Lasden suggested. “Just in case we encounter either.” He held out the shield he had taken from Sammins’ body, his own left behind at the hut the night before.

The king shook his head. “Thank you, but I’ve got enough to manage with this leg of mine. If we’re outnumbered and attacked in the dark, one shield isn’t likely to make much difference anyway.”

On their third stop, as the king sat down on a boulder to rub his sore knee, Erik pulled Lasden aside. “Do you know of any other hiding places around here? Ravines, caves, anywhere we could wait and not be seen tomorrow after the sun comes up?”

Lasden shook his head. “I’m afraid not. At least, none close enough to do us any good. There are some caves in the mountains off to the west, but I don’t know of any between here and the Telleck.”

Erik nodded, his expression making it clear that he had feared as much. 

King Jaymin beckoned his bodyguard over. “Do you have room in your boot for my ring?” he asked in a low voice.

“Yes.” Erik’s tone suggested this was not a topic he would have preferred to discuss just now, but he sat down and propped his ankle up on the other knee. Then, to Lasden’s fascination, he pried open a narrow compartment cleverly hidden in the sole of one boot. 

King Jaymin twisted the gold signet ring off his finger and handed it over. “Not that I expect any trouble, but in case we do encounter bandits, I’d rather not risk losing my life over it. You can give it back once we’re safely in Alasia.” He glanced at the other king. “Do you want him to keep yours for you, too?”

“No,” King Korram grunted. “I can guard my own valuables, thank you.” But then he hesitated, glancing around into the growing dusk. “Still, I suppose it couldn’t hurt.” Reluctantly, he pulled the ring off his own finger and handed it to Erik as well. “Lose it or sell it and I’ll put a higher price on your head than I did on Dannel’s.”

The concern on Erik’s face faded for a moment as his lips twitched in a hint of a grin. “That’s only fair, Sire. I’m worth more than he is.” Lasden wasn’t sure who Dannel was, but the princess chuckled.

When they started off again, the bodyguard kept taking quick detours to peer behind the rocks and bushes around them. Every time Lasden saw his face in the dimness, Erik looked more concerned than before. Lasden was growing more anxious, too. If they attack in the dark, I don’t like our chances. Not that their chances would be good even in midday, with only three of them in fighting shape. He flexed his smarting hands. The rope burn wasn’t serious, but it would make it a little harder to wield a sword effectively.

The last of the daylight seeped behind the western mountains, but a gibbous moon hung in the starry sky, and they trudged on in its light. As they plodded up a low rise, Erik, who was in the lead, suddenly held up a hand in warning. They all stopped, and Lasden glanced around, wondering what he had heard or seen. A light breeze brushed against his face, and then he smelled it too. Smoke. 

“A campfire,” whispered the princess. “Soldiers, or bandits?”

“Regardless, we’re going the other way now.” Erik hurried them down the hill again. 

But they had taken only a few steps when he stopped them once more. This time they all heard the rustling in the bushes ahead. Frantically, they cast about for somewhere to hide, but they had no time to get to cover. 

Half a dozen figures stepped out of the brush. Lasden’s heart sank as he recognized the style of their simple dark tunics and breeches. Though no weapons hung from their belts, they carried bows over their shoulders, and most held dead rabbits by the ears. This was obviously a hunting party on its way home with supper. 

Bandits.











CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX










Kalendria’s heart pounded as she stared at the strangers. For an instant everyone froze. Then the bandits dropped the rabbits they held, seized their bows, and reached back to pull arrows from quivers strapped behind their shoulders. In the space of two or three heartbeats, each had fitted an arrow to the string and pointed them at the travelers.

Meanwhile, Jaymin, Korram and Lasden whipped out their swords. Lasden raised his shield and stepped in front of Korram. Erik leaped in front of Jaymin, knees bent in a half crouch, open hands at the ready. Kalendria, who had nothing to use as a weapon and felt very exposed, stepped hastily behind Jaymin. And then everyone froze again.

Kalendria eyed the bandits’ drawn bows over Jaymin’s shoulder. It’s no use. They stood a good twenty feet away, and she knew they could let fly their arrows faster than even Erik could attack. He might conceivably be able to take out one or even two men before they killed him, but in the meantime the rest would shoot. 

Yes, the bandits had the advantage here, and everyone knew it.

Jaymin was the first to lower his sword. “Good evening. We don’t mean you any harm. Please don’t shoot.”

Following his cue, Korram and Lasden lowered their weapons as well. Erik didn’t move.

The men stepped closer. “What are you doing here?” one of them demanded. “This is our land. You have no right to be here.”

“We’re just passing through.” Kalendria could tell her brother was working hard to keep his voice calm. “My friends and I are heading for the Telleck River. We’ll leave your land as quickly as we can.”

“That’s not good enough,” growled a second bandit, taking another step forward. “You have no right to be here in the first place. Malornians are not allowed here anymore.” He stared at Lasden, running his eyes up and down the man’s uniform in the dimness. “A soldier!” He ground out the word like a curse. “You are especially unwelcome here, soldier. It was stupid of you to come so far into our territory with so few companions. Your big companies may be able to get away with it, but you won’t.” He adjusted his aim until his arrow pointed straight at the sergeant’s throat. Lasden raised his shield a little higher.

“Just a moment, Serkion.” One of the other bandits placed a warning hand on his companion’s arm. “It might not be wise to kill the soldier here. It’s too close to the village, and you know what will happen if his friends come looking for him.”

The one called Serkion paused and lowered his bow. “True. We’d better take them further away first.”

Lasden spoke up. “No soldiers have harmed your people recently, have they?”

“You soldiers are always harming our people,” one of the other men spat.

“But not recently,” Lasden persisted. “Not since this became your land.”

“This has always been our land,” snarled the bandit. “After hundreds of years Malorn finally acknowledged it.” But then he hesitated, and he and his companions exchanged glances. 

“Now that you mention it, maybe the soldiers haven’t attacked any of our people since Malorn officially gave the land back to us,” one of the others finally agreed, “but you’re still here. You people always come here to try to drive us away and kill us. The new agreement says that no Malornians are allowed to set foot on our land at all, and yet these last few days we’ve seen more soldiers than ever.”

“The soldiers are here for a different reason now,” Lasden explained. “It has nothing to do with you. In fact, we’re under strict orders not to harm any of you except in self-defense. We’re actually here to guard the border against the Alasians. You know, the people who live on the north side of the Telleck.”

“Don’t talk to us as though we’re stupid,” said another bandit. “Do you think we don’t know who the Alasians are? We trade with them all the time. It’s you Malornians we hate.”

Korram turned to face Jaymin. “You’ve been trading with our bandits?”

“No!” Jaymin sounded defensive. “At least — I don’t think so. Not officially, anyway. Maybe some of the border towns have their own arrangements that I don’t know about.”

The bandits all turned to Jaymin. “You’re from Alasia?” one asked.

“Yes.”

“What are you doing here with these Malornians?”

“They’re my friends. I was visiting them, and now I’m on my way home.”

“Enough talk,” ordered the second man. He turned to his companions. “We could let the Alasian go, but we have to decide what to do with the rest of them. If the soldier is telling the truth, we’d better be careful about killing the Malornians, or all those troops around really might attack.”

“We should take them all to Chief Raddiek,” suggested Serkion. “He can decide. Besides, I’m hungry, and everyone’s waiting for us for supper.”

His companions nodded their agreement. “All right, put away your weapons,” Serkion ordered Jaymin and the others. “Come with us. We won’t hurt you yet as long as you don’t try anything.”

Jaymin and Korram looked at each other doubtfully. “We might as well.” Korram’s voice was resigned. Kalendria didn’t like the idea of being taken prisoner a second time, but it seemed that once again they had no choice. 

But she hoped that this time they might be able to talk their way out of the situation quickly. After all, the bandits didn’t know who they were, so the reward was not going to be an issue. And the fact that they had already been willing to talk and to listen showed that they could be reasoned with.

Korram, Jaymin and Lasden sheathed their swords. Serkion returned his arrow to its quiver and bent to pick up the rabbit he had dropped. “Follow me,” he ordered, “and don’t try to run away unless you want to be shot.” He led the way up the hill, and the five prisoners followed, slowly because of Korram’s limp. The rest of the bandits brought up the rear, still with arrows nocked.

When they reached the top of the rise, Serkion led them down into a shallow valley. Kalendria could see the light of a dozen little fires flickering between the rocks and brush. Scattered across the bottom of the valley, twenty or thirty small dome-shaped huts stood silhouetted in the light of the campfires. Dark figures sat around them, talking and laughing. 

A sentry stepped out to see who they were. At the sight of Lasden’s uniform, he spat on the grass. But he let them pass at a word from one of their guards.

Serkion stopped at the edge of the village. “You’d better wait here. I’ll get the chief.”

When he had disappeared, Erik stepped forward and whispered something to Jaymin, who brightened. “It’s worth a try,” Kalendria heard him whisper in reply.

Serkion returned, carrying a torch instead of the dead rabbit. A tall, broad-shouldered bandit with a thick brown beard accompanied him. 

The tall bandit marched up and glared at them. “Who are you and what are you doing on our land?”

“We’re just travelers,” Korram explained. “We’re passing through on our way to Alasia, and we’ll get off your land as soon as we can.”

“That’s not acceptable,” growled the bandit chief. “Don’t you know that your own government said no Malornians are allowed to bother us here again? You can’t use our land as a highway. Find another route to Alasia.”

“Oh, trust me, I know all about what the government said.” Korram scowled. “I’m sorry, but we had no choice. If you’ll excuse us, though, we’ll leave right now. We’ll take the most direct route to the border and be out of here as quickly as possible.”

The chief chuckled. “Good try, Malornian, but I don’t think so. Now that you’re here, we’ll have to decide what use we can find for you. I see that at least one of you is a soldier. We’ve seen a big company of soldiers camped a couple of miles from here. Maybe they’d be willing to pay us a ransom for your safe return.”

Oh, no. Kalendria could only imagine what would happen if soldiers got their hands on them again.

The chief peered between Jaymin and Erik. “Which one of you is the Alasian?”

“We’re both Alasian.” Jaymin stepped forward. “And I have a proposal for you.”

The chief raised his eyebrows. “A proposal? From a prisoner?” He took the torch from Serkion and held it up, examining Jaymin by its light. “What’s your name, Alasian?”

Jaymin hesitated. “You can call me Jay.”

The chief stared at his face in the torchlight. “That isn’t actually your name, is it?”

Jaymin hesitated again, and then chuckled. “I can see you’re a discerning man. No, you’re right; it isn’t.”

“Then why did you say to call you that?”

“Because I’m not sure I want to tell you my real name.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not sure I want to tell you that, either.”

There was another pause, and then the chief chuckled too, but it was a grim sort of chuckle. “At least you’re being honest now. I’ll tell you who I am. My name’s Raddiek, and I’m the chief of this village. I don’t like being lied to, and I can usually tell when people are trying to deceive me.”

“And I don’t like lying.” Jaymin met his gaze squarely. “Which is why I wasn’t. It’s true that you can call me Jay.”

Raddiek burst out laughing, and this time there was real humor in his voice. “You’re an interesting one, Jay, or whoever you really are. I don’t care for most Malornians, but I like most Alasians I’ve met, and perhaps you’ll be no exception. So maybe I won’t have you killed, whatever I decide to do with your Malornian friends here.”

Jaymin raised an eyebrow. “That’s kind of you. I think.”

“But you said you have a proposal. Let’s hear it.”

Jaymin took a deep breath. “We’ve heard that your people are mighty warriors. So I propose that we make a deal. Choose the best warrior in your village and let him fight in single combat against the best in our group. If our man wins, we all get to go free, and you’ll guarantee us safe passage as far as the Telleck.”

Kalendria’s eyes flew to Erik. What a perfect idea. 

He saw her looking at him and met her gaze for a moment. Then he gave her a little smile. For some reason she couldn’t put her finger on, that smile made Kalendria feel odd. It was as though something had been communicated, but she wasn’t sure what.

Raddiek regarded Jaymin thoughtfully. “And if my man wins?”

“Well, I can tell you right now, the soldiers around here don’t know us. They won’t be interested in paying any ransom, but the Alasians will. If you take the five of us across the river to the nearest Alasian town, I’ll find some people who know me and they’ll pay whatever you ask.”

The chief considered this. “That sounds like a mighty convenient arrangement for you, to be sure. Win or lose, you get to go home.” He chuckled again. “I don’t know about that.”

“It’s a good arrangement for you too, Chief,” Jaymin pointed out. “Win or lose, you get to be rid of us, and if you win you could end up rich into the bargain. Besides, you’ll have an evening’s entertainment, and you said you like Alasians. Returning us to them can only help your next trade negotiations.” 

Raddiek was silent for a moment, and then he nodded slowly. “I like the idea of this contest. It does sound entertaining. But I’m going to have to think some more about the details.” He drew a long, curved dagger from his belt. “We fight with scimitars like this one, as I’m sure your soldier friend can tell you.” He glanced at Sergeant Lasden, who nodded grimly, eyeing the weapon as though he’d had bad experiences with its kind. 

“And you have your full-length swords,” Raddiek continued, gesturing toward the one Jaymin wore. “Is that your idea of a fair contest? Or will your man try his hand with one of our weapons?”

Jaymin shook his head. “No weapons. No poison. I’m talking about unarmed combat. Then it will be completely even.”

From around and behind them, their guards stirred, murmuring. “Blenniel,” one of them said. “That’s a job for Blenniel, no doubt about it.” 

The chief grinned. “If you’re sure that’s the way you want it, we have just the man for the contest. But I want to know a little more about you before I decide what’s best to do with you if my warrior wins. Which he most likely will, by the way, so don’t get your hopes too high.”

Jaymin shrugged, not bothered by the warning. “We’ll see about that.” He glanced at Erik. “Our warrior is pretty good too.”

Yes, he is. Kalendria couldn’t help smiling at Erik as well. We’ve got nothing more to worry about.











CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN










Chief Raddiek grinned at Jaymin and the others. “This will be an enjoyable contest. We’ll soon see whose warrior is the best. But in the meantime, I want to know exactly why you’re here and exactly why you’re so reluctant to be handed over to the soldiers. And I suggest you don’t try to lie to me.”

There was an uncomfortable pause. Kalendria wondered if it was true that the chief could tell when people were lying to him. We should have discussed what to say if we met bandits. She turned her eyes away from the light as the man held his torch high, looking into each of their faces one by one.

Korram was the first to speak up. “All right, we’ll tell you. My friends here —” (he indicated Jaymin and Erik) “— traveled from Alasia to visit my sister and me —” (nodding at Kalendria). “Now their visit is over and we’re escorting them back home. But as you may have heard, there was some political trouble in Sazellia recently, and now the bridge at the border is being guarded. We’re coming this way because we thought there might be less Malornian military presence, considering that it’s your territory now. We didn’t actually know about all the soldiers in the Western Wilderness until we got here.”

“I see. And what about this fellow?” Raddiek pointed the torch at Lasden.

“The sergeant here is a friend we met along the way.”

“Sergeant?” the chief glanced at the white stripes on the soldier’s sleeves. “He looks like a corporal to me.”

“He was. It’s a long story.”

“Hmm.” Chief Raddiek stared intently at Lasden and then at Korram. “The truth, perhaps, but obviously not the whole truth. I think maybe you’re wanted for some crime you committed in Malorn. So you’re trying to stay away from the authorities and escape over the border.” He glanced around at each of them. “Am I close?”

Kalendria shifted uncomfortably. He was closer to the truth than she was comfortable with, and this line of questioning would likely end with the bandits delivering them to the soldiers one way or another.

The chief whirled to face her. “What do you say to that?”

Kalendria blinked. “Me? I haven’t committed any crime.”

“And what about your friends here?”

“None of us has.” But then she remembered that although it may have been an accident, Lasden had killed his commanding officer. The army would certainly consider that a crime, in spite of the fact that he had done it to save the king’s life. It was justified, she told herself. Korram would grant him an official pardon once he was back in power. But in the meantime, any other soldiers who heard about it would definitely consider Lasden a criminal.

Raddiek was still staring intently at her. “None of you has committed a crime? That’s not the truth, is it?”

“Well … none of us has done anything we shouldn’t have.”

The chief chuckled. “Yes, I suppose most criminals think that, don’t they?” 

“And who are you to accuse us of being criminals?” Kalendria knew her brother was purposely changing the subject. “Your people have been mistreating innocent Malornians for years. Attacking and killing, burning houses, stealing crops, robbing travelers.”

“This has always been our land.” All traces of the chief’s humor had vanished. “Your people forced my people out three hundred years ago. All we’ve done since then is try to reclaim what’s ours. If you Malornians had been half as understanding as our Alasian neighbors, we could have lived in peace.”

“So how exactly have the Alasians been understanding?” Kalendria guessed that Jaymin, too, was trying to steer the conversation away from more dangerous topics while he found out all he could about their captors.

“By trading with us, of course.” The chief’s expression suggested it should have been obvious. “We give them our medicines and herbs, and in exchange they give us food, cloth, tools, weapons. I would have thought you’d know all about that.”

“Weapons?” Korram whirled on Jaymin. “Providing weapons to our enemies could be viewed as an act of war.”

Be quiet, Kalendria thought at her brother. She knew the pain and stress were wearing on his nerves, but if he wasn’t careful, he was going to give away who they were.

Jaymin glared at him. “As I mentioned before, this is the first I’ve heard about it.” His nerves were obviously wearing down too.

“I take it you don’t live near the Telleck, then,” the chief observed. “We trade with all the towns along the river.”

“No, I live in Almar.”

“Really.” Kalendria had an uncomfortable feeling that Raddiek had just figured something out they might not have wanted him to know. “You live all the way over in the capital, and yet you expect me to believe that you know people in the nearest Alasian town who would pay good money for your safe return?”

Jaymin hesitated. “A lot of people in Alasia know me.” 

“Really,” Raddiek repeated. “In every little town along the border? Rich people?”

Jaymin looked him in the eye. “Take me there and see.”

“I don’t think so. I’ve visited those towns plenty of times, and while your people are usually willing to trade for our goods, all the towns along the river are small, and I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone there I’d call rich. Anyone who would or could give me ‘whatever I asked’, as you put it. In any case, it’s obvious that you don’t want me to know who you are or why you’re in such a hurry to get to Alasia, or why you’re so reluctant to be turned over to the soldiers. Which is exactly why I think I’m going to do that if my man wins our little challenge. At least, I’ll see what they’re willing to pay for you. If it isn’t much, I might try the Alasians next. But in the meantime, you’d better come along so we can get this contest taken care of before supper. Now give me your weapons so I know you won’t try to harm anyone in my village.”

One of the bandits beside them drew his bow, and the creak of the wood reminded them all that they had better do as they were told. The two kings and Lasden reluctantly handed over their swords.

“Daggers as well,” Raddiek demanded when he and Serkion had collected the swords. He turned to Erik. “You too.”

“I don’t have any weapons.” Erik spread out his hands to show they were empty.

The chief frowned suspiciously and gestured to one of his men. “Make sure.” Erik raised his arms and allowed the bandit to search him.

“What about you?” the chief inquired of Kalendria, when the bandit found nothing.

“I don’t have any either.” But the chief nodded to his man again.

“Don’t you dare touch her!” Jaymin stepped forward, but he stopped short when one of the others aimed an arrow at his face.

The chief glanced at him with raised eyebrows, and then back at Kalendria. “Very well. Hand over everything in your pockets, then. Let’s see what you do have.”

Relieved to be spared the indignity of a search, Kalendria shot Jaymin a grateful look. With grudging annoyance, she emptied her pockets. At least she didn’t have much money left to give up, and her necklace and earrings didn’t go with what she was wearing now anyway. But handing them to the nearest bandit made her hot with anger.

“Ooh, look what we’ve got here, Chief!” The man grinned as he held them up to the torchlight. “One gold coin, three silvers, and the jewelry looks like it might be valuable. Not bad.”

“Not bad at all,” the chief agreed. “The coins alone mean fruit and vegetables for us all for the next few days, assuming we can get past those cursed soldiers to go and buy some.” He ran his fingers over the gems on the necklace. “And I’ll wager we can get good money for this. An excellent find.” He beamed at the bandit as though the man had made some sort of accomplishment.

“Now just a moment,” Korram objected angrily.

Raddiek cut him off. “You pass through our land, you pay the toll. That’s the way it works. Better see what the others have brought us, too,” he added to his men. 

They took Lasden’s shield and pack and the little money Korram and Jaymin had left. Now Kalendria wished they hadn’t bothered retrieving the coins Sergeant Sammins had stolen from them earlier. 

Erik’s pockets were apparently empty, although Kalendria had thought the bodyguard still had a little money. Maybe he had hidden it along with the rings. At least the bandits won’t get those.

“Keys,” the chief observed thoughtfully, examining Jaymin’s as Sammins had done. “Care to tell me what they’re for?”

“My home.”

“Really. Your home must have an awful lot of locks in it.”

Jaymin didn’t reply, and the bandit shrugged. “Well, I don’t see any use for them here. They wouldn’t be worth anything if we tried to sell them. Take them back if you like, though who knows if you’ll have a chance to use them again.” As an afterthought, he turned back to Jaymin and added, “If your friend here wins the contest and we do end up letting you go, perhaps I’ll give back the money you were carrying. Our quarrel isn’t with Alasia.” 

“It will be, if you’re not careful,” said Jaymin.

Ignoring him, Raddiek pocketed the coins and jewelry while another bandit picked up the pack and shield. “All right, looks like we’re ready. Follow me and don’t try anything. You hurt anyone in my village, we’ll shoot you.” 

Without waiting for a reply, the chief turned and strode away. The others followed him, Korram limping along at the back. Their captors led them over to one of the campfires and made them sit down in the dirt, the archers surrounding them in a loose circle, while the chief and a couple of his men went off somewhere with their possessions.

Jaymin leaned over to address Erik in a low voice. “You’re sure you want to do this? I mean, I know you haven’t been sleeping well, and when you’re exhausted —”

“I’m sure. It’s not as though we have any other options at the moment, anyway.” Erik made a shooing motion with one hand. “Give me some space.” He began to do a series of stretches, preparing for the upcoming combat. 

The rest of them sat in silence, waiting to see what would happen. Kalendria looked about curiously. As far as she could see in the firelight, the huts in this village seemed to be made of an odd patchwork of bits and pieces: boards and branches and planks, dried mud and thatch and lengths of sacking. She knew she had been right about the bandits pillaging or perhaps even tearing apart other houses in this area in order to build their own. 

Outside the makeshift huts, people clustered around cooking fires — not just men, but women and children too. For some reason, Kalendria had never pictured bandits having families. This glimpse of their village made them seem less like savages, more like ordinary people. But they’ve been killing Malornians and robbing travelers in these parts for generations, Kalendria reminded herself, and their leader is determined to give us to our enemies. But was it true that the bandits’ ancestors used to own this land? Could the stone ruins she had seen be the remains of their civilization?

The villagers stared curiously at the newcomers, and some strolled over to take a look at them. Soon their guards were busy explaining what happened, exaggerating their own prowess in capturing the prisoners, relating all the details of the conversation with the chief. The crowd grew as more villagers wandered over to see what was going on.

Eventually the chief returned with a tall, brawny bandit at his side. The two of them were laughing together as though at some joke.

“So, where’s the fellow who thinks he can beat me in unarmed combat?” The newcomer ran his eyes over the little group. 

Erik stood up and stepped forward.

“You?” The man laughed down at him in surprise. Erik’s head barely came up to his shoulder. “Are you sure you want to try this?”

Erik looked up to meet his gaze. “Are you?”

“This is Blenniel, our best warrior.” The chief slapped his friend on the back. “I don’t suppose you have a name that you’d care to tell us.”

“Erik,” said Erik.

“All right, then.” Raddiek raised his voice, turning to address the growing crowd. “It’s going to be Blenniel the Karvasi champion against Erik the Alasian in unarmed combat. If Erik wins, we take him and his friends to the Alasian border. If Blenniel wins, we see how much the Malornian soldiers are willing to pay us for the whole group.”

His people murmured approvingly, crowding closer. Nearly the entire village seemed to have gathered now. No one wanted to miss the excitement.

“Give them some room,” the chief urged, stepping aside and gesturing to his people to move out of the way. The villagers moved back, forming a rough oval with the prisoners at one end and their chief at the other. Those in the front sat down so as not to block anyone’s view. Many held torches, and Kalendria could see the anticipation in their faces.

Beside her, Jaymin chuckled quietly. “They’re in for a surprise.”

“What are the rules?” Erik asked.

“That’s simple enough,” Raddiek replied. “No weapons or any other objects. Nobody else can interfere. And no killing, because I assume you’re worth more to the soldiers alive. Whoever gives up first, say ‘stop,’ and the fight’s over.”

Erik and Blenniel both nodded, not taking their eyes off each other.

“So.” The chief seated himself cross-legged in the front row. “Begin.”

For a moment no one moved. Then the two fighters began circling slowly, watching each other, looking for an opening. Kalendria held her breath. True, the bandit was huge, muscles bulging beneath his tunic. But burly opponents had never stopped Erik before. Her biggest worry was whether or not the chief would keep his promise. When he saw his champion defeated as easily as Erik was obviously going to defeat him, would Raddiek be so angry that he would take them to the soldiers anyway? 

Too quickly to see who moved first, Erik and Blenniel both leaped forward. They went down in a scuffle of dirt, Erik on top. Kalendria cheered, her voice as lost in the disappointed roar of the crowd. 

The villagers weren’t disappointed for long, though. With a twist and a jerk, Blenniel broke free and forced Erik beneath him. She could see fists flailing, feet kicking, as the two of them rolled over again and again, forcing bystanders to scoot out of their way.

“What are you waiting for?” shouted Korram from beside her. “Show him what you can do! Come on!”

Kalendria jabbed him with her elbow. “Be quiet! You might distract him.”

Korram wasn’t listening. “Come on, Erik!” He waved clenched fists as though wishing he could join in the combat. “Make him give up! You can do it!”

As if in response, a muffled cry of “Stop!” came from the center of the circle. The crowd went wild. Kalendria leaped to her feet along with everyone else, laughing and clapping. Jaymin flung his arms around her in delight. Korram whooped. 

But wait. Something was wrong. The bandit warrior stood up, raising his arms in triumph, turning in a circle, grinning at the crowd as they cheered for their hero in the torchlight. His defeated opponent lay crumpled on the ground.

Jaymin gasped in realization. “It was Erik!”

Korram fell silent in shock. Kalendria couldn’t believe her eyes. 

Erik had lost.











CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT










Slowly Erik clambered to his feet, his head lowered. Kalendria’s heart went out to him. A few hours ago, she had been furious with him for refusing to help Korram, but now she felt only sympathy. She could guess at the shame he must be feeling. He had volunteered for this task to save them all, and he had failed.

Fear joined her compassion. What fate was waiting for the rest of them now?

The chief strode toward the two fighters, laughing as though the combat had all been a wonderful joke. The crowd quieted to hear what he had to say. 

“That was a short contest, but it was good fun while it lasted, wasn’t it? Nicely done, as usual, Blenniel. And not bad, young Erik. Not bad at all. You lasted longer than most people do against him.”

Erik lifted his head to face the warrior who had beaten him so quickly. “Let’s make it the best two out of three.”

Blenniel frowned. “What?”

“Two more rounds. I wager I’ll beat you in both of them. Whoever wins two out of the three is the overall winner.”

“You really want to put yourself through this again? Twice more?” Blenniel turned to see what his chief thought of the idea. 

Raddiek frowned too. “That wasn’t the deal.” 

Erik met his gaze squarely. “I’m proposing a new deal.” 

Raddiek considered it for a moment then shrugged. “Why not? The outcome isn’t likely to change anyway. And supper’s not ready yet. We may as well enjoy a little more entertainment first.”

The bandits cheered their enthusiasm. Blenniel gave a good-natured laugh. “All right then. You want a moment to rest first?”

Erik nodded. “Yes.”

The crowd parted to let him through, and the bodyguard walked back toward Kalendria and the others. His face was carefully expressionless now, but she knew he must be humiliated.

Korram looked indignant. “What happened out there?”

“I lost.”

“What are you talking about? You don’t lose.”

Erik dropped to the ground, the others clustering around him. “Everybody loses sometimes.”

“Not you,” Korram persisted. “Why did you tell him to stop? Was it a trick? A game? A trap? Some sort of scheme? Wait, don’t tell me. You have a plan, and pretending to lose was part of it.”

“I wasn’t pretending to lose. He almost broke my wrist.” Erik turned to Lasden. “You don’t still have those bandages, do you?”

“I’m sorry. They were in my pack.”

Jaymin strode toward Raddiek, who was talking to Blenniel and several others by the far end of the oval. “Excuse me, Chief.” His voice was firm. 

Kalendria’s eyebrows shot up. She would be very impressed if Jaymin could actually talk the bandits into giving the pack back.

“Your wrist?” exclaimed Korram to Erik. “Is that all? He hurt your wrist and so you just gave up? You, of all people?”

“He didn’t hurt my wrist, he almost broke my wrist. Another moment and it would have snapped. Trust me, I know what a bone about to break feels like.”

Grumbling under his breath, Korram turned away. Everyone waited as Jaymin spoke quietly to Raddiek. And then Kalendria saw the chief turn and say something to one of the other bandits, who nodded and jogged away, returning a moment later with Lasden’s roll of bandages. He handed it to Jaymin, who hurried back to the rest of them and handed it to Lasden. “Here. Can you tie his wrist up for him?”

“Tightly,” Erik said, holding out his arm. 

Jaymin regarded his friend with concern as Lasden wound a length of bandage around the bodyguard’s wrist and between his thumb and forefinger. “You’ll be all right now, won’t you?”

“He knows a technique I’ve never learned.” Erik flexed his wrist, grimacing in pain. “Not tight enough.”

Lasden unwound the bandage and started again. “Much tighter and you may lose circulation,” he warned.

“I may not be able to use my hand at all otherwise.” Erik winced as the sergeant knotted the bandage in place once more. “I’ve never seen that particular type of grip and twist before. It’s a whole different style of fighting.”

“Well then, don’t give him the chance to do it again.” Korram spoke as though this were an obvious idea that Erik had somehow overlooked. “Kick him. Fight from a distance. Don’t let him grab your wrists next time.”

Jaymin glared at him. “Erik doesn’t need you to tell him how to fight.”

“Maybe he does,” Korram retorted. “He lost, didn’t he?”

“Well, he won’t lose again, will you, Erik? He’s learned from the first round. He’ll win the next two.”

“Without the use of his right hand?” Kalendria couldn’t help asking.

“He’s almost as good fighting with his left.” But she got the impression Jaymin was trying to convince himself more than anyone. He turned back to his friend. “You’ll beat him this time. Right?”

Erik didn’t answer. He wiggled his fingers and rose to his feet without a word. Eyes straight ahead, he strode back toward the center of the oval, where Blenniel was now waiting once more. 

The next round lasted much longer. Kalendria bit her lip as she saw Erik twist away from the bandit’s grasp once, twice, three times. He kicked again and again, but Blenniel was quick, constantly trying to lunge in and seize Erik in his burly bear-like arms. Erik spun out of the way again and again, knowing better than to let the bandit grab him as he had before. Round and round the two of them dodged, the audience yelling in sympathy or triumph whenever one of the fighters got in a blow. 

Kalendria wondered how long this could go on. Neither man seemed to be making much headway, and it was obvious that both were tired.

At last Blenniel succeeded in seizing Erik’s wrist as the younger man aimed a punch at his stomach. With a quick grab and a twist, he jerked Erik off his feet and threw him to the ground.

“No, no, no,” Jaymin shouted. “Pull free! You’ve got to pull free! You can do it!”

A muffled cry rang out, and then another, but Kalendria couldn’t tell whom they had come from, and no one yelled ‘stop’. The two fighters scrabbled on the ground as they had before, though she was relieved to see Erik emerge on top. In the flickering torchlight she couldn’t quite tell who was gripping whose wrists, but both fighters were straining in their attempts to bend and twist each other’s arms. 

The next cry of pain was definitely Blenniel’s. But just as it looked as though Erik might finally have the upper hand, the larger man managed to roll over again, shoving him away.

Erik leaped to his feet and kicked his opponent in the ribs with all his strength. The bandit yelled again and rolled aside, but that was exactly what Erik had been waiting for. He threw himself onto the man the instant his face was to the ground, gripping one of his arms and bending it backward behind his head. With his other hand, Erik seized his enemy’s neck, hooking it in the crook of his elbow, pulling it back at a painful angle as he dug both his knees into Blenniel’s back.

The bandit tried to roll away again, but Erik braced himself and tightened his grip. After one strangled, choking cough, Blenniel finally gasped, “Stop!”

Erik let go and backed away. This time the bandit was left sprawled on the ground, surprised and embarrassed by his own defeat as his enemy rose to his feet, victorious. The rest of the audience groaned in surprise and dismay as Kalendria, Jaymin, Korram and Lasden cheered.

The bandit finally struggled to his feet, rubbing his neck with one hand and clutching his side with the other. “You want a moment to rest before the third round?” Erik asked.

“Yes,” the bandit grunted.

Erik trudged back toward the others, breathing hard, sweat dripping from his face in spite of the cool night breeze.

“Congratulations,” Kalendria exclaimed as he dropped to the ground beside them. “We knew you could do it.”

Erik glanced at her and then held out his other arm to Lasden, who pulled out the bandages again. The triumphant mood faded as they all saw the fatigue and pain in the bodyguard’s face. No one spoke as the sergeant bound his wrist and pulled the knot tight. Erik closed his eyes and bent over, resting his head on his knees, still breathing hard. 

Jaymin watched his friend worriedly. Kalendria was sure he was wondering, as she was, how well Erik could survive another round. “You don’t have to go through with this, you know,” Jaymin ventured finally.

Erik didn’t bother to reply, and she knew what he must be thinking. To forfeit was to lose, and to lose could mean death for all of them.

Korram frowned. “You did it this time. You just have to do it once more. It can’t be that hard. Just remember, if you win one more round, we’re safe in Alasia. But if you don’t —” 

“He knows the stakes.” Jaymin glared at Korram. “He doesn’t need any more pressure.”

“I'm just saying, everything depends on this,” Korram snapped back. “If they drag us off to the soldiers, we all know what will happen. This is probably our last chance.” 

Erik didn’t raise his head. “I’ll give it my best effort. That’s all I can promise.”

“All right.” Korram sighed, unspoken apology in his voice. “Good luck.”

The third round was the longest of all. It was clear to see that both Erik and Blenniel were tired and in pain. For a long time, they circled each other, striking out, dodging, watching for an opening, lunging and falling back. 

Jaymin yelled in triumph when Erik dove at the bandit’s legs, knocking him over backward. But his excitement was short lived. Blenniel rolled out of the way as the bodyguard tried to pin him down, then he leaped to his feet, seized Erik by the wrist with both hands and dragged him toward him, lifting his whole body into the air. 

“This is for cracking my ribs in the last round.” The bandit flung Erik to the ground, swinging his own foot out at the same time. Erik rolled aside, but not quite quickly enough, and from across the oval Kalendria heard him gasp in pain as Blenniel’s foot struck him. Rolling again, he staggered to his feet and backed away, clutching his side. For a moment the two of them stood there, panting, watching each other. Then the bandit leaped at him. But Erik slipped out of the way, shooting his foot out to trip the man, shoving at the same instant. 

“Yes!” Korram cheered as Blenniel fell full length. Erik threw himself on top of him, grabbing for his arm and neck in an attempt at the same move that had won him the last round. But his opponent was ready for it this time. The bandit swung his elbow back and whammed Erik in the ribs in the spot where he’d kicked him a moment before. The bodyguard cried out in pain and slid off as the bandit half-rolled over, seizing Erik by both wrists now, forcing his arms behind his back. Erik kicked and twisted and even tried slamming his head against his opponent, but he couldn’t break Blenniel’s grip. After only a moment, he gasped, “Stop.”

The bandit warrior clambered to his feet as the crowd burst into applause. He raised a hand in acknowledgement and then staggered toward the chief, who stood clapping enthusiastically. 

Erik rose to his feet much more slowly. Bent nearly double, clutching his side again, he shuffled back to where his friends waited. Though Kalendria could tell he was once more trying to keep all expression out of his face, she could still see the pain and shame in his eyes. 

Her heart went out to him again in sympathy as he sank to his knees on the ground beside them. “You did the best you could.”

“It wasn’t good enough.” He closed his eyes. “I failed.”

Jaymin hovered over his friend anxiously. “Are you all right?” 

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Of course it matters. Where are you injured?”

“My ribs. My wrists. Don’t touch them.”

Jaymin turned to Lasden. “Sergeant, is there anything you can do?”

Lasden shook his head helplessly. “I can bandage an injury, but I’m no physician. I don’t have medicines.”

The villagers, chattering excitedly about the contest, drifted toward their cooking fires, from which wafted the savory aroma of roasting meat. Kalendria’s stomach growled, even though she was too anxious to really feel like eating. 

The chief strode toward his prisoners, grinning. “That was some excellent entertainment. I’m glad you suggested it, Jay, or whatever your name really is. And don’t feel too badly about how it turned out. Hardly anyone ever beats Blenniel.” He peered down at Erik, who sat hunched on the ground, gripping his injured side with one hand. “You’re an excellent fighter, lad. I hope you’ll be all right. Tell you what, in exchange for the evening’s entertainment, I’ll even have one of my men treat your injuries before you go.” He turned and called over his shoulder. “Pianar, bring something for Erik’s wrists and side, will you?” The man nodded and disappeared into one of the little houses.

“How kind of you.” Korram glared up at Raddiek.

“You’re welcome. Well, then, I suppose it’ll be off to the soldiers as soon as that’s taken care of. Unless you want to tell me the truth about who you are and what you’re really doing in my territory, on the off chance it’ll change my mind.”

“No.” Korram scowled at the bandit chief. “That we most certainly will not.”

Pianar appeared carrying a torch and a small tray. He dug the end of the torch into the ground beside them to keep it vertical as he set the tray down in front of Erik. “All right, sit up.”

Erik glanced at Jaymin, who nodded. “You might as well.”

“Hold out your hands,” Pianar instructed when Erik had obeyed. The others watched as the bandit, obviously experienced in treating such injuries, unwound the bandages and moved Erik’s hands this way and that to check the extent of the damage. “Does that hurt?”

“Yes,” Erik gritted out through clenched teeth.

“What about that?”

He winced. “Yes.”

“And that?”

Erik jerked his arms away. “Stop it.”

“Well, they don’t seem to be broken, unlike the last person Blenniel fought. Now hold still.” Pianar dipped his rag into an earthenware jar on his tray and brought it out covered with a greenish paste. “This will feel as though it’s burning your skin, but the burn wears off in a moment.” He smeared the paste liberally over both Erik’s wrists before tying the bandages in place again. “Keep these on overnight, at least, and try not to use your hands or wrists any more than you need to in the next couple of days. No heavy lifting, punching, that sort of thing.”

“No letting people tie them behind my back?”

“Probably not a good idea.” Pianar was completely serious. “Now show me where else you’re hurt.”

Erik lifted his tunic, revealing an impressive set of abdominal muscles. He indicated a spot on his left side, already reddened with the beginnings of a large bruise.

“This will hurt too,” the man warned as he prodded him. Erik clenched his jaw, but he didn’t cry out in pain. “It doesn’t look like a bad break, but you may have a cracked rib. Not much I can do to mend it, unfortunately, but it’ll mend itself in time. Meanwhile, this will dull the pain.” He brought out the little jar again and smeared on more of the green paste. “You want some for that bruise on your forehead as well?”

“My forehead is fine.” Erik didn’t look at Kalendria, but she felt a twinge of guilt at the reminder of the injury she had caused.

“It doesn’t look fine.” Without waiting for permission, Pianar smeared the paste on his forehead as well. Kalendria saw the bodyguard’s lips tighten in annoyance, but he didn’t pull away.

Finally Pianar uncorked another jar and shook a little gray powder from it into a cup. “Here, drink this.”

Erik regarded it suspiciously. “What is it?”

“Water, with a few special ingredients you probably haven’t heard of. Tastes horrible, but it’ll help your body heal faster.”

Erik took the cup in both hands, sniffed, and wrinkled his nose before downing it all in one draft.

“Well, I suppose that’s about all I can do for you.” Pianar gathered up his supplies. “I’d better go see how Blenniel is now. From the looks of it, you probably cracked a couple of his ribs too.”

The chief, who had walked away after Pianar’s arrival, returned at that moment, chewing. He regarded them thoughtfully as he finished his mouthful and swallowed. “Come on, then. Up you all get. Might as well get this over with, eh? Let’s go see what your Malornian friends will pay for you.” 

In no hurry to be turned over to the soldiers, Kalendria and the others didn’t move. But the chief gestured, and a dozen bandits with bows moved forward to surround them again.

Kalendria took a deep breath. I don’t have to just let things happen to me, she reminded herself. I can take charge of my circumstances and change them. She had been playing with an idea ever since Erik lost the first fight, and she still wasn’t sure it was a good one. In fact, it had the potential to get them all killed, but so did being turned over to the soldiers. Maybe the time had come to take the chance. 

She rose to her feet, squared her shoulders, and stepped forward.











CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE










“Wait,” Kalendria exclaimed. All eyes turned to her as she addressed the bandit chief. “Before you take us anywhere, I have something to say.”

Raddiek raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”

She cleared her throat, searching for just the right words. Both Korram and Jaymin watched her with concern, but she ignored them, focusing on the chief. 

“You’re glad that this is your land now, right? I mean, that the Malornian government has officially given it back to you?”

“It was ours all along, but yes, of course we’re glad that Malorn acknowledges our right to it now.” 

“I can imagine,” Kalendria agreed. “It must be wonderful to know that no one else will ever live here again without your permission. The soldiers will all be gone soon, and then the whole region will be completely yours. Your children will grow up safe and secure in homes they will never have to fight for.”

“Yes. So?” the chief demanded.

“My point is, I assume that if you could, you’d like to meet the person who made that possible. The one who sacrificed his own desires and the desires of most of his kingdom in order to let your people —” she took an educated guess “— the Karvasi — finally return freely to their ancestral homeland.” 

The chief was listening, a few of his men nodding a little. So far so good. “The hero who brought an end to hundreds of years of strife and bloodshed,” Kalendria continued, “and made it possible for you to live here right now, in your own village, knowing that no one will ever take it away from you again.” She paused for breath, hoping she wasn’t being overdramatic. 

“It sounds as though you’re talking about the Malornian king,” Raddiek guessed.

From behind her, Korram hissed, “That’s enough, Little Sister. Don’t do it.” The chief flicked him a curious glance before returning his attention to Kalendria. 

Kalendria ignored the interruption. “I am talking about the Malornian king.” She took another deep breath. “And he’s standing before you right now.” She turned, gesturing with a flourish to Korram, who was glaring at her.

“Didn’t I say to stop?” he seethed. “Didn’t I say we weren’t going to tell anyone else? Now you’re really going to get us killed.”

Or save our lives, Kalendria thought. One or the other. 

The chief lowered his torch to stare at Korram’s face. “You expect me to believe a claim like that?”

“Feel free not to,” suggested Korram.

“You said you can tell when people are lying,” Kalendria reminded Raddiek. “Do I look like I’m lying to you?”

He scrutinized her for a moment, and she met his gaze steadily. “No,” he admitted finally, “You don’t. But he doesn’t look like a king, either. He looks like one of the Mountain Folk, actually, with the deerskin clothes and those teeth around his neck. You all do. I would need some sort of proof before I could even consider believing such an unlikely claim.”

Korram raised his eyebrows. “Sorry, Chief. I didn’t have time to pack my crown when I fled from the people who were trying to murder me.” 

“If you really are the king, why didn’t you say so at the beginning?” 

He sighed, resigned. “Because I thought you might try to kill me. That’s happened to me a lot lately. People find out who I am, and they try to do me in. In my recent experience, secrecy has proven the best policy.”

The chief frowned. “If you were really the king, it would change things. But as I said, I would have to have actual proof.” 

“What kind of proof do you think I’m in a position to give?”

Raddiek studied him thoughtfully. “I saw King Korram once, about a year ago. If that’s really who you are, you’d be able to describe the circumstances.”

“You’ll have to tell me more than that. Where did you see me?”

“I saw him in a settlement in the foothills, just a few miles from the other side of the Grenn. Molia, I think. I watched the king ride into town.”

“What were you doing in Molia?” Korram was indignant.

“Why shouldn’t I go there if I please? Your people have no qualms about entering our land. Before soldiers started guarding the bridge, we often bought supplies in Malorn.”

“With money you stole from Malornian settlers and travelers in these parts?” Korram asked pointedly.

“That isn’t helping,” Jaymin warned him in a low voice.

The chief chuckled. “Yes, sometimes. But we only stole from those who had first stolen our land. In any case, I was in Molia last year when the king arrived. If you’re him, you’ll be able to tell me all about it.”

Korram closed his eyes, and Kalendria knew he was calling up the event in his mind. “I had traveled to Molia to visit the head of the gold mining guild,” he recalled, “because there had been some discrepancies with his financial reports and I suspected him of embezzling money. It turned out I was right. Anyway, I came from Sazellia, so I entered town on the main road from the east. It was evening when I arrived, because I remember I was hungry for supper, and I thought he would likely welcome me with a feast to try to get on my good side. He didn’t, though; I suppose he didn’t want to give the impression he was wealthier than he should have been. Anyway, I had about a dozen guards with me, probably four riding ahead and the rest behind. Locals stood by the side of the road and waved as I passed.”

“Interesting,” the chief murmured. “No mistakes so far, at least with the details I recall. Now describe exactly what your carriage looked like.”

“I didn’t come in a carriage. I was riding a bay mare named Clinja, dark brown with a black mane and tail and black legs. Thought you could trick me there, did you?”

“I thought I might,” the chief admitted. “Impressive. Now answer one more question, and if you get it right, then I’ll be certain. When that man met you in front of his office, what did he say when he greeted you, and what did you reply?”

“That’s two questions, but I’ll give you the answers to both.” Korram smiled, recalling. “He bowed and said, ‘Your Majesty, it’s such an honor.’ Not very original, if you ask me. People never realize that’s exactly what everyone says when they meet a king.”

“Tell me about it,” Jaymin agreed under his breath.

The chief nodded. “And your reply?”

“I remember that, because I had planned it out beforehand. I said, ‘we’ll see if you still feel so honored by the time I leave tomorrow.’ As I recall, he turned rather pale and didn't have much to say after that. Sure enough, he was quite angry with me by the next day. Not that I blame him, losing his job and his ill-gotten fortune. But that’s what he should have expected for trying to take money that wasn’t his.”

Raddiek stared into Korram’s eyes for a moment. “Well,” he murmured finally. “Well. I never would have believed it. King Korram, in person. So you’re on your way to Alasia to escape from people who’re trying to kill you?”

Korram nodded. “Convinced now, are you?”

“I am.” Raddiek gazed at him a moment longer before turning to Jaymin. “So. Are you going to tell me your real name now?”

“Why not?” Jaymin shrugged. “It’s Jaymin.”

“Oh, like the Alasian king?”

“Yes,” Jaymin agreed, straight-faced. “Exactly like the Alasian king.”

Raddiek paused. “You are the Alasian king,” he guessed.

Jaymin chuckled in confirmation, and the chief laughed delightedly at his own mistake. Then he turned to Kalendria. “And who are you, besides the only one here brave enough and honest enough to tell me the truth? Are you really his sister?”

“Yes. I’m Princess Kalendria.”

Jaymin took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “And you saved us again.” She felt her cheeks warm at the admiration in his voice.

“What about you, soldier?” The chief’s tone cooled as he turned to Lasden.

“Sergeant Lasden, Third Platoon, Company A, Sazellian Battalion.”

Raddiek turned to Erik. “And you are?”

“In pain.”

“Ah, but not as much as before, am I right?” The chief chuckled, not waiting for a reply. “Our herbs are doing their job, that’s plain to see. Now, we have to decide what to do with you all.”

“I hope you’re not about to say you’re still going to take us to the soldiers.” Korram’s voice was grim once more.

“You must be joking. Of course I’m not planning that now. If you’d told me the truth about who you are to begin with, I could have welcomed you to my village properly and we would have avoided that whole misunderstanding. Of course, then we would have missed out on an excellent evening’s entertainment, but perhaps In Pain here would have preferred it that way. In any case, King Korram, I really am grateful you finally gave us back our land, though I wish you had done it three centuries ago. I’m not planning to bow and say ‘Your Majesty, it’s such an honor,’ but as long as you don’t expect that, we should get along.”

“I can live with that.”

“Good. So, why don't I start by giving back the money I would never have taken if you’d been honest with me, and you can come and have some supper. Then we’ll discuss when and how to get you to Alasia.” The chief dug in his pockets and pulled out a handful of coins, carefully counting them to make certain he was returning the exact amount taken earlier. Korram accepted the money back with a nod of thanks, passing Kalendria and Jaymin their shares. With obvious reluctance, the chief gave Lasden back his pack and shield and handed Kalendria’s jewelry to her as well.

Filled with relief that her plan had worked, Kalendria followed Raddiek and the others toward one of the cooking fires. She noticed that Erik stood straighter and walked more easily than he had a few minutes ago. Korram’s limp was just as bad, though, and Raddiek, turning around to see why he was taking so long, noticed it too. “What happened to you?”

“It's a long story,” Korram grunted, hobbling toward the fire. “Part of the one about people trying to kill me.”

“We like long stories. Maybe it can be part two of our evening’s entertainment.” The chief gestured for them to join him on wooden stools around the fire. “In the meantime, you should let Pianar look at your leg.”

“I don’t trust strange concoctions.” Korram propped his foot up on a spare stool. “I’m waiting to see if it works or if Erik is going to swell up and turn purple or sprout a second head or something.”

“It works,” said Erik.

Supper was a surprise to Kalendria. She had originally expected the bandits to be savages, wearing rags or animal skins and living off the land like Mountain Folk. Not that the Mountain Folk were savage, of course. She knew better than that now. But these bandits — Karvasi, she reminded herself — seemed much more civilized than she would have thought, considering their reputation and wilderness homeland. Their clothing, though drab in color, was not so different in style from what most Malornian peasants wore, and they served the meal on clay plates instead of on leaves as the Mountain Folk did. The roast rabbit was sliced and seasoned with savory herbs, and their hosts dished it up alongside pieces of round, flat bread. Instead of eating with their fingers, Mountain Folk style, the Karvasi used wooden spoons and short-bladed steel knives.

The meal was delicious. While they ate, the chief questioned Korram about the events of the last few weeks, his people crowding around to listen as well. Word had spread that the King of Malorn himself was in their midst, and the Karvasi were obviously curious about him.

After they finished eating, Korram finally allowed Pianar to examine and treat his sore knee. At Jaymin’s suggestion, Kalendria let the man unbandage her feet and smear some of the green paste on them as well. It burned painfully in her sores at first, but the pain soon dulled to a pleasant cool numbness. Perhaps I’ll be able to walk more comfortably tomorrow.

As Pianar rewrapped her feet, Kalendria looked up to see Blenniel approaching. Erik regarded him suspiciously as he crouched down by the fire.

“No hard feelings, eh, Erik? It was just a game. I won’t hold my bashed ribs against you if you don’t hold yours against me. Though I admit I might not have bashed quite so hard if I’d known you worked for the Alasian king.” He stuck out his hand. “Not sure I’ve ever fought a better warrior. No reason we can’t be friends, is there?”

Erik eyed the extended hand doubtfully. “My bashed ribs don’t mind, but my hands say to think twice before putting themselves into your grip again.”

Blenniel burst out laughing. “Smart hands you’ve got, then.”

Erik hesitated. “Would you be willing to show me that wrist grip technique you used?”

“I don’t see why not. Looks like you will be staying overnight at this point. I’ll meet you here for some practice at dawn, if you aren’t leaving too early.”

“I don’t think we need to leave that early,” Korram told them. “Not if we’re getting an escort to the border.”

“I’ll send a couple of my warriors with you, but it will be tricky to make sure none of the soldiers spot you on your way through our territory,” Raddiek told Korram. “They’ve mostly been ignoring us since the new law, though, so your best chance might be to disguise yourselves as Karvasi. We don’t have much to spare, but I could ask some of my people to give you clothes if you’d be willing to trade them for what you’re wearing now.”

Korram nodded. “That’s probably a good idea.”

Raddiek called over several Karvasi from beside nearby campfires and explained the situation. “We need places for our guest to stay the night, too.”

Nobody looked particularly eager, and Kalendria saw some dirty looks directed at Lasden, in particular. But at their chief’s urging, a few finally agreed to help. A middle-aged woman gestured to Kalendria.

Kalendria bid the others good night and followed the woman toward a rickety hut. Three young children stared at her suspiciously from the doorway. 

“We hate Malornians,” the woman informed her as soon as they were out of Raddiek’s hearing. “You can sleep here because the chief wants it, but don’t expect us to welcome you.”

How would Mother respond to a remark like that? Kalendria knew the answer. She would be gracious.

“Thank you very much for letting me stay with you,” she replied. “We’re leaving in the morning, so you needn’t put up with me for long. In the meantime, I’ll try not to be any trouble.”

The woman grunted and led the way inside, holding a candle. Kalendria looked around. Four beds — simple wooden frameworks with blankets spread over them — stood at the edges of the one-room hut, rows of clay containers and wooden boxes neatly arranged beneath each one. Woven baskets hung by their straps from the ceiling. “You can sleep in that bed.” The woman pointed. 

“But dat’s mine,” protested the youngest child.

“You’ll sleep with me tonight.” Her mother pulled her close.

“Thank you for letting me borrow your bed,” Kalendria said to the little girl, still trying to be gracious. “I know you hate the soldiers, but I’m not here to fight against you or keep you from your land.”

“M’lornian soldiers killded my fadder,” the girl announced solemnly.

No wonder this family hates Malornians. “I’m so sorry to hear that.” Kalendria truly was. “My brother is going to make sure our people don’t ever mistreat yours again. This will be your land forever now, and no one will fight you for it.”

“It’s already our land, but you still came here without asking,” the oldest boy pointed out. “And now you’re staying in our house.”

“I’ll tell you what.” Kalendria reached into her pocket and pulled out the rest of her coins. “I’d like to give you these as thanks for letting me sleep here tonight.” She handed the money to the woman.

All of their mouths fell open, and the children crowded around their mother to see how much they had received.

“You don’t have to do that.” But the woman slipped the money into her pocket. “I suppose not all Malornians are as bad as the soldiers.”

Kalendria smiled, feeling as though she had won a victory. “It’s the least I can do. I know I’m inconveniencing you.”

The woman looked her up and down as though really seeing her for the first time. “Your hair looks awful. Do you want to borrow a comb?”

Wrestling all the tangles out of her matted hair took nearly an hour. In the meantime, Kalendria and her host, Sielian, talked about their respective families while the children dropped off to sleep one by one. By the time her hair was presentable once again, Kalendria felt that she had made a friend.











CHAPTER FORTY










For the first time since she’d left the palace, Kalendria didn’t feel stiff when she woke up. The cot was much smaller and harder than her bed back home, but after all the nights she had spent on the ground and in a tent, it felt luxurious. 

The little hut was empty. Yawning, Kalendria got up and dressed in the gray tunic, ankle-length skirt and plain leather shoes Sielian had given her last night. The comb still sat on a box beside the bed, and she ran it through her hair again, enjoying how smooth it felt. It would feel even better after she had the chance to wash it. Maybe I can do that tonight, in Alasia. 

Kalendria pushed aside the threadbare curtain draped over the low doorway and ducked out into the sunshine. The morning breeze ruffled her free hair, the skirt swished around her legs, and she smiled, enjoying the welcome sensation of feeling like a lady again.

The Karvasi were scattered here and there around their village. Sielian, busily tending a small garden patch with her children, caught sight of her and waved. Kalendria waved back and then looked around for her brother and the others. 

She spotted Jaymin and Erik, both dressed in brown Karvasi tunics and breeches, sitting on stools outside the hut they had slept in. Pianar crouched beside them, reexamining Erik’s injuries while he and Jaymin munched pieces of flat bread.

“I told you to go easy on your wrists for a few days,” she heard the doctor scold as she approached. “You’re lucky they aren’t worse after the way I saw you wrestling with Blenniel earlier.”

“I had to learn his technique and how to defend against it,” Erik said. “I won’t be around to practice with him after my wrists have fully healed.”

At the sound of Kalendria’s footsteps, they all turned. “Good morning,” she greeted them as she approached.

“Good morning,” Jaymin replied, and then he glanced at her a second time and rose to his feet. “Oh. Uh, hello.” Why was he smiling that way? Kalendria suddenly felt self-conscious. Maybe the Karvasi clothes didn’t fit as well as she thought.

“Would you like some breakfast?” Jaymin held out an extra piece of bread.

“Thank you.” She took it from him and sat down on the stool he offered, but he didn’t take his eyes off of her. “What’s the matter?” she finally asked. “Do I look that bad?”

“No! No, no, not at all,” he exclaimed. “No, actually, you — you look quite nice today. I mean, not that you don’t usually. I just mean — well, even more so than usual.”

“Oh.” Kalendria’s cheeks felt warm. Jaymin lowered his eyes, fidgeting with the ring he was wearing once again, and she saw that his face had turned red.

Pianar smiled as he retied the bandage on Erik’s wrist, and the bodyguard raised an eyebrow at Jaymin, amusement in his eyes. The moment stretched on into an awkward silence, until Kalendria couldn’t stand it any longer and rose to her feet again. “I’d better go find Korram. Thanks for the bread.” She hurried away.

Behind her, she heard Jaymin demand, “What?”

“Did I say anything?” Erik replied innocently. 

Korram, still in his deerskin tunic and breeches, sat beside Sergeant Lasden, who was dressed now in Karvasi clothing like the others. Korram was deep in conversation with Chief Raddiek. 

“They’re not going to like it,” Kalendria heard her brother say, “but I’ve made up my mind.” 

She took a seat beside him. “What won’t we like?”

“Don’t worry about it. We’ll talk when everyone’s here.”

She frowned. “I hope you’re not about to say that we aren’t going to Alasia after all.” She took a bite of her bread, regarding her brother suspiciously.

Korram ignored her, turning back to his conversation with the chief. “So, you’ll see about those trade arrangements?” Raddiek asked.

“As soon as I’m back in power,” Korram promised. “If the difference in how my knee feels is any indication, your herbs and medicines are well worth buying. There will definitely be a market for them in Malorn, and I’ll make sure your people are free to come and purchase what you need from us as well. But then, in all fairness, my people would have to be allowed to come and go in your territory too.”

Raddiek considered this. “We’ll see about that. I’ll think it over, and we can discuss it when you’re actually in a position to decide things for Malorn again. In the meantime, the first step needs to be to get rid of all your soldiers so that more of my people can move here. We’re only the first few, you know. Back in the mountains of the Western Wilderness, thousands more are waiting for word that it’s safe to come and settle in our homeland again.”

“We can’t get rid of the soldiers until we convince everyone that Alasia is not about to attack,” Korram pointed out, “and we can’t do that until Jaymin has shown them he’s actually alive and convinced them to stand down.”

“So it will be my first priority to get him back to his people as soon as possible,” Raddiek agreed. “Perhaps you should call him and Erik over and explain the plan now.”

Korram nodded to Lasden, who rose to his feet and went to summon the other two. Kalendria noticed that Jaymin carefully avoided looking at her when he and Erik joined them a moment later.

“We’re still making for Alasia this morning, right?” Jaymin questioned.

Korram nodded. “The chief here has promised to send a couple of his men along as guides. Apparently it will take about six hours to walk to the border from here, although there’s always the possibility of delay if more soldiers get in the way.”

“But if we pretend to be Karvasi, they shouldn’t bother us.” Kalendria turned to Lasden. “Didn’t you say last night that you were all ordered not to attack any bandits as long as they didn’t attack you?”

“That’s correct, your Highness.” 

Kalendria turned back to Korram. “So why are you still wearing your Mountain Folk clothes? Shouldn’t we all be in disguise?”

“Now, I don’t want to hear any argument,” he began, “but Sergeant Lasden and I won’t be coming with the rest of you.”

Kalendria stared at him. “What?”

“You’re not coming to Alasia?” Jaymin demanded. “Why not?”

“A couple of reasons. For one thing, Pianar says I ought to stay off my feet today. My knee feels a lot better, but it’s still swollen, and he says six hours of walking for the rest of you would probably take me close to nine. Even if I managed it, I’d slow you down and make the injury worse again.”

“Then we’ll wait for you.” Jaymin brushed the excuse aside. “We’re not going to leave you behind. We’ll all rest today and leave tonight, or tomorrow, even.”

Korram shook his head. “That’s a bad idea, and you know it. Every day you wait is one more in which one of our kingdoms could attack the other. You need to get back to Alasia as soon as you can.”

“But what are you going to do?” Kalendria asked. “I’m sure it isn’t safe for you to just stay here in the Western Wilderness, even with the Karvasi.”

“I’m not going to stay here, at least not for long. I’ll give my knee a day and a night to rest, and then Sergeant Lasden and I will return to Sazellia.”

“To Sazellia!” Jaymin repeated in disbelief.

“You can’t!” Kalendria exclaimed. 

“I can and I’m going to.” Korram’s voice was firm. “I told you I didn’t want any argument. I have a plan, and the sergeant here is going to help me carry it out. I’ll send word to you in Alasia when I’ve gotten rid of whoever is against me, so you’ll know when it’s safe to come home again, Kalendria. Don’t get too comfortable in Alasia. It won’t be long.”

Kalendria stared at him. “You can’t be serious about this. What’s your plan?”

“It would take too long to explain.”

The chief chuckled again, and Kalendria glared at her brother. “You don’t actually have a plan, do you?”

“I have the beginnings of one.” Korram sounded defensive. “I’ll work out the details on my way back. But in the meantime, you all need to leave.”

Jaymin frowned. “Are you sure this is a good idea? There’s still a reward on your head. You’ll be in danger anywhere you go in Malorn.”

“Which is why I’ll stay away from people as much as possible and carry out my plan as quickly as I can. Don’t worry about me. Just get your troops away from the border and convince your people you’re alive and you’re you. Then, before you know it, you’ll receive a message from me on the Courier System saying I’m back on my throne again.”

It was Kalendria’s turn to frown. “I don’t like this, Korram. Think of everything we went through to get away from Sazellia; from Malorn. You can’t just go back. Come with us. You won’t be safe, and I’ll worry the whole time.”

Korram shook his head. “You don’t have to like it, but I’ve made up my mind, and I’m not changing it. I don’t want you to worry, but if it makes you feel any better, I’ll be worrying about you too.” He turned to the chief. “Why don’t you fetch your men now? These four need to be off before they waste the whole morning arguing.”

“Serkion and Blenniel will be ready to leave in just a moment.” Raddiek rose to his feet and went to call them.

“Don’t even try,” Korram warned Kalendria, seeing her open her mouth to object again. “I told you already, I’m not changing my mind. Besides, it isn’t as though I’m going alone. Sergeant Lasden has already shown he’s capable of saving my life, so we’ve got nothing to worry about.” The sergeant bowed his head humbly. 

“He’s going to accompany you for now, though,” Korram went on. “Just as far as the border. He might come in handy if you do meet more troops. Then, he and I will head off in the other direction tomorrow morning.” Lasden, who obviously knew about the arrangement already, nodded.

The chief reappeared with his two warriors, and Korram rose to his feet. “Well, good luck. Kalendria, I’ll see you in a few days if all goes well. Jaymin, we’ll have to plan some sort of celebration for both our kingdoms when all this is over.” He glanced at the chief. “Your people would be welcome, too, if you’d like to join us. Maybe we’ll hold a ball, since we missed Kalendria’s. I’ll write to you all to work out the details as soon as I’m back in my palace.” 

Kalendria knew this was a sacrifice on her brother’s part to try to make her feel better. Korram hated dancing and had probably been relieved that they had missed her birthday ball. 

But if he returns to Sazellia, will he even be alive, much less preparing to celebrate a victory, in a few days? She suspected that deep down, he wasn’t certain either. 

“Try not to worry, Little Sister.” He reached out to wrap her in a hug. “I’ll be fine. I will. I’ll see you soon.”

“Oh, Korram,” she whispered into his shoulder. Why did she have this terrible feeling that she might never see her brother again?

Korram gave her a last squeeze and pulled away to shake Jaymin’s hand. “Good luck. Take care of my sister for me, all right?”

“I will.” Jaymin glanced at Kalendria and then quickly looked away again. 

“But not too good care,” Korram added warningly. He turned to the bodyguard. “Erik, in my absence, I’m appointing you to the position of official chaperon. You’re responsible for keeping an eye on these two at all times.” Erik raised his eyebrows as the Karvasi burst out laughing.

“Korram!” Kalendria felt herself blush once more. 

Her brother shrugged matter-of-factly. “I can’t very well send you off with that Alasian without taking any precautions, now can I?” He winked.











CHAPTER FORTY-ONE










Erik turned to glance around the rocky plain once more, but no one else was in sight. So far their little party had seen no soldiers, though both Sergeant Lasden and their Karvasi guides had assured him there were plenty around. If they encountered any, they were supposed to scowl suspiciously, reach for their weapons, and give them a wide berth. With any luck, the soldiers would mistake them for bandits. 

The four of them had borrowed Karvasi scimitars, even the princess, who Erik was sure had never used a weapon before and would be likelier to behead herself with it than harm an enemy. He didn’t care for the foreign weapon much. His hands and feet were his favorite weapons, but when he had to use a blade, he definitely favored the broadsword. This curved scimitar would require a whole different set of skills to wield effectively. Jaymin and Lasden, who looked equally uncomfortable with theirs, had both strapped their real swords across their backs, hidden under their long, light Karvasi coats.

No one says we have to actually use these things, Erik reminded himself, adjusting the too-light leather sheath that brushed against his leg with every step. They were simply part of the disguise. In spite of the weapons and the clothes, though, he had his doubts as to whether any of them could really pass for Karvasi any more than they had passed for Mountain Folk. 

Erik could tell that Lasden was trying not to make it obvious that he was uncomfortable around their Karvasi guides. And no wonder, considering that Malornian soldiers and Karvasi had been trying to kill each other for three hundred years. Up ahead, Jaymin and the princess smiled and chatted with each other as they made their way through the brush just as though they were strolling among flower bushes in the palace garden. Erik suspected Jaymin wanted to hold her hand, but he must have been unsure how she would respond, because his hand never quite crossed the distance between them. 

She obviously had feelings for him. Jaymin was going to realize it soon enough, so Erik might as well resign himself to the fact. Whatever she might feel toward me apparently goes no further than a little gratitude for the things I’ve done, or sympathy for what I’ve been through. Or pity, which he wanted none of. He had no right — or reason — to hope for anything more than that. And the more he thought about it, the more he wasn’t sure he even wanted it … from Princess Kalendria. It would be nice to have some pretty girl care about him, though. 

But Erik’s line of work was dangerous. Romantic attachments weren’t a good idea. Besides, who’s likely to ever be interested in me anyway? 

No, he might as well resign himself on that count. He and Jaymin would always be friends, regardless of what happened with the princess. Talanthus would always be there to mentor him, at least once Erik returned to Almar. The palace guards would always make good training partners. And Erik had a fulfilling job that gave meaning and purpose to his life. What right do I have to wish for anything else?

But that didn’t make the wistful feeling go away.

Erik reminded himself that he couldn’t afford to let his mind wander. This was dangerous territory, after all. Even with the Karvasi on their side, soldiers could show up at any moment. 

His eyes darted from rock to bush as they walked. With every rustle in the underbrush, he turned, searching for possible danger. Ever since they’d entered the Western Wilderness the other day, he’d been on edge, sure that someone was watching them, and this morning was no exception. Several times his instincts made him stop and peer back in the direction from which they’d come, but the boulders and brush provided plenty of cover, and he never saw anything out of the ordinary. 

At about noon, they sat down beside an abandoned house for a rest. “Good boards.” Blenniel rapped at the cottage wall behind them with his knuckles. He turned to Serkion. “If there’s time on the way home, we should pull some out to take back.” 

“Why don’t you just move into the houses that are already here?” the princess wondered. Perhaps, like Erik, she was thinking what a waste it was to destroy perfectly good houses to build those ramshackle huts.

“They’re too far apart. Our village couldn’t stay together that way,” Serkion explained. “Besides, they’re all out in the open, and if Sergeant Lasden’s friends decide they don’t care about the new law after all, we’d be easy targets. Just like the settlers used to be for us when we needed free supplies.” He grinned and cast a challenging glance at the soldier, obviously waiting for an angry response.

Erik saw Lasden’s jaw tighten before the sergeant looked away, refusing to take the bait. The princess frowned at Serkion and drew breath to speak.

“What about lunch?” Jaymin prompted, obviously hoping to forestall an angry and potentially violent confrontation. “I heard the chief mention that you two would bring food. I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m hungry.”

It worked. The men produced an odd collection of foods in little individual bags from their satchels: cooked rabbit meat left over from the night before, sprigs of raw green onion, long strips of cucumber, and — strangest of all — half a dozen fried eggs. Then they took out more of the flat bread, piled a little of everything on top of each piece, added a pinch of dried herbs from a jar, folded the bread around the rest of it, and began to eat. 

Jaymin, Lasden, and the princess watched the process in doubtful fascination. Erik, too hungry to be picky, was the first to try the concoction for himself. 

“Well?” Jaymin demanded. “What’s it taste like?”

Erik chewed thoughtfully, swallowed, and shrugged. “About what you’d expect.” He took another bite. It was a little dry, but the herbs, which obviously included pepper, livened the taste up. 

“We could eat better if trade wasn’t so bad these days.” Serkion polished off his last bite and licked his fingers. “With all the soldiers around, we haven’t been able to cross the Telleck for a while now.” He cast an accusing glance at Sergeant Lasden. “We’ve planted gardens, but until they start producing, most of our food is in short supply.”

“Do what you can to get rid of those soldiers soon,” Blenniel urged Jaymin, “so we can start settling into our new lives properly.”

After the meal, the sergeant filled up his canteen and the two Karvasi their leather water flasks from the well beside the house. Then they resumed their journey toward safety. 

Erik was worn out, not from the morning’s walk, in particular, but from the constant need to stay alert through days and nights of travel with little food or rest. He had slept better last night than most, but the unfamiliar surroundings and the possibility that the Karvasi would turn against them — not to mention the pain in his wrists and side — kept jerking him awake. 

Who knew what dangers they would still face today before they reached the border — and whether he would be ready to deal with them, tired and in pain as he still was? If they could obtain horses in Alasia, the rest of their journey would be easier, though he wouldn’t relax completely until they were safely back in the Almar palace. But he would settle for the Alasian army camp, where General Dirken and his troops would be eager to protect their king. 

As they trudged on toward the river, Erik noticed Jaymin’s expression growing grim, his eyes darkening. Once or twice he glanced at Lasden, who was leading the way, as though about to say something. But each time, he apparently changed his mind, maintaining the silence. 

At last, Jaymin increased his pace to draw even with the soldier. “Just tell me one more thing,” he said, not looking at him.

Lasden glanced his way. “Sire?”

Jaymin hesitated, drew a deep breath, and then let it out. When he spoke again, his voice was so low Erik could barely hear him. “Did they … suffer much?”

A painful silence fell around them. When Lasden replied, his voice was as low as Jaymin’s had been. “It was quick, Sire.” 

Jaymin gave a short nod and slowed his steps to let the soldier get ahead again. He said nothing, but Erik could see the relief in his eyes. He knew his friend had often wondered about the details of his parents’ deaths.

The princess drew closer and took Jaymin’s arm in hers, smiling up at him. It wasn’t the most practical way to walk across uneven terrain, but Jaymin smiled back at her, and Erik tried not to watch as they strolled arm in arm for the next mile or two. 

And Erik knew that regardless of how things turned out in the next few days, his friend was stepping into a new phase of life. There would be no going back.

In the early afternoon, Serkion, who had taken the lead, finally stopped near the top of the hill they had been climbing for the last hour. 

“We’re almost in sight of the river now,” he warned. “That’s where most of the soldiers will likely be.”

Lasden nodded his agreement. “We were assigned to guard the banks of the Telleck in case the Alasians decide to invade. Any soldiers you’ve seen elsewhere would have been on their way to the river.”

They crawled the last few yards on their hands and knees to make sure they wouldn’t be spotted, then peered through the underbrush to look over the top of the hill. 

The ground fell away sharply below them for perhaps a quarter mile before nearly leveling out at the riverbank. The Telleck River flowed calmly past, glittering in the sunshine, smaller and less intimidating than the Grenn. But it was still too wide to swim, not to mention the problem of the hundreds, perhaps thousands of soldiers camped all along the near bank. They spread out from right to left as far as the eye could see, sitting, standing around, pacing along the water, fishing, exercising, practicing swordplay in pairs or groups. 

On the other side of the river lay an Alasian village, thatched cottages huddled near the water. Fenced-in rectangles of garden lay behind them. Erik could see people working in some of the gardens, but nobody on the Alasian side ventured close to the bank. He didn’t blame them, considering how many soldiers were lined up on this side. He saw no obvious signs of the Alasian army Sammins had claimed was massing by the border. General Dirken probably had them waiting by the main road where the bridge crossed the Grenn. Unless they were scattered along the river in small groups, perhaps disguised as civilians, keeping an eye on the Malornians without being as obvious.

Jaymin groaned. “How are we supposed to get past all these troops?” 

“Lasden said the soldiers were told not to hurt Karvasi,” Blenniel reminded him.

“We were.” Lasden frowned down at the red-and-black-clad troops swarming around like ants. “But they’re not just going to let us cross the river, either. No one is supposed to be allowed across in either direction until we know if there’s going to be a war.”

“We have a couple of boats tied up somewhere down there.” Serkion pointed. “But they’re right in the midst of all the soldiers.”

“Then you probably don’t have boats anymore.” 

Both Karvasi turned to stare at the sergeant. “What are you talking about?” Blenniel demanded.

Lasden shrugged apologetically. “I’m afraid we were ordered to destroy any boats we found to keep spies from taking word back and forth to the enemy.”

Serkion gave a wordless growl of rage. “We need those boats! How are we supposed to trade with the Alasians without them?” He glared at Lasden, fists clenched.

The sergeant’s hand moved a little closer to the hilt of his weapon, and Erik tensed, wondering if they would make it through this day without the Karvasi’s hatred of Malornians plunging them all into a bloody skirmish. “It wasn’t my idea,” Lasden reminded Serkion stiffly. “Maybe when this is all over, the Alasians can row to your side to trade until you can build more boats.”

“In any case, we’re obviously not going to find a way across right here,” Jaymin pointed out. “Let’s walk upstream to try to get out of the soldiers’ sight.” 

They drew back a few yards so the crest of the hill would once more hide them from view. Erik kept his position at the back of the group so he could keep an eye on everyone, relaxing a little as he saw the bandit’s fists unclench and the sergeant’s hand ease away from his weapon again. They began hiking northwest, Erik creeping back up to the top of the slope every so often to look over. Each time, he still saw plenty of soldiers around.

After an hour or so, the hill they were on began to level out. At the same time, the vegetation was growing thicker, tall bushes and occasional scraggly trees growing among the standing rocks. 

Soon they could all look down the now gradual slope to their right and see the Telleck swirling against its banks, the murmur of the water a little closer than before. Fewer soldiers were to be seen now, but a few still patrolled the bank singly or in pairs. 

“So how are you planning to cross even if we can get out of the soldiers’ sight?” Blenniel wondered.

“I’m still working on that.” Jaymin furrowed his brow. “There must be more of those abandoned houses by the water’s edge somewhere. Maybe some of them have boats.”

“If so, the soldiers would have found and destroyed them too, I’m afraid, Sire,” Lasden said. 

The princess looked at the small trees growing around them. “Maybe we could built a raft.”

“Maybe.” Jaymin eyed the trees doubtfully. “But we’d have to find a way to make oars and row across before it floated downstream past all the soldiers.”

“Lots of the Alasians have boats on their side.” Serkion waved an arm at the distant huts. “If you could get their attention, maybe you could convince one of them to row over and pick you up.” 

“Maybe,” Jaymin repeated. “But how would we make them understand what we want from this distance?”

“Tie a note around an arrow, perhaps, Sire.” The sergeant squinted across the water to gauge the distance. “It would be within range, I think. Though barely.”

“Hmm. Not a bad idea, but I don’t have anything to write with. Do you?”

None of them did, so they kept walking.

A moment later they heard the sounds of scuffling and shouting from down among the reeds by the water’s edge. The six of them stopped, startled, and Erik darted forward to peer over one of the many boulders among which they had been threading their way.

A cluster of shouting soldiers surrounded a couple of people, brandishing swords. Erik heard the words “spies” and “not allowed here” and “going to kill you!”

“Eight soldiers,” he reported. “It looks as though they’ve captured a couple of civilians.”

“Karvasi?” demanded Serkion, hurrying forward to see. 

“No, I don’t think so. Stay out of sight,” Erik warned.

“Alasians?” Ignoring his warning, Jaymin hurried forward as well. Erik shot them all an annoyed look as the rest of them crowded up to his rock, crouching behind it, peering over the flat top to see what was going on.

A frightened voice cried out from amidst the soldiers. “Please let us go. We’re not spies, I swear it!”

Beside him, Jaymin jerked as though he had been shot. “They are Alasians! We have to help them!” He leaped to his feet at the exact instant that Erik, anticipating him, whirled around and tackled him, knocking him to the ground.

“Don’t be a fool.” Erik gripped Jaymin’s shoulders to hold him down. “If you interfere, the soldiers will probably kill you.”

“Their prisoners are Alasians,” Jaymin repeated, struggling to push him aside. “Didn’t you hear that man’s voice? I’m not abandoning two of my people to be killed just to save my own skin. Let me go! Besides, there are six of us and only eight of the soldiers. We can take them easily!”

“At least one or two of them have bows,” Erik pointed out. “They could shoot us all before we get halfway there.”

“Serkion and I have bows too.” Blenniel held his up. “No reason we couldn’t shoot from behind cover here and probably get most of them before they could reach us.” He glanced up over the rock again and frowned. “But it would be hard to guarantee we wouldn’t hit their prisoners.”

“And as soon as you attack any Malornian soldiers, all the rest would see it as license to defend themselves, which could be interpreted as attacking any of your people they can find.” The sergeant turned to peer back over the rock, too. “I have an idea, though. I think I recognize one of those men.” He turned to Jaymin, who was still on the ground, glaring furiously up at Erik. “Permission to intervene, Sire?”

“Yes, of course!”

Erik let go as Lasden rose to his feet and strode down toward the river.











CHAPTER FORTY-TWO










“Will you idiots shut up?” Lasden bellowed. “Don’t you know this is Bandit Territory? Do you want to bring every bandit in the Western Wilderness down on us?”

The little knot of men fell silent, drawing apart in surprise as he approached. But then, seeing the way he was dressed and the Karvasi scimitar hanging from his belt, several of them cried out in alarm and brandished their swords and bows.

Lasden kept on coming. It was all about showing confidence. “Listen to you, shouting like a bunch of schoolboys just because you’ve found yourselves some prisoners. If you don’t shut up, you’ll have bigger problems to deal with than a couple of Alasians. Now who’s in charge here?” He stopped before the little group and glared at them, hands on his hips. “Oh, I see, you’re just a bunch of privates out looking for trouble.”

“C-Corporal Lasden? Is that you?” one of the men stammered, lowering his sword.

“Of course it’s me. Who did you think it was? Have you already forgotten how we fought together last year and I saved your skin when that crazed bandit almost skewered you? Now put your swords away, all of you, and tell me what’s going on.”

Sheepishly, the men sheathed their swords and drew back a little. For the first time, Lasden got a clear glimpse of the two figures, a man and — a child. Why was a child involved? — huddled in the reeds at their feet.

“We thought you were one of the bandits yourself,” admitted another soldier. “Why are you dressed like them?”

“My mission is classified.” Lasden gave the man such a withering look that he stepped back, lowering his gaze in chagrin. “And you’re going to compromise it if you bring the real bandits down on us with all this racket. Don’t you know these hills are full of them? We’re under orders not to attack them, but they have no such orders about us, and it doesn’t take much to set them off. We’re in their territory, and you’d be wise not to broadcast the fact that so few of you are out here so far from the rest of your company.”

Now the soldiers cast anxious glances about at the hills and brush. Lasden didn’t dare turn around, but he hoped the Karvasi were keeping out of sight behind that boulder. “So what’s all this commotion about, anyway?” 

“We caught a couple of spies,” a soldier answered proudly. “They got across the river from Alasia and tried to sneak through our territory. We’re just about to kill them.”

“But-but we aren’t spies,” protested one of the prisoners in a trembling voice.

Lasden cut him off. “Shut up, prisoner; no one asked you.” He felt heartless, speaking to a terrified and quite possibly innocent civilian like that, but it was the only way this would work. He turned back to the soldiers. “You really are complete idiots, aren’t you? Is that all you could think to do? Kill them here and now? Didn’t it occur to you how much valuable information we might get out of them with a proper interrogation?” 

The soldiers shifted uncomfortably, eyes on the ground. Apparently they hadn’t thought of this detail.

“Honestly,” Lasden went on. “I know some of you are probably new on the job, and I know there’s been no real action since you got here, and you’re all bored and looking for some excitement. I understand that. But that’s no excuse for turning off your common sense and doing something this stupid. Raising a racket that could bring every bandit between the rivers down on you, and in full sight of Alasia, too. Look at those houses across the water. A score of villagers are probably peering out their windows right now, watching to see what you’ll do with the spies they sent. If you kill them here in plain sight, you might as well hold up a sign that says ‘come on over and attack us’. You’re practically asking for a war! Besides, did you even think to make the prisoners tell you where their boat is? You could waste all day searching this side of the Telleck, not knowing where they hid it or how far they’ve walked since, when a few questions with the right kind of, shall we say, persuasion, would give you all the information you need in a couple of minutes. Not to mention exactly who they’re working for, what they’re trying to find out, how many times they’ve crossed over to our side already, what they’ve reported about us so far, how many of their soldiers are hiding in that village, how far away the rest of their army is, and what their plans are now?”

The soldiers shuffled their feet. None of them had anything to say to this. 

“Never mind.” Lasden filled his voice with exasperation. “Obviously a job like that is far beyond the capabilities of a group like you. I’ll have to take care of it myself, but come to think of it, that will probably be for the best. If they know even half of what I think they might know, my superiors will be very pleased. In fact, it could just guarantee the success of my mission.” 

He turned to the man and the young boy huddled on the ground, wrists tied behind their backs. “Get up, prisoners. You’re coming with me.” 

The man began to protest again, but Lasden cut him off with a sharp gesture. “And I don’t want to hear a word out of you.” He pointed to two bags lying on the ground at his feet. “Are these theirs?”

“Yes, but there’s nothing useful in them,” one of the privates replied. “Just vegetables.”

“My superiors will be pleased about that too. They haven’t had fresh fruits or vegetables up in their base since — well, it’s been awhile.” Lasden picked up one of the sacks and glanced inside to confirm its contents — carrots — and then draped the strap across the older prisoner’s shoulders. He did the same with the other, which contained onions. “You’ll carry these for me.” 

He turned back to the soldiers. “Considering how much this development could help our side, I won’t report you for your incompetence this time. But you’d better be more careful in the future, and you’d better get back to the rest of your company now before those bandits do decide to attack. I’ll take care of finding and destroying the boat.”

The soldiers shuffled reluctantly off toward their camp as Lasden prodded the prisoners forward. “This way.” He herded them uphill toward where the others waited. “And be quick about it. I want to get out of the open before the bandits come and kill us all.”

Though the little boy hadn’t made a sound, frightened tears were streaming down his face. Lasden felt sorry for the lad, but soon enough he could ease his fears.

“Please, sir,” the man began again after the group of soldiers had disappeared around a bend in the river. “Please, sir, it’s true we’re Alasians, but we’re not spies.” He cast a desperate glance at Lasden. “You have to believe us, sir. I’m just a fisherman, and this is my son. Please don’t hurt us. We only came to trade with the Karvasi, and then we’ll go straight back home again. Please let us go so we can find them. It’s important.”

Lasden glanced over his shoulder to make sure that all the soldiers had really gone. “Sit down behind these bushes,” he ordered. He knelt beside them and drew his borrowed scimitar.

Both prisoners flinched, gasping in terror. “Please,” begged the man again. “Don’t harm my boy! He’s only ten years old.”

“I’m not going to harm either of you. Now hold still.” The rope burn on his palms from yesterday throbbed faintly in protest as Lasden gripped the hilt, slicing through their ropes one at a time. The man and his son stared at him in confusion and then each other, rubbing at their wrists.

“Don’t cry, lad,” Lasden added gently as the boy, sniffling, rubbed his hand across his nose. “You’re safe now.”

“A-are you going to let us go?” his father stammered, looking as though he could scarcely believe it.

“Yes, but I need to ask you a favor. You obviously came here in a boat. Could you row three people back across with you to Alasia?”

“Three people?” the man stared at him blankly. But then he shook his head. “We can’t. I’m sorry, we can’t go back yet. We have to trade with the Karvasi. Please don’t force us to leave before we find them.”

Serkion and Blenniel had apparently heard enough. They rose to their feet and hurried around the rock, followed by King Jaymin, Erik, and the princess. “You’ve found us.” Blenniel squatted at the startled fisherman’s side. “But we haven’t brought any trade goods. What is it you want that’s worth risking your lives for?”

Seeing them, the man sagged with relief. “I knew some of you must be around here somewhere! Please, I need some of that medicine you use for snakebite. My little girl was bitten by one of those red and yellow ones this afternoon, and her leg’s all swollen, and she’s terribly sick. We’ve brought some carrots and onions from our garden. It’s all we’ve got to trade.”

Serkion dug in his satchel. “Lucky for your daughter, we always carry a little with us for emergencies.” He pulled out a small clay jar with a wooden stopper. “Smear a bit of this on the puncture wound every couple of hours until the swelling goes down.” He handed the jar to the man and pulled out a little cloth bag tied with string. “And mix this powder in a cup of warm water and have her drink it as soon as you get back. If the snake just bit her this afternoon, it should still be in time.”

“Oh, thank you, thank you.” The man clutched the jar and the bag to his chest. “I don’t know what we would have done otherwise. My wife will be so relieved.”

“Thank you for the vegetables.” Blenniel opened one of the sacks and examined its contents. “We haven’t had onions in nearly a fortnight. Rabbit stew just isn’t the same without onions to season the broth.” 

The Alasian king smiled at the fisherman and his son. “I’m sorry to hear about your daughter’s snakebite. Now that you have what you need, would you be willing to take us across the river?” 

The man glanced around at the rest of them, one arm wrapped across his son’s shoulders. He didn’t seem to recognize his king. “I suppose it’s the least I can do. You’re obviously Alasian too, so I guess I don’t need to worry you’re coming across to attack us and start a war.”

King Jaymin chuckled. “Quite the contrary. I’m hoping to prevent a war.” Erik shot him a warning look, which he ignored. “Shall we be off, then?”

Lasden walked down to the water with them, the two bandits trailing behind. He scanned the area for more soldiers, but none were in sight at the moment.

“My boat’s upstream.” The fisherman led the way along the muddy bank for perhaps fifteen minutes, until they came to a little wooden rowboat tied up in a clump of bushes at the water’s edge.

As his father untied the boat and waded into the water, the boy paused. “Thanks,” he whispered shyly to Lasden before splashing away and clambering in. 

Lasden smiled after him. “Sorry I had to scare you like that. I hope your sister gets better.”

King Jaymin, Erik, and Princess Kalendria handed their scimitars back to the bandits. The king held out a hand to help the princess board the rocking craft while Erik and the fisherman, knee-deep in the water, held the boat steady. 

The king paused on the shore and turned to Blenniel and Serkion. “Thank you both for your help. Now that the Karvasi are an independent nation, you’ll have to consider sending ambassadors to Almar to work out trade and diplomatic arrangements. Perhaps I’ll see you there one of these days.”

“No reason why not,” Blenniel agreed. He turned and grinned at Erik. “Don’t you forget those wrist grips I taught you, now.”

“As if I could.” Erik rubbed at one wrist with a hint of a smile. “Never fear; I’ll be practicing —” 

“Not on me, I hope,” King Jaymin muttered under his breath.

“—and next time I see you, I want a rematch.”

The burly bandit chuckled. “It’s a deal.” He and Serkion turned to go. 

Lasden was about to follow them back up the bank, but the king caught his eye, not finished yet. “Sergeant, I appreciate everything you’ve done for us. You’ve been nothing but helpful even after I — well — made a fool of myself back in the ravine. Thank you for stepping in just now.” He hesitated and then held out his hand.

Startled, Lasden knew the Alasian was offering far more than just a handshake. Is he saying he forgives me? But of course he can’t actually mean that. Still, Lasden stepped forward and clasped the young king’s hand in his. The young king who would still be living the carefree life of a prince if not for what he’d helped to do. But he forced the old familiar guilt aside.

“Should you ever find yourself in Alasia again,” King Jaymin said, “I would be honored to welcome you as my guest.” He obviously wasn’t saying the words lightly. 

Lasden swallowed. Alasia was the last place he ever wanted to return to. But he nodded. “Thank you, your Majesty.” And he meant it.

The king turned to board the boat without catching Lasden’s mistake. Lasden himself might not have caught it if he hadn’t seen Erik wince from behind the fisherman’s back. Only then did he realize what he had said.

With the fisherman at one oar and his son straining at the other, the little boat moved swiftly out into the current. Kalendria watched the Western Wilderness grow further away with each stroke. Glancing over her shoulder, she could see the Alasian bank drawing closer and closer, bathed in afternoon sunshine, and she wondered what lay in store for them in Jaymin’s kingdom. Though she was relieved to be approaching safety, her relief was bittersweet. Her mother and brother, after all, were still in danger.

Halfway across the river, the fisherman paused and looked curiously at Jaymin.

“What was it that man called you?”











CHAPTER FORTY-THREE










“Telling that fisherman who you are was bad enough,” Erik scolded Jaymin as the two of them trudged along the dirt road beside Kalendria. “Whatever you do, don’t tell anyone else.” 

“I don’t see why you care if I keep my identity a secret. I’m home now, after all.” 

“No, you’re not home,” Erik’s voice was firm. “There could still be people around who want you dead, and even if no one here would hurt you, word would spread, and the wrong people would find out. Until you’re safely back in the palace or at least surrounded by your army, you had better keep quiet about who you are.” He glanced at Jaymin’s unkempt hair and travel-stained clothes. “At least you don’t look like a royal.”

Kalendria knew the bodyguard was probably right. Still, she couldn’t help feeling disappointed every time they passed villages from which no one came running out to bow and greet them excitedly or offer food and drink or a place to stay. She had hoped that once they got to Alasia, she wouldn’t have to be simply an anonymous traveler any longer.

Erik turned to her. “And it would be better if you didn’t speak in front of anyone.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because of your accent. Considering the current political situation, people might not think kindly of a Malornian on this side of the river.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Jaymin protested. “No one’s going to see Kalendria as a threat.”

“Maybe not, but she would draw attention to us, and it might lead to questions about who she is and what she’s doing here. The last thing we need is to attract extra attention now.”

“I understand,” Kalendria put in, to stop Jaymin from objecting again. “I’ll keep quiet when anyone else is within earshot.”

Though she felt disappointed, Jaymin had been noticeably more cheerful since they’d arrived in Alasia. He whistled bits of melodies as he walked, and she saw a new light in his eyes and a spring to his step. Kalendria didn’t know where he found the energy for such enthusiasm. She was tired and her blisters still hurt, and she was discouraged to think that they still had at least a two-day walk ahead of them. Two more days before they reached the bridge where the Alasian-Malornian highway crossed the Grenn, which was the likeliest place for the Alasian army to be waiting. Two more days before she could rest. Two more days before she could be a princess again.

On this side of the river, they hadn’t seen many people yet; just occasional cottages, and now and then a village. But Kalendria knew larger towns lay along here somewhere. One of them must have an inn. If she could at least sleep comfortably tonight, she felt she could handle more walking tomorrow and the next day. Then they could rest in safety at the soldiers’ camp for a day or two while Jaymin talked his army out of attacking Malorn, and after that they could borrow horses and ride to Almar. She knew now that Jaymin wasn’t planning on going straight to the capital, but at least they would be comfortable in the army camp. 

Their shadows were stretching out long on the road ahead when they rounded a bend and saw a town. Dozens of houses lined the riverbank, with more on either side of the road and across the hill to their left. Shops and small businesses stood among the little homes, and Kalendria’s spirits lifted just looking at them. This did seem the kind of place that might boast a small inn.

“That’s interesting.” Erik’s dark eyes flicked back and forth as he passed the first of the houses behind their neat little garden plots.

Jaymin glanced around to see what his friend was talking about. “What’s interesting?”

“This town is full of soldiers. See them?”

Kalendria looked, but she saw only regular townsfolk walking around, talking, going about their daily business. “Where?” 

“Everywhere. Standing at the side of the road, fishing down by the water, even working in the gardens. You can tell by the way they carry themselves and how they’re watching the Malornian side of the river. And most of them are wearing military-style boots.”

Kalendria looked around again, trying to see what Erik saw. Certainly there were men standing here and there, talking, fishing, gardening; but none of them wore uniforms. True, they did seem unusually alert. True, many of them gazed intently at the river and the distant figures in black and red visible on the other side. True, most of them wore boots. So maybe we won’t have to wait two more days. 

“If they’re Alasian soldiers, that changes things.” Jaymin, obviously thinking the same way, slowed his pace to look about a little more. “We can trust them. We can talk to them. They’ll help us.” 

“Perhaps,” agreed Erik. “But we’ll have to be careful how we do it. You can’t just introduce yourself with a public announcement. You never know who else may be listening or if Malorn has any spies here. We’ll have to find the officer in charge and get him to meet with you privately.”

“And maybe he can arrange for supper and somewhere to sleep tonight,” Kalendria said.

“And then provide us with horses in the morning,” Jaymin added.

“And an escort to General Dirken,” Erik finished. “But how to find who’s in charge?”

“We could just ask.” Jaymin nodded toward two men sitting on wooden chairs outside a house down the street, shelling peas into a bowl and talking. And watching the river. “What do you think, are those two soldiers?”

“Probably.” Erik scrutinized the men as he and Jaymin and Kalendria approached the house. “I don’t imagine grown men would normally sit around in the evening doing a chore like that. Probably most of the soldiers here are staying with local families, helping with household tasks in exchange for room and board, with the promise of protection if the Malornians attack. It would provide the troops with cover and an easy way to keep an eye on the border.”

“And their commanding officer probably has his headquarters somewhere here in town,” Jaymin said, “and sends riders back and forth to Dirken when he has anything to report. It ought to be easy for him to assign some of his men to take us to the general.”

Erik nodded. “For security reasons they may not want to tell just anyone who’s in charge or where he is. But I suppose it can’t hurt to ask.”

“Good evening,” Jaymin called as they drew near to the house. The men on the porch stopped their conversation to watch the threesome approach. By the wary looks on their faces, Kalendria had no problem believing they were indeed soldiers in disguise. 

Jaymin stopped at the low fence surrounding the house and garden. “Could you tell me who’s in charge around here?”

Both men stood up and strode down the garden path to talk to him. “In charge of what, exactly?” one of them inquired.

“The Alasian military presence here.”

Both men stiffened, staring at the three of them suspiciously. “What do you know about what the Alasian military is doing?” the first one demanded.

“Not much, but it’s obvious they’re here. I’d just like to see the officer in charge.” Jaymin kept his voice carefully casual.

“You don’t live here in Waterside. Why are you here asking questions?”

Jaymin raised his eyebrows. “You’re the one asking all the questions. What is this, an interrogation?”

The second soldier scowled. “If this was an interrogation, you’d know it.”

They’re probably under orders not to reveal anything to strangers. And they might even think we’re spies. If not for Erik’s instructions not to talk, Kalendria would have suggested they leave.

“Are you refusing to tell us who’s in charge here?” Jaymin persisted.

“Yes, if you refuse to tell us why it’s any of your business.”

“Never mind.” Erik took hold of Jaymin’s arm to pull him away. “My friend was just being nosy.”

As they walked off, Kalendria saw more men watching them from windows and doorways. Several people near the road paused in their activities and gave the travelers suspicious looks. 

“That didn’t work so well,” Jaymin admitted when they were out of earshot. “Now what?” 

Erik, busy watching all the people who were watching them, didn’t answer. But Kalendria caught sight of something that made her heart soar. “Look! A tavern!” The swinging sign hanging in front of the only two-story structure they had seen so far announced “WATERSIDE TAVERN” in bold letters.

They paused, considering. “I suppose we could plan our next move over supper,” Jaymin said. “I’d welcome a square meal right now.”

Erik frowned. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?” Kalendria was ravenous. “Aren’t you hungry?”

“Yes, very. But a tavern is an awfully public place. It will be crowded.”

“Which is why no one will be likely to notice us in there.” She felt that for once she had thought of something Erik had overlooked. “We can eat supper while we try to make a plan, as Jaymin said.” And maybe stay overnight in comfortable rooms, she added silently, and find an officer to talk to in the morning. She didn’t fancy walking all over town tonight on her blistered feet trying to find the right person.

“What would it hurt?” Jaymin pulled open the tavern door. “Come on, Erik.”

The large dining room was full of the cheerful flicker of firelight and noisy conversation, and Kalendria’s mouth watered at the aroma of fried fish. Erik peered around, eyeing the patrons sitting at the tables, and Kalendria tried to see the room and its occupants through his eyes. What would catch the bodyguard’s attention? Then she realized. Why would a tavern in such a small town be so crowded? Most of the people eating here were soldiers, Kalendria supposed, who hadn’t found local families to stay with or who simply wanted an evening out.

“Hello.” Jaymin waved to the innkeeper, a tall man in a stained apron hurrying from table to table.

The man glanced over from where he was refilling cups and nodded in greeting. “Welcome, strangers. Here for supper?” He didn’t wait for a reply. “Have a seat wherever you can find room. I’ll bring more plates out in a moment.”

They squeezed in at one end of a long table near the door. Several people shot them curious looks, but they were all occupied with their own conversations, and no one spoke to them. 

In a moment the innkeeper hurried over with three empty cups. Placing them on the table, he filled them one by one from his pitcher. A moment later he returned with a plate in each hand and another balanced on one arm. “That will be ten coppers each.”

Jaymin and Erik exchanged an uneasy glance and both dug in their pockets. Kalendria, whose money was all gone, watched anxiously as they brought out their last few coins. But Jaymin produced four coppers and a silver, and Erik supplied the remaining six coppers.

Supper, which consisted of fish, potatoes, and steamed vegetables with butter, tasted as delicious as it smelled. Second helpings were apparently included in the price, and they each devoured two platefuls. Walking all day had given them quite an appetite.

Kalendria looked around as she ate. This was the first real building she had stepped inside since the farmhouse on the morning after their escape from the palace. She smiled to think of how the house’s simplicity had offended her. I would never have thought I’d be so happy to sit on a rough-hewn bench in a noisy room with no music or decorations, or that I’d enjoy such a simple meal this much. 

Though the tavern was a far cry from the luxury of the palace, it nevertheless seemed safe and homey and — well — normal compared to everywhere else Kalendria had been in the last few weeks. No more wilderness for me. I’m back in civilization now. The idea was tremendously satisfying. But still not as satisfying as if she could be her real self again. 

“I wonder if there’s anyone in here we could talk to,” Jaymin said finally when they had all scraped their plates clean for the second time. He glanced around the room, which was less crowded now that many of the guests had finished and left. “Maybe we can find someone who’s had plenty to drink and won’t be as careful about what he says.”

“Perhaps,” Erik agreed, “but judging by the first two fellows’ responses, I’d guess they’re under orders not to talk about who they are or what they’re doing here, especially to strangers. We might need to think up a different strategy.”

Kalendria, drowsy now that her stomach was comfortably full, had a feeling they weren’t going to come up with any good ideas at the moment. So we might as well stay here overnight. But how would they pay for rooms? Perhaps the innkeeper would be willing to accept a promise that they’d send him the money in a few days. But no, without knowing who they were, he had no reason to trust them. 

She mulled this over while Jaymin and Erik argued quietly about their options. If only we had something we could barter with. And then, suddenly, she realized that they did. Of course!

She turned to Jaymin, but his back was to her. “I suppose it would seem suspicious if we keep asking questions,” she heard him say.

“But there could actually be advantages to that,” Erik replied.

Kalendria didn’t want to interrupt, and she wasn’t sure they would like her suggestion anyway. But if they can’t come up with a workable plan, we’ll need somewhere to sleep. It couldn’t hurt to at least find out if this was an option. Then she could present it to them when all else failed. 

A princess should take charge, she reminded herself. She slid off the end of the bench and walked deliberately toward the innkeeper.











CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR










“Excuse me,” Kalendria called as she made her way across the dining room. 

The innkeeper turned to her, balancing a stack of dirty dishes on a tray. “Yes, Miss? More ale?”

“No, thank you. My friends and I were wondering whether you have any rooms available tonight.”

The man set down his tray on the nearest table and scratched his head. “You know, every room I’ve got has been filled ever since this whole mess in Malorn started. Unfortunate, of course, what with poor King Jaymin having been murdered and all, but I have to say, business has never been better.” He lowered his voice. “But for the right price, I could probably persuade a few fellows to put up with tighter quarters for one night to free up a room or two.” He waited expectantly.

“Yes, about that price,” she began. “We’ve been traveling for a while and don’t have much money left. But what if we could pay you with something even more valuable?”

She noticed some of the men at the closest table listening curiously. “What kind of something?” the innkeeper asked.

Reaching into her pocket, Kalendria pulled out the necklace she had been wearing when they left the palace. Fifty glittering emeralds swung from their gold chain. She had no idea how much it was worth — one of her servants paid for it after she picked it out on a shopping trip years ago — but surely it was worth more than a night’s stay in a dingy old tavern.

“I’ll trade you this for two rooms.” She was sure Jaymin and Erik wouldn’t mind sharing one. “And breakfast in the morning.” A thought struck her, and she added, “and for answers to a few questions my friends and I have.” After all, the innkeeper must overhear a lot of conversations around these tables every night. He probably knew all about the soldiers stationed here. Asking him was the best idea any of them had come up with. Kalendria was so proud of herself for thinking of it first that she almost laughed out loud.

The man stared at the necklace in her hand, his mouth hanging open as though he’d forgotten to shut it. For some reason he couldn’t seem to think of anything to say. She waited patiently.

“Where did you get this?” he gasped finally.

“In a jewelry shop in Sazellia.” She was puzzled. Why does that matter?

The innkeeper reached out and took the necklace, holding it up to the light of a hanging lamp. The little jewels sparkled and winked in the lamplight, catching the attention of another table full of customers. They stopped their conversations and nudged each other, turning to stare. 

The man faced Kalendria again. “These — these green stones ….”

“They’re emeralds,” she explained. “I know they’re worth at least enough to pay for two rooms and a meal.” Well, she didn’t actually know that, but it seemed a reasonable assumption.

He stared at her in disbelief. “If they’re real, they’re worth enough to buy my whole tavern and everything in it. Where did you get this necklace, and why are you so eager to get rid of it so cheaply?”

“I told you, it’s mine. I bought it years ago.” Silence had fallen in the room, broken only by the scrape of a bench or two and the shuffle of feet. A quick glance around showed that every person there was staring at her now, and a number of them had stood up and were coming closer to see what was going on. 

An uncomfortable feeling prickled inside Kalendria. Maybe this was a mistake.

A hand on her arm made her jump. “All right, sister dear, that’s enough,” a Malornian voice exclaimed, loud in the sudden stillness. “We’ll be going now.” 

When she saw who was gripping her arm, Kalendria jumped again in even greater surprise. “Erik?” She had forgotten he knew how to use a Malornian accent. He looked angry, and Kalendria’s uncomfortable feeling grew. What have I gotten us into? 

And where is Jaymin? She glanced around, but she and Erik were surrounded by a crowd now, and she wasn’t tall enough to see over most of their heads.

“Just ignore my sister. She didn’t mean to bother you,” Erik told the innkeeper, still sounding Malornian. “I hate to admit it, but those stones are fake.” He turned to her and lowered his voice, though it was still loud enough for the people closest to hear. “I told you that wouldn’t work here. These Alasians are too smart for that. Now let’s go before you get us in trouble with the local authorities again.” He started to shoulder his way through the crowd, pulling her along with him.

“Wait just a moment,” protested the innkeeper, the necklace still in his hand. He looked confused now, as though he wasn’t certain whether he was holding stolen valuables or dealing with two con artists.

“Let’s go,” Erik repeated, and began to run toward the door, still dragging Kalendria behind him. But men closed in more tightly around them, blocking their way. 

Now Kalendria saw Jaymin pushing through the crowd toward them. His eyes locked on hers, and he looked as confused and alarmed as she felt.

“Stop where you are, Malornians,” someone ordered, grabbing Erik’s other arm.

Erik let go of Kalendria, swung his fist around, and slammed it into the man’s face. The man fell backward with a startled cry, but three more leaped forward to seize Erik, tackling him and dragging him down. Kalendria felt strong hands grip her arms as well. She didn’t try to struggle. What was the use?

“Some partner you are!” Erik shouted, glaring up at Jaymin from where he lay sprawled on the ground. “Are you going to help us or just stand there and save your own skin?” 

Understanding dawned in Jaymin’s eyes, and he drew his sword.

If Kalendria had any doubt that most of the men in the room were soldiers, it was dispelled at that moment. Scarcely had Jaymin reached for the weapon than a score of hands darted under cloaks and behind coats. Swords and daggers appeared as if from nowhere, and she gasped as half a dozen men leaped at Jaymin, knocking him to the ground as well. Jerking the weapon from his grasp, they pinned his arms behind his back. After a quick search, someone pulled the dagger from his belt with a cry of discovery.

Erik struggled ineffectually, yelling as though in anger while he was searched too. But Kalendria could see he was barely putting forth a fraction of his real strength. Finally someone seized a handful of his hair and held a sword against his throat, and he fell limp. “All right, I surrender! Don’t kill me!”

“Then lie still and shut up,” the man at the other end of the sword ordered.

Silence fell once again. Her heart pounding, Kalendria stared at the disguised soldiers surrounding her. Most brandished weapons, and all looked grim and tense. But we’re in Alasia now. The danger is supposed to be over.

“What should we do with them, Lieutenant?” asked the man Erik had punched. He winced as he probed gently at his bleeding nose and glared down at the young man. 

“We’d better bring them to the major just in case,” replied one of the men gripping Kalendria’s arms. Someone handed him Jaymin’s sword — well, it was Korram’s sword, technically — and the man examined the jeweled designs in the hilt. “This is a different style than any Alasian weapon I’ve seen. These people could be some of those Malornian spies we were warned to watch out for.”

Once again, Kalendria could have laughed out loud. She suddenly understood the plan Erik had probably come up with on the spur of the moment when he saw the attention her emeralds were attracting. Her initial fear melted into relief. The situation is under control after all. Well, sort of.











CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE










Erik waited as the soldiers surrounding him held a quick discussion about who would do what. His heart thumped from a combination of adrenaline and apprehension. Either this would work perfectly, or they could all end up dead. And flat on his back on the floor with four sets of hands holding him down and the prick of cold steel at his throat was not a position from which he would prefer to wait and find out. Not to mention that he could see Jaymin on his knees nearby, wrists pinned roughly behind his back, more hands grasping him by the shoulders and arms. At the sight of the swords pointed at his friend, Erik took a deep breath to fight back the bodyguard instincts that urged him to leap into action. He knew better than to try anything now. 

Erik couldn’t see the princess from this angle, but his last glimpse had shown her still on her feet, undergoing no worse indignity than two men holding her by the arms. Jaymin looked more annoyed than worried. Erik could tell he was struggling against the urge to announce his identity to the room and watch everyone draw back with gasps of horror. Jaymin always did enjoy watching people’s reactions when they first realized who he was. Don’t say anything now, Erik thought at his friend. It might not be safe. They couldn’t be certain that no one in here was working for the new Malornian government, after all. Wait until they take us to a ranking officer and you can speak with him in private.

Jaymin looked his way, and Erik could tell that he understood. They both remained silent as the soldiers around them finally came to an agreement. 

Erik’s captors shifted their grip, some moving aside to make room as others jerked him upright. As they settled into a new position with only two men holding his arms, he resisted the temptation to twist under the blades, roll to his feet, and attack.

“Out the door.” The lieutenant gestured with the sword he’d taken from Jaymin. “And don’t try anything.” 

They yanked Jaymin out first, then Erik. The lieutenant brought up the rear, pulling the princess with him. Jaymin twisted, craning his neck to make sure she was all right. Following his gaze, Erik saw that she looked anxious but determined. Like Jaymin, she was going along with the plan, putting up with the rough treatment for the moment, knowing how it was likely to end.

Not that they couldn’t still all end up dead, of course. And if they did, it would be Erik’s fault.

Darkness had fallen, though lights glowed from behind glass windowpanes up and down the street. Another reminder that they were back in Alasia, since towns this small in Malorn seldom boasted any glass. Far away on the opposite bank of the river, Erik could see the twinkle of campfires. But their captors led them in the other direction, across the road and away from the river. Leaving the little town behind, they climbed a low hill in the dark. 

At the top of the hill rose the silhouettes of two buildings: a farmhouse and a large barn. The soldiers led them toward the barn, its shuttered windows letting out only narrow cracks of light. Erik supposed it was as good a place as any for makeshift military headquarters.

They drew up before the door. The lieutenant, still holding the princess’s arm with one hand and Jaymin’s sword with the other, used the pommel to rap on one of the large double doors.

“Yes?” called a voice from inside.

“It’s Lieutenant Carpen, sir.”

“Come in.”

They all squinted as bright lamplight poured out, illuminating the grassy field where they stood. The lieutenant stepped inside alone, the darkness returning just as suddenly as he closed the door. 

The faint murmur of conversation drifted from within, though Erik couldn’t make out any words. Then the door opened again, and Carpen, empty-handed now, beckoned for them to enter.

Erik’s anxiety eased as their captors guided the three of them into the barn. Far more opportunities for trouble waited in a crowded tavern or the darkness outside an unfamiliar town than in a lantern-lit barn-turned-office with just a handful of men. And while there was always the possibility that things could still go wrong, chances were reasonably good that the King of Alasia and his companions would be safe in the presence of an Alasian military officer. 

Erik glanced around, taking in their surroundings as the soldiers prodded them in. No animals were to be seen, and no farm tools hung on the walls, though bristles of hay stuck over the edge of a loft near the ceiling. From the other side of a wooden partition came rustles and the occasional stamp or snort of horses in their stalls, but this section of the barn had been swept clean. A circle of rough-hewn wooden chairs stood at one end of the room, and a tall, stern-looking man with close-cropped light hair sat at a desk across from the door. Judging by the sheet before him half-filled with small print, he was in the middle of writing a letter or a report. Jaymin’s sword and dagger now lay across his desk.

The prisoners stood in a row before the officer, who rose to his feet as they came in. He rounded the desk to have a look at them, one hand fingering the hilt of a sword hanging from his belt. Though he wore no uniform, there could be no doubt that he was in charge here.

“Good evening, Major,” Jaymin spoke up. “I’m glad to finally have the chance to talk to you.”

“Is he the one who started the trouble?” the major asked the lieutenant.

“No, sir, that was this other fellow and his sister here.” Carpen indicated Erik and the princess. “He’s the one who had the weapons.”

The major glanced at Jaymin again and then regarded the princess with an eyebrow raised. “I hear you may have been trying to get rid of some stolen goods.”

“I didn’t steal my necklace,” she began indignantly. 

The major raised a hand to cut off her protest. “We’ll discuss that in a moment.” He turned to Erik. “To start with, I have some questions for you, young man.”

“Excuse me, Major.” Jaymin’s voice was firm. “I’d like to talk to you first, and then I think you’ll find that all your questions will be answered.”

Slowly, the officer turned back to face him. “I don’t take orders from prisoners. You’ll have your turn to say your piece after I’ve questioned your partner and his sister here. In the meantime, you’ll keep your mouth shut until I give you permission to speak. Is that clear?”

Erik grinned inwardly. Jaymin could have the man thrown in the dungeon for those words, not that he would. But chances were this officer would remember them with mortification for the rest of his life.

The soldiers on either side of Jaymin placed their hands on their sword hilts to emphasize their superior’s command. For an instant, surprise flickered in Jaymin’s gaze. Obviously this was not how he had expected the conversation with the officer to start. But then the corners of his lips curled up in faint amusement, and he shrugged. “Very well, Major.” 

So I’ll have to do the talking to start with. That wasn’t Erik’s forte. He glanced at Jaymin for instructions. Jaymin met his eyes and gave the tiniest of nods. 

I’m to tell him the truth, then. All right. This could be entertaining.

Erik turned back to the officer, who folded his arms across his chest and gazed down at him through narrowed eyes. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way.” The major’s voice was filled with warning. “I suggest you answer all my questions thoroughly and with complete honesty. The alternative would be much less pleasant for you.”

“I understand, sir.” Erik met the officer’s gaze without flinching. “I’m prepared to answer whatever you ask.” 

“Good choice. Now tell me, are you here in Alasia as a spy?”

“No, sir, I’m not.”

For a moment the officer held his gaze, and then he frowned and turned back to the lieutenant. “He doesn’t sound Malornian to me.”

Carpen regarded Erik doubtfully. “He did earlier, sir. We all heard him. He’s probably using a fake accent now.”

“Actually, it was the Malornian accent I was faking,” Erik told them. “I’m as Alasian as any of you.”

The major spun back to face him. “Exactly who are you, then? And let me remind you not even to consider lying to me.” 

“I have no intention of lying, sir. My name is Erik, and I’m King Jaymin’s personal bodyguard.” 

The soldiers drew back and stared at him in shock before turning to each other with incredulous looks. Once again, Erik hid a grin. You’d be even more shocked if you realized my employer is standing beside me. He was looking forward to their reactions when they found out.

But Lieutenant Carpen chuckled. “You’ll have to come up with a better story than that if you want us to believe you. From the way you fought in the tavern, it would be no wonder the king was killed if you were guarding him at the time.” 

Erik knew he shouldn’t take the insult personally. The man had no way of knowing that he had never intended to win the “fight” in the tavern. He had no way of knowing how much effort Erik had put into restraining himself, into trying not to seriously hurt anyone, into making certain the three of them would be captured.

And he certainly had no way of knowing that Erik’s worst fear was that someday Jaymin would be killed because he wasn’t a good enough fighter.

It was time to prove himself. Not because of the insult, really. Just because it was time.

Erik had been standing meekly, arms limp and unresisting in the grasp of the two men who held them. Now he burst into action, breaking free with an abrupt spin, fists and one foot flying as he whirled in a circle. Before he completed the circle, both men lay flat on their backs. In a continuation of the same movement, he sprang at the major, who had just started to reach for his sword. With a flick of his wrists, Erik struck the man’s hand out of the way, seized the hilt, and drew the sword himself before whirling back out of reach. Throwing himself against the startled lieutenant, he knocked him away from the princess and onto his knees. Erik’s left arm flew out and encircled the man’s neck in a headlock, forcing his chin up and back. Before anyone else in the room could react, Erik was crouching behind him, touching the blade of the major’s sword to Lieutenant Carpen’s exposed throat. Now what do you think about me?

“I beg your pardon, Lieutenant.” He made sure to keep his voice level, colored with just a hint of cool amusement. It takes more than breaking free from two of your companions, disarming your commanding officer, and putting you at my mercy to get me out of breath. “What was that you were saying about my abilities?”

The other soldiers leaped forward, weapons brandished, pausing just short of an attack. They were obviously hesitant to endanger their companion, but they probably thought Erik could do little with so many of them poised to strike. Only one man kept his position, tightening his grip on Jaymin’s arm and raising his sword as though expecting the other prisoner to use the distraction to try to escape. 

Ignoring the swords all around him, Erik released his grip on Carpen’s neck and lowered the major’s sword. He presented it back to the officer hilt-first with the same air of courteous appreciation with which a person might return a weapon borrowed from an honored superior. Then he bent and offered a hand to the now pale lieutenant, who scrambled to his feet on his own and backed away, belatedly drawing his own sword. Erik was pleased to see that the man’s hands were shaking — perhaps more from adrenaline than actual fear, but shaking nonetheless. 

Erik shrugged and withdrew his own hand, careful not to show the slightest concern that he was now in the center of a tight circle of blades. “Sorry to alarm you, Lieutenant. I was merely trying to convince all of you that I am telling the truth. What you saw in the tavern was an act designed to get the three of us an audience with the highest-ranking officer in town.”

Everyone stared at him, the tips of their swords inches from his throat. For a moment, no one spoke. Then the major drew a deep breath.

“All right, Erik, you’ve got your audience. And you’ve certainly shown that you do know how to fight, but that doesn’t prove you were the king’s bodyguard. Whatever you’ve gone to such great lengths to talk to me about will be a moot point in the meantime.” 

Erik nodded. He had expected as much. 

“I have a friend on the palace guard,” the officer continued. “He once told me about a time three or four years back when he and some colleagues accompanied the king on a visit to Drall. If you were really King Jaymin’s bodyguard, you would have been there. Can you describe what the king did?”

Erik wondered which of the guards was this man’s friend and tried to recall who had been along on that trip. But that was irrelevant. 

“Certainly, sir.” The swords that still pointed at him from every direction like deadly petals on a flower were distracting, but Erik deliberately looked only at the officer. “King Jaymin made the trip to see people he met when he and I hid from the Malornians in Drall back during the Invasion. He visited a local school named Hilltop and spoke with students who had been in our class at the time. Afterwards he had a long conversation with a teacher named Miss Arrin and gave her some books and a map for her class to use.” 

Erik paused for breath and to decide what other details to include. He didn’t have to look at Jaymin to know that his friend was smiling at the memory. He had treasured the opportunity to reconnect with the teacher who’d believed he would do great things for Alasia someday even before she knew who he was.

From the edges of his vision, Erik could see that he had everyone’s full attention. Most of the soldiers had withdrawn their swords a little. 

“The next day, the king toured the marketplace and bought a few things from local merchants,” Erik continued, “including a knitted scarf that he didn’t really want from an old woman named Ana and a velvet coat from a tailor who had once saved his life.” 

Erik had bought a coat from the tailor too — plain black wool, of course; nothing flashy. Like Jaymin, he had included a generous tip. The tailor had saved his life, too, after all. Erik had bought nothing from Ana, who he would never forget had spent the money meant to feed two hungry boys on alcohol.

“We spent two nights in a small inn near the main road,” he continued, “and the king slept in the very same room in which he had once heard the news that his relatives in Tainabi had been killed by Rampus’s men.” 

Erik stopped and met the officer’s gaze. “Would you like any more details, sir, or are you convinced?” 

“I’m convinced.” The major slid his sword back into its sheath. Erik was careful not to show his relief as the other soldiers followed the officer’s lead and sheathed their weapons too. Now to find the right moment to introduce Jaymin.

“So you were King Jaymin’s bodyguard.” The major eyed Erik thoughtfully. “That must have been an interesting job. Can you tell us what really happened in Sazellia last month? The circumstances surrounding the king’s death were so suspicious, and the Malornians never told us the full story. Were you actually there when they killed him?”

Erik stifled a smile. “They didn’t kill him, sir.”

“Then who did?” 

“No one did. King Jaymin is alive and well —” He couldn’t help pausing for dramatic effect “— and standing before you now.” He turned and bowed to Jaymin, who had been listening with patient amusement.

An audible gasp rose from the soldiers, including the officer, whose expression of horror suggested he had just remembered ordering the King of Alasia to keep his mouth shut. The man gripping Jaymin’s arm let go as though he had been burned and backed away, as horrified as the officer. They all stared at him, obviously trying to reconcile the grubby young man in need of a comb and a razor with previous glimpses of Jaymin at royal events or with the professional portraits they had probably seen.

“May I assume that I now have permission to speak?” Without waiting for an answer, Jaymin stepped forward. “After weeks of travel through the wilderness, I don’t blame you for not recognizing me. But if Erik’s word isn’t enough, perhaps you’ll recognize this.” He extended his hand to indicate the signet ring gleaming in the lamplight.

The major stared at Jaymin a moment longer, then took a hesitant step toward him and bent to examine the ring before looking back up at his face. “Your Majesty.” Awe and fear showed in his expression now. Hastily, he turned and fumbled on the table for the confiscated weapons. Dropping to one knee on the wooden floor, he offered them back to Jaymin. “I’m terribly sorry, Sire. I would never have spoken to you like that if I’d realized. None of us had any idea.” The officer swallowed. “Please, your Majesty, pardon my men at least. They were acting under my command. I take full responsibility for everything that’s happened to you tonight.” 

Jaymin slid the dagger and sword back into their sheaths at his belt. “What’s your name?”

“Major Rojil, Sire, at your service.” 

“Very well, Major Rojil.” Jaymin gestured regally for him to rise. Turning, he extended the gesture to the other soldiers, who had dropped to their knees as well. “I pardon you along with your men, since, as I said, I don’t blame any of you for not recognizing me. You were only trying to do your duty, and I’m always glad to see that in my soldiers. Now, suppose we all sit down, and you can brief the Princess Kalendria and me on the situation here.” 

Erik stifled another smile as a fresh wave of shock washed over the men’s faces. They turned hastily and bowed to the princess, stammering out awkward apologies. She smiled graciously and assured them that she wouldn’t hold anything against them either.

Finally, they all sat down in the circle of rickety wooden chairs. All except for Erik, of course, who stood behind Jaymin’s seat where he could keep an eye on everyone and on the door. 

“So, tell me, Major,” Jaymin began, “how long have you and your men been stationed here in Waterside?”

The major’s face still looked a little pale in the lamplight, but he composed himself. “Since your supposed death, Sire. General Dirken received a message from someone on your Council of Advisors warning him of danger in Malorn. The general marched us all to the border immediately and dispatched troops up and down the Telleck. He’s got the bulk of the army camped by the bridge on the main road, but six hundred of us are stationed along the bank keeping an eye on the Malornians in case they try to cross. I’m in command of a company of two hundred men here in Waterside and the surrounding area.”

“I’m glad to hear Sir Edmend got my message.” Erik could tell his friend was relieved. “There have been no other incidents since then?”

“No, Sire,” the officer replied. “General Dirken is convinced that if the Malornians are going to try anything now, it will be an all-out battle. He has sent them several messages with threats and warnings, demanding your safe return or at least your body as proof that you’re really dead. But they’ve sent replies saying they already buried you, and that if we cross the border they’ll view it as an act of war. Rumor among the troops has it that the general is actually considering declaring war on them at this point. Apparently he’s been getting pressure from your Council back in Almar, some of whom feel we must strike first to avoid another Invasion. And there are plenty among our troops who say we should pay them back for killing you.”

“Then it’s high time I prove I’m not dead. Can you arrange transportation for us to the army camp in the morning and somewhere to spend the night in the meantime?”

“Certainly, Sire.” The officer looked grateful for the chance to serve his king and make up for his earlier error. “I’ll talk to the farmer about hosting you in his house next door.”

Erik saw the princess’s eyes light up at the thought of spending the night in an actual house. She drew breath to speak, but Erik spoke up first. “I beg your pardon, sir; that wouldn’t be a good idea. The fewer people who know about us at the moment, the better. The king is still too close to the border and too far from real safety.”

Jaymin nodded. “He’s right, I’m afraid.” Erik could hear the reluctance in his friend’s voice, and he shared it. He would certainly have welcomed a comfortable night’s sleep himself, but it wasn’t worth the risk. 

“Suppose we stay the night here in the barn,” Jaymin suggested, “and leave at first light?”

“If you’re sure that’s what you want, your Majesty. I could have some blankets brought in, but it’s hardly suitable accommodations for royalty.”

“Your men will stand guard through the night, I assume, sir.” Erik kept his tone courteous. No point in further annoying someone who had reason to be annoyed with him already.

But the man was too anxious to please Jaymin to spare any irritation for his bodyguard. “Yes, of course. And I’ll have some horses saddled and ready the moment it’s light.”

“And an armed escort,” Erik suggested.

“Certainly,” the officer agreed. “You’ll all be brought safely to the soldiers’ camp tomorrow.”

“Good.” Jaymin leaned back in his chair, satisfied. “In the meantime, perhaps you could send a message to General Dirken tonight. I’d like to let him know that I’m all right and that he is not to attack Malorn before I get there, no matter what anyone says.”











CHAPTER FORTY-SIX










Kalendria awoke to the distant murmur of voices, low and urgent. She opened her eyes sleepily, but the barn was still dark. What’s going on? She couldn’t make out any words, but the voices were accompanied by footsteps and the thud of horses’ hooves.

She sat up, alarmed, as a yellow light flashed through the cracks in the window shutters and then disappeared. Someone must have walked past with a torch or lantern.

From the other end of the hayloft, Erik leaped lightly down to the barn floor, not bothering with the ladder. Kalendria heard him pad toward the window.

“What’s happening?” Jaymin’s voice called down in a whisper.

“I can’t see much through the crack,” Erik whispered back. “People are milling around out there, though. Better put on your boots and sword.”

Kalendria frowned. Are we about to be attacked? Did Malornian soldiers cross the river after all? Have our enemies somehow figured out that Jaymin and I are here, and surrounded the barn to capture us? Or could the major have betrayed us?

“Kalendria, are you awake?” Jaymin whispered from across the loft. 

“Yes.” She fumbled for her shoes and brushed hay out of her hair. “I’m coming.”

Jaymin climbed down first and held the ladder steady for her. No sooner had her feet touched the floor than she heard a knock. All three of them jumped, and Erik glided over to crouch before the door while Jaymin seized Kalendria’s hand and pulled her back into the furthest corner of the barn. He drew his sword and stood protectively before her.

“Who’s there?” Erik demanded. Kalendria knew the bodyguard was positioning himself to aim a mighty kick at anyone who might burst through that door.

“It’s Major Rojil,” said a voice from outside. “I’m sorry to wake you, but a message has just come from General Dirken, and I need to speak to the king right away.”

In front of her, Jaymin relaxed. “It’s Rojil’s voice, all right. Let him in.”

Erik drew back the bolt and then leaped aside so he would still be in position to attack if need be. The major pushed the door open, and Kalendria squinted in the sudden brilliance of his lantern.

“Your Majesty?”

“I’m here.” Jaymin stepped forward. “What’s going on?”

“I’m sorry to disturb you at this hour, Sire. But General Dirken received my message and sent one in reply. He suggests that you come to the encampment immediately and has dispatched an escort to accompany you there. He fears you may not be safe here, especially in light of recent events.”

“What events?”

“Last night someone was seen crossing the river from the Malornian bank. Apparently he lay flat on a log and paddled across to our side.”

“On a log?” Kalendria repeated in disbelief. She couldn’t imagine such a ride. “Who was he?”

“We don’t know, your Highness. It was nearly dark when our soldiers first caught sight of him, and he was still some distance from shore. They called out to him, but he didn’t respond. Some of them tried to follow the log as it drifted downstream, but they lost sight of it in the dark. At the water’s edge a mile or two further down, they found what could have been his log, but the rider was long gone.”

“If it was just one man, why is the general so worried?” Kalendria asked. 

“We don’t know if he’s Alasian or Malornian,” the major explained. “He could be an enemy soldier; he could be a spy; he could be an assassin. The general felt it would be unwise to take any chances, and I agree.”

“He’s right,” Erik spoke up. “We should leave at once. It was probably the person who’s been following us.” 

They all turned to him. “Following us? What person?” Jaymin demanded.

“The whole time we were crossing Bandit Territory, I kept thinking we were being watched. I never got a clear glimpse of anyone, and finally I told myself it must be the Karvasi, keeping an eye on us from a distance. But I don’t imagine any of them would risk the danger to cross the river, let alone on a log.”

“Probably not,” Jaymin agreed. “Well, a long ride in the middle of the night doesn’t sound very appealing, but I suppose it’s the safest option.”

Thinking wistfully of her warm blanket up in the hay, Kalendria nodded too. “The sooner we get to the army camp, the sooner we can get some real rest.”

Major Rojil gestured to the door. “If you’re ready, we’ve got horses out there for you now.”

The night air was cold, and Kalendria’s drowsiness vanished the moment she stepped outside. A breeze ruffled her hair and skirt, and she shivered in her light Karvasi coat.

The area in front of the old barn was full of soldiers, thirty of them at least. That is, Kalendria assumed they must be soldiers. None wore uniforms. Swords and daggers hung from their belts, and several carried torches. All of them turned and bowed as Kalendria and Jaymin stepped out of the barn together. 

One young soldier approached the king and saluted. “Your Majesty.”

“Sire, this is Corporal Tarvic,” the major introduced him. “He’ll lead you to the camp.”

Jaymin nodded. “Good morning, Corporal. At least, I suppose it’s technically morning.”

The man grinned. “Good morning to you, Sire. It’s an honor.” He gestured toward three riderless horses standing ready nearby. “Shall we be off?”

One of the soldiers stooped to give Kalendria a leg up into the saddle. She settled her skirt as well as she could, wishing she still had those practical Mountain Folk breeches.

“If you please, Sire, keep your head down when we ride through a town or pass by anyone on the road,” the corporal suggested. “You too, your Highness.” 

The rest of the night passed in a monotonous rhythm of cantering and walking. They entered the pine-scented gloom of the Southern Woods shortly after sunrise and finally stopped for breakfast in a grassy clearing. But their break didn’t last long, and soon they were on their way again.

It was nearly noon before a pair of sentries stepped out of the trees ahead of them and welcomed them to the army camp. The camp itself was not yet in sight, but presently Kalendria noticed the smell of wood smoke and meat roasting. The trees ahead began to thin, and soon she could hear the murmur of conversation from hundreds of voices. 

Rows and rows of gray canvas tents were lined up for as far as she could see. Men in green uniforms sat around them talking, sharpening swords, or cooking lunch over small fires. A soldier on guard duty stepped forward at the edge of the clearing, sword in hand. Obviously about to ask them their names and business, he stopped short when he recognized Corporal Tarvic. Then his eyes settled on Jaymin and lit up. “Your Majesty!” He snapped to attention and saluted.

From every direction, conversations stilled. Heads turned and men nudged each other and rose to their feet to stare in delight at the newcomers. Soldiers dropped what they were doing and hastened forward to line their way, standing at attention and saluting as the party rode by. Word spread rapidly, and even when they had passed far beyond the reach of the first man’s voice, soldiers still rose to their feet and hurried forward as their king approached. Jaymin nodded back in dignified greeting. Some of the men glanced at Kalendria curiously, but she guessed most of them had no idea who she was.

At last Corporal Tarvic stopped in front of a large tent set apart from the others. A boy perhaps twelve or thirteen years old was sitting cross-legged on the ground nearby, intent on whittling a piece of wood with a short-bladed knife. Glancing up at their approach, his eyes widened, and he jumped to his feet. He snapped to attention just like a soldier, exclaiming, “Your Majesty! Welcome to camp!” 

“Tell the general his guests have arrived, Indrin,” the corporal ordered as they all dismounted.

“Right away.” The page hurried over to the big tent, pulled the flap aside, and stuck his head in. “General Dirken!” Kalendria heard him call. “They’re here.”

A silver-haired officer appeared in the tent opening, standing tall and dignified. He locked eyes with the king, and Kalendria saw the weight of power and responsibility and decision-making that lined his face give way for a moment to limp relief.

“Your Majesty.” That was all he said, but as he stepped forward and dropped to one knee before Jaymin, Kalendria could practically see the load of worry lift from his broad shoulders. 

Two officers followed the general out of the tent and knelt beside him, joy and relief filling their faces too. Jaymin smiled and gestured for them to rise, greeting them all by name. “General Dirken. Colonel Brennis. Colonel Rissien. I’m glad to see you all again. And perhaps you recognize Princess Kalendria of Malorn?” He beckoned her to step forward, and the officers all bowed. Kalendria resisted the urge to run her hands over her hair. She wished she were dressed more like royalty now that she was meeting high-ranking officers. 

“Welcome, your Majesty; Princess,” the general said. “You must be exhausted and hungry after your ride. Would you care to join us for a meal?”

They seated themselves in folding chairs around a campfire. The page hurried back and forth, handing out tin plates with bread and butter, and skewers of beef and vegetables and sliced potatoes. 

After so many hours of riding, Kalendria was starving. She suspected Jaymin was too, though they both used their best palace manners and made polite conversation with the officers as they ate. Erik neither ate nor spoke, but stood behind Jaymin’s chair like a servant. His expressionless dark eyes swept across the camp, watching every soldier who came and went. 

The meeting in Dirken’s tent afterward was long and tedious. Besides establishing that they would not make the first move against Malorn, no one really had anything new to say. All they could do was go over what had happened and speculate about who the rider on the log might have been and what the Malornian military might be planning. They all hoped that Korram could make it back to Sazellia and somehow defeat those who had tried to kill him and then order his soldiers to stand down. But until that happened, there wasn’t much else anyone could do.

Leaning back in her camp chair, Kalendria stifled a sigh. We may be safe, but everything depends on Korram now, and we have no way to help him or communicate with him. And are he and Mother even still alive?











CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN










Lasden rose early, while the brothers whose hut he shared were still asleep. The two bandits — he had a hard time thinking of them as anything else — had agreed to host him only at a direct order from their chief, and they were obviously none too happy to share their home with a Malornian soldier. Lasden didn’t blame them; he didn’t enjoy the bandits’ company any more than they did his. He couldn’t help but wonder if either of these men had killed anyone he knew, and he had slept little the last two nights wondering if he would leave their hut alive.

Dressed once again in the Karvasi clothes he’d been given, Lasden found King Korram outside with several of the villagers. The king, wearing bandit clothing now, too, was deep in conversation with the chief. Catching sight of Lasden, he beckoned him over. 

“Now that you’ve seen my sister and the others safely to Alasia, we’ll be heading back to Malorn. You know the way to the Grenn from here, don’t you, Sergeant?”

Satisfaction and gratitude rushed through Lasden again, as it still did every time he heard the king address him by his new rank. “Yes, your Majesty.”

“Good. Raddiek just told me there’s a way we might be able to cross the bridge without being seen.” King Korram turned back to the Karvasi chief. “But even if they don’t have guards on the bridge, the area is too open. We’d never make it all the way across without someone spotting us.”

The chief chuckled. “I didn’t say you’re going to walk across on the bridge. You’re going under it, in the framework. You’ll see what I mean when you get there. It’s tricky, though, so you’ll have to be careful; and you can’t let go or you’ll be fish food.”

“If your people can do it, so can we,” the king decided. “We’ll set off after breakfast. In the meantime, though, we’d better repack. It sounds as though we’ll need to travel light on that particular road.”

In the end they decided to bring only the rest of the food and Lasden’s canteen. He pocketed the few coins he had left from last payday and reluctantly left everything else in his pack: his uniform, spare socks, boot polish, shaving kit, fishing hook and line, bandages, blanket, and the little box with his flint and steel for starting fires. At King Korram’s instruction, he even set aside his shield, though the two of them both kept their swords and daggers.

“I know the weapons might look a little suspicious if anyone sees us,” the king conceded, “but if we run into any trouble, I don’t want my life to depend on one of those scimitars. Give me a good familiar Malornian blade any day.” Lasden heartily agreed.

Their hosts were delighted to see everything Lasden was leaving behind. He didn’t care for the way the bandits pawed through his possessions, but at least they gave him and the king a small satchel of food in exchange: some cold cooked meat, a few of the carrots, and a two-day supply of that round flat bread. It would get them as far as the river and taste better than his army rations. At the king’s request, the chief also handed him a leather water container on a strap. 

Lasden tucked the rest of his rations into his new food satchel and hung the satchel and his canteen across his shoulder. He felt incomplete, preparing to travel without a pack, but this would definitely make the going quicker.

The chief and a handful of his villagers climbed the slope to see them off. King Korram promised to pull the army out of Karvasi territory as soon as he was back in control, and Chief Raddiek promised to visit Sazellia after that to discuss trade arrangements. The king was smiling in pleased satisfaction as he and Lasden finally set off.

Their journey that day was uneventful. At noon, they stopped and ate some of the meat and bread in the shade of a large rock outcropping. “So what would you say the chances are that we’ll run across more soldiers between here and the Grenn?” the king asked as they finished their meal.

Lasden considered. “Fairly low, Sire. My platoon was one of the last to be deployed to this area. I would imagine all the others are probably already at the Telleck by now, except for those guarding the bridge.”

“Good. I don’t fancy another encounter like the last one, disguises or not.” King Korram gazed thoughtfully downhill in the direction of the distant Grenn. “Think we’ll make it to the bridge by tomorrow evening?”

“If we keep up this pace, Sire.”

They didn’t say much else as they resumed their journey, except now and then when Lasden had to point out the way. He had traveled here often on his various deployments, so the route was familiar, but everything about it felt different this time. He couldn’t get used to the fact that instead of watching for bandits, he was disguised as one, and that he was walking, not with his fellow soldiers, but with his king. 

Though he had seen King Korram from a distance a handful of times over the years, Lasden had never dreamed he would someday meet him in person. He almost hadn’t expected the King of Malorn to be made of flesh and blood as he himself was. To stumble over a loose rock, or wipe a trickle of sweat from his forehead, or quench his thirst from his water flask as anyone else might. In a way, Lasden felt even more awed to know that his king was human and was walking beside him; had chosen him for a companion. It was humbling, to say the least. He hoped he would prove worthy of the honor. 

Lasden wished he could think of something meaningful to say to his kingdom’s ruler. Plenty of people he knew would pay good money for just one conversation with the monarch, but Lasden wasn’t the type to take advantage of the opportunity to make petitions or request favors. Besides, the king had given him his trust when so few people had since the Invasion of Alasia. That gift alone was worth more than anything Lasden could have asked for — not to mention the promotion.

The king’s voice cut into his thoughts, startling him after so many miles of silence. “Does your father live in Sazellia?” 

“Yes, Sire.”

“And do you think he’s is in town at the moment?”

“I assume so, Sire, though we haven’t spoken in a while.” 

The king was silent for a moment, the only sound the crunching of their boots on the rocky ground. Then, “My plan — such as it is — involves the military. As a colonel, your father must have a lot of contacts, both in military circles and in my palace.”

Is he basing his plan on Father? An uncomfortable feeling prickled inside Lasden.

“Doesn’t he?” the king prompted.

“I’m sure he must, Sire. He’s never spoken to me about them.” Not that he spoke to Lasden about much of anything if he could help it. Not since the demotion, certainly; and even before that, no more than necessary.

The king must have noticed Lasden’s hesitation. “Don’t you think he’d be willing to help me? He’s loyal, isn’t he?”

Lasden hesitated again. How could he put it? “He’s loyal to the Malornian military, your Majesty. He’s always served his commanding officers without question.” Which was the biggest difference between them. Lasden dared to question orders, and his father could never forgive him for that.

The king looked puzzled. “I know his military record is flawless. He did serve under Regent Rampus, but since I became king he’s served just as faithfully under me, at least as far as I know. So don’t you think he’d be willing to help if I personally assigned him a mission?”

Lasden’s discomfort was growing. He felt almost guilty talking about his father behind his back like this. But the king was asking, and he had to answer.

“He’ll obey whoever’s over him, your Majesty. He doesn’t see it as his place to question whether that person ought to be in command, or whether those commands are right. He simply follows orders.”

The king frowned. “So you’re saying he’s loyal to Heggen now?”

Lasden lowered his gaze, ashamed to have to say such a thing about his own father. “I haven’t actually seen him since Heggen was named king, Sire, but knowing my father, I’m sure he is.” He paused, considering. “However, he probably believes the report that you were killed. If he knew you are actually alive, that would change things. He would regard you as Malorn’s true ruler and his commander-in-chief, and Heggen as an impostor.”

“I see.” The king was silent for a while, probably thinking about how best to use this information. 

“When we get close to Sazellia, we’ll camp outside the city,” he continued after a while. “I should probably stay out of sight so some ambitious citizen doesn’t make up his mind to try for that reward, but you can go to your parents’ home and talk to your father. I don’t have all the details worked out yet, but by the time we get there I’ll let you know exactly what to tell him to do.”

What to tell him to do. That didn’t sound like an easy or pleasant conversation to have with Father. Not that conversations with Father had ever been pleasant. But Lasden swallowed his misgivings and merely nodded. “Understood, Sire.”











CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT










Kalendria lay in the tent feeling safe and comfortable, listening to the sounds of the camp outside. For the first time since she’d left home, she could lie in bed for as long as she wanted.

The narrow cot had only a thin mattress, and the pillow was small and stiff. The blanket was coarse and smelled like stale sweat. But Kalendria had slept soundly, and she didn’t feel the urge to complain, even to herself. There was nothing like travel through the wilderness to make one appreciate simple things, like the soldiers, whoever they were, who had given up their accommodations for her. There must be two of them, since another cot stood beside hers. She would ask Indrin to thank them for her later.

True, this wasn’t Jaymin’s palace, which was where she had hoped to be by this time. But that was all right. Kalendria had realized yesterday that Jaymin felt it his duty to stay here for now, where his soldiers were, and where the war, if there was one, was likely to start. Kalendria understood that, and she didn’t mind — at least, not much. Not as long as she could sleep in a bed and eat regular meals. And it would be nice to spend time with Jaymin without the constant threat of capture and death looming over them. Surely they would have a quiet moment at some point in which to finally finish that conversation.

Outside, the camp had quieted down at last. The soldiers must be off doing something. She wondered if Jaymin were with them or if he were in another meeting. She should probably go find out. 

Yawning, she sat up and stretched. She unbraided her hair and combed it out as best she could with her fingers before braiding it again and tying it with the piece of string Sielian had given her. Now that they were around other people again — people who knew who she was — she wanted to look her best. I can probably get new clothes and a comb soon. She smiled at the thought. After all, the main road wasn’t far away. Someone must deliver food to the troops regularly, so why couldn’t she request a few supplies too? 

The camp looked deserted as she stepped out of the tent, though Kalendria could hear someone shouting orders in the distance. No one was about except for Indrin, who sat outside the general’s tent whittling away at his piece of wood. 

As she emerged, the page caught sight of her and jumped up. “Your Highness! Good morning.” He bowed politely. “May I get you anything?”

Kalendria glanced around the empty clearing. “Where’s King Jaymin?”

“He went with General Dirken to inspect the troops. They told me to stay here till you got up and serve you some breakfast if you wanted it.”

“Thank you; I do.” 

She sat down beside the fire. The boy scurried away, returning a moment later with his arms full of food and cooking supplies. She was soon munching a slice of bread with strawberry jam, her tastebuds exulting in its sweet tanginess, while Indrin fried bacon and eggs in a pan over one end of the fire and warmed a kettle of coffee at the other. The coffee reminded her of her brother, and she wondered again where he was now. Still on his way back to Sazellia, probably. Had anyone recognized him along the way? Was he still safe? And what about Mother?

“I’m awfully glad King Jaymin isn’t dead after all,” Indrin said while he cooked. “He seems real nice. I’m glad he and you are both here safe now.” 

“We’re glad to be here.” Kalendria watched him spear the bacon with a fork and transfer it to her plate. She blew on it to cool it and eagerly took a bite. Salty and smoky and just crunchy enough. Delicious. Yes, she could get used to living in the army camp for a while.

Indrin lifted the lid of the coffee pot to check if the brew was ready and then poured it into a tin mug. “And we all think it’s exciting that he has a sweetheart now,” he added, handing the mug to her.

Kalendria felt herself blushing, and she quickly took a sip of the coffee to try to hide it. Sweetheart? Was that what Jaymin had told them? But no, surely he wouldn’t use that term without discussing it with her. Indrin and the soldiers must have drawn their own conclusions when the two of them rode into camp together. Does Jaymin even know what his people are saying about us? Is he embarrassed, too? Will he tell them they’re wrong? 

Or maybe they weren’t wrong. The two of them had yet to actually talk about their relationship, and Kalendria still wasn’t entirely certain how he felt about her. But she thought he had given her some pretty clear hints. Surely the time is coming for that conversation. The thought made her blush again. 

“Would you like anything more, your Highness?” Indrin inquired politely.

Absolutely. “No, thank you.” She finished the last bite of her eggs and set the plate down. “The breakfast was wonderful. Fit for royalty.” 

Indrin chuckled as he gathered up the dirty dishes. “Funny, that’s almost exactly what King Jaymin said earlier.” He piled everything back on his tray and stood up. “Anyway, I’m sorry you won’t be staying here longer, your Highness. It was an honor to meet you.”

Kalendria frowned, caught off guard. “Wait a moment. What do you mean, I won’t be staying longer?”

“Well, because you’re leaving for Almar today.”

She stared at him. “Who told you that?”

“King Jaymin did, your Highness. That is, he didn’t tell me personally, but I heard him talking to the general. Sorry. I thought you knew.”

No, I didn’t know. He didn’t bother to tell me that little detail. Aloud, Kalendria demanded, “When?”

“Last night, my lady. After you’d gone to bed. I didn’t hear the whole conversation, but the general and the king and that servant who follows him around were discussing your safety, and they made arrangements for some soldiers to escort you to Almar.”

“No, I mean, when am I supposed to leave?”

“Pretty soon, I think. He said he was going to come and say goodbye to you after the inspection.”

Kalendria sat back in her chair, dismayed. Jaymin was sending her away! There must be some mistake. He wouldn’t do that without asking her what she wanted. The page had misunderstood. Jaymin was going to offer her the option of traveling to Almar. Or he was coming too. Yes, that must be it. He had decided he didn’t need to stay here with the army after all, or Erik had talked him out of it because it wasn’t as safe. That made sense. The three of them would head for the palace together. 

“They should all be just about finished,” Indrin said. “The king will be back at any moment. Someone is probably getting the horses ready right now.”

“Could you show me where?” Kalendria kept her voice calm. There was no point in getting upset before she knew for certain what was happening. She would see how many horses were being prepared. Then it would be clear exactly how many people were going.

The boy led her past rows of tents, through some trees, and onto a broad, well-traveled road. She knew that around a bend to the right lay the bridge, and that to the left the road led to Mosra and eventually Almar. Nearby, a handful of soldiers were busy saddling horses. Kalendria counted them, and her heart sank. Six soldiers. Seven horses. 

The hum of voices and the tramp of footsteps through the trees told her that the rest of the soldiers were returning to camp. Doubtless Jaymin would come over to talk to her now. But it wouldn’t be the conversation she’d been hoping for. 

“I’d better go let the king know where you are, your Highness.” Indrin bowed and then scurried back the way he’d come. 

Hearing his voice, the men preparing the horses turned, saw her, and bowed as well. “Princess Kalendria,” one of them greeted her. “We’re almost ready, your Highness.”

“I can see that,” she retorted, and immediately felt guilty for snapping at him. It wasn’t his fault. He probably had no idea she didn’t want to leave. She should be annoyed with Jaymin, if anyone. After everything they’d been through together, why couldn’t he have done her the courtesy of asking what she wanted before making these arrangements? 

The men exchanged uncertain glances, obviously wondering why she seemed upset. Then she saw their eyes focus on something behind her.

“There you are. Good morning!” 

Kalendria turned to see Jaymin approaching through the trees. He looked relaxed and well rested, and someone must have lent him a razor, because the shadow that had been thickening over his chin and cheeks was gone. His hair was combed, and though he still wore the plain brown breeches and tunic the Karvasi had given him, he looked more like the King of Alasia than he had in weeks.

He smiled at her, and for a moment she almost forgot her irritation. It was hard to be annoyed with someone who was so tall and good-looking and obviously in such a pleasant mood. But then she felt insulted. He expects me to be happy. Does he think I’ll appreciate this arrangement he made without consulting me?

The soldiers bowed as Jaymin stepped out from the trees beside the road, Erik behind him. “I hope you slept well. After all those short nights, I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“What’s going on?” she demanded. “Indrin said you’ve come to say goodbye to me.”

“Yes, unfortunately.” His smile turned wistful. “Unfortunately for me, that is; but I’m glad for your sake. I’ve arranged an escort for you to Almar. The trip will take most of the day, but you’ll get to stop at an inn in Mosra for a late lunch, and by tonight you’ll be in my palace.”

Kalendria stared up at him in a mixture of confusion, annoyance, and frustration. “Why are you doing this? Why are you sending me away?”

“Sending you away?” He furrowed his eyebrows. “Isn’t this what you want? To be safe, to be comfortable, to sleep indoors again and eat hot meals and — and wear new clothes, or do whatever you like. You’ll have everything you could want in my palace.”

Everything except your company. She was hurt that he seemed to think comfort was all she cared about. “Why didn’t you ask me what I wanted?”

He looked confused. “I’m sorry. I suppose I thought I knew. I mean, you’ve managed quite well on this journey, but this whole time we’ve all wanted to be back in civilization with all its conveniences, away from the dangers and the discomfort, right?” 

“But you’re staying here. With the dangers and discomfort.”

“Unfortunately, yes. I have to. With the Malornian army sitting on the other side of that bridge, anything could happen. We don’t know what Rampus or the Malornian High Council might be planning and whether Korram will be able to stop them.”

Kalendria looked away. She didn’t want to consider the possibility that her brother might not succeed.

“I can keep my own soldiers from starting a war,” Jaymin continued, “but if the Malornian army crosses the border first, there’s going to be fighting. I have to defend my kingdom. I can’t let Alasia be invaded like last time. And if there is a battle, I don’t want you here where you’ll be in danger.” He said this last part so softly she could barely hear him, but she refused to acknowledge the tenderness in his voice.

“I’ve been in danger ever since we left Sazellia.” She glared up at him. “That’s nothing new.”

“I know, and I’ve been afraid for you almost every step of the way.” He still spoke softly. “But now, for the first time, I can actually do something about it.” He took a step closer, but she stepped away, not wanting to be close to him right now. 

Jaymin sighed. “Listen, Kalendria, I … care about you. And I’m going to have to make some difficult decisions in the next few days, decisions that may result in people’s deaths. That’s a hard thing for me to deal with even when we’re talking about my soldiers. If it were your death, I don’t think I could do it. And as long as you’re here, in the camp, you’ll be facing the same dangers the soldiers and I will. I have to be able to make decisions with a clear head, without worrying about how they’ll affect you.” 

He held her gaze, and she felt a little of her anger fading as she looked into those soft brown eyes. He still had no right to send her away without asking her first, but maybe she could forgive him for that. He said he cares about me. That was something. 

“If I have to go,” she whispered, “then before I leave, at least tell me what you were going to say that time.” Her heart beat a little faster at the thought.

He tilted his head to one side, puzzled. “What time?” 

“Back in Bandit Territory. Remember?” Surely he couldn’t have forgotten. Kalendria knew she would never forget the way he had wrapped his arm around her and leaned in close. “We had stopped to rest, and you were about to say something when Korram interrupted us.”

“Oh, yes.” Jaymin smiled, his eyes lighting up in recollection. “Yes, I do remember that.” He lowered his gaze and gave an embarrassed little chuckle. “I, well, I was going to talk to you about something, and I will, but not right now.”

“Why not?”

Jaymin glanced quickly around, and she followed his gaze. Erik had backed away to a discreet distance to give them a little privacy, and the six soldiers were looking in any direction but at the two of them, fiddling with reins, adjusting stirrups, pretending not to listen. Through the trees nearby, she could see more soldiers watching from around their tents. How many had overheard their disagreement? She had been too upset to notice at first, but now she realized that she and Jaymin were at the center of quite a few people’s attention. 

“This isn’t the time or the place,” Jaymin told her quietly. “Later.”

“Later is what you said last time,” she reminded him. She wished there was somewhere they could go to talk in private, but she was determined to finish this conversation one way or another. “We should do it now, because we don’t know if there will be a later. You don’t know what might happen to you here. As you said, it’s dangerous.”

“I’ll be fine, I promise,” he assured her. “Don’t worry about me.” 

“Don’t make promises about things you can’t guarantee.” She glared at him. “You said yourself that people could die. How do I know you won’t be one of them? How do I know nothing will happen to you? You can’t promise you’ll be fine. You don’t know if we’ll ever even see each other again.” 

He was silent for a moment, but she could tell by his expression that he wasn’t giving in. Well, it doesn’t matter. He probably wasn’t going to say what I was hoping. Of course, she had been pretty sure about how he felt that night, but obviously either she was wrong or things had changed. Otherwise he wouldn’t be acting so stubborn and annoying now. 

Finally Jaymin sighed again. “I promise I will do my very best to make it through the rest of this crisis safely and meet you in Almar soon. Will that do?”

She folded her arms. There was nothing more to say, and she was too annoyed and disappointed to try. 

Jaymin’s voice softened. “I’m going to miss you, Kalendria. I hate for our goodbye to be tainted this way. I know we haven’t really settled this, but I have to go. I’m supposed to be meeting with the officers right now.” 

He hesitated, and she could tell he wanted to hug her goodbye. She hesitated as well. Part of her wanted to throw her arms around him and tell him how badly she would miss him too. She wanted to beg him to do whatever it took to stay safe, to tell him how she really felt about him. 

But she couldn’t do that. He had made it impossible. Kalendria felt tears pricking at the corners of her eyes at the thought that this might be the last time she ever saw Jaymin alive, that he had ruined anything special they might have had between them, that he really was sending her away after all. 

Gulping the tears back, she lifted her chin proudly. “If you have to go, then go. You have important people to spend time with, after all. Now that I’m in your kingdom, apparently I have to follow your orders like all the rest of your subjects, so I obviously have to go, too.” 

She saw the hurt in his eyes, but she didn’t care anymore. She spun on her heel and stalked away, pressing her lips together to keep back more sharp comments. 

The soldiers were still looking in the opposite direction, shuffling their feet, trying to act as though they hadn’t heard the argument between their king and the foreign princess. Kalendria ignored them, heading straight for the extra horse. She could hear Jaymin coming after her, but she refused to turn around, hastening to mount before he could stop her.

“Kalendria, wait,” he pleaded behind her. “Please.”

She gathered up the reins and dug her heels into the horse’s sides, knowing Jaymin wouldn’t humiliate them both by chasing after her once she left. The gelding snorted and leaped into a canter, leaving Jaymin standing forlornly behind her by the side of the road.











CHAPTER FORTY-NINE










Lasden and the king spent the night at one of the abandoned houses scattered here and there across the landscape. Its former occupants had left nothing but dust and bare cupboards. Lasden felt sorry for them, forced to leave their home with only a few days’ notice. After so many years of fighting to protect the Malornians who lived here, he found it discouraging to know that the land between the rivers had been given to the bandits after all. 

Still, Lasden reminded himself, his Majesty’s grudging gift of land was the reason the bandits had decided to help the king and the rest of them. And King Korram seemed to have a good rapport now with the bandit leader, so perhaps this would work out for the best in the long run. 

The next morning they rose at dawn. Lasden refilled his canteen and the king’s flask from the well beside the house, and after a quick breakfast of bread and meat, the two of them set off again. 

The sun was setting by the time Lasden estimated they were within a mile of the Grenn. They stopped again in a clump of underbrush, eating a light supper and then waiting until it was fully dark so any soldiers stationed nearby would be less likely to see them. The sky was partly cloudy, and Lasden hoped the moon would stay out of sight long enough to keep them hidden.

At last they approached the first major obstacle on their return to the capital. Black and ominous, the river filled the night with its low rushing. Not far downstream, they could see the flicker of firelight marking the spot where soldiers camped to guard the bridge. Without a word, the two of them began to follow the river toward the light. Soon they could hear distant voices talking and laughing, the sounds carrying clearly over the water.

The ground in this area was bare. Years ago, Lasden had been part of a team that cleared boulders and brush away from the vicinity of the bridge to make it harder for bandits to lie in wait to ambush travelers. But it would also make it harder for him and the king to get to the bridge now without being seen. 

As though reading his mind, the king murmured, “Raddiek suggested we walk in the river when we get close. We can duck under the surface if we have to.” 

Lasden wondered how many times he had missed seeing bandits who approached that way when he was stationed here. Following the king’s lead, he stopped to pull off his tunic and then his boots, which he tied around his neck by the laces, socks stuffed inside. Then the two of them waded into the freezing water up to their calves and then knees and then thighs, hobbling over the rounded rocks underfoot.

As they drew nearer to the light and the voices, Lasden began to make out the silhouettes of soldiers sitting around a large campfire perhaps twenty yards from the water’s edge. He counted a dozen of them laughing and talking over a boisterous game of cards. 

“Get down.” King Korram gestured to the surface of the water. Following his own instructions, the king bunched his tunic and boots up into a ball, holding them above his head to keep them dry. Then he crouched low until the water came up to his neck and began to crawl or swim silently forward. 

Lasden paused to take off his satchel and bundle everything inside it, hoping their food wouldn’t get wet. Shivering, he waded forward at a crouch.

When they were almost even with the soldiers, a loose stone slid out from under his foot, and he stumbled, slipping further into the water with a splash that was just audible above the rushing of the river. He barely rescued his bundle before it dropped beneath the current.

“What was that?” demanded one of the soldiers.

The king drew a quick breath and ducked completely under the surface. Behind him, Lasden froze, torn between doing the same thing and losing their food supply, and keeping the food dry but perhaps being seen.

“What was what?” came another voice.

“I heard something. Like a splash.”

“It was a fish, of course,” retorted a third man. “What else would be splashing in the river? Hurry up; it’s your turn.” 

Lasden crouched there, motionless, bracing himself against the pull of the current. When he was certain nobody was staring suspiciously at the river anymore, he began to wade downstream again, more careful of his footing this time. At last he passed the soldiers, and a moment later the darkness of the bridge loomed over him.

King Korram waited on the shore, wringing the water out of his dripping tunic. Lasden hastened to join him, and the two of them pulled on their tunics and boots once again. They dried their swords carefully and surveyed the underside of the bridge to see how they were to get across. 

Looking up, Lasden saw that a long curved beam ran along either side just below the bridge itself, anchoring it into the ground here on the bank and arching up over the water, helping to support the structure. Running his hands across the width of one beam, Lasden estimated that it would be just wide enough for one of his legs if he lay on his stomach. He could hold onto the vertical posts that ran up from it every two or three feet to the bridge above. Scooting along the narrow beam would certainly be an uncomfortable way to cross the river, but it did look possible. 

The king took a last swig from his flask and emptied out the rest of the water to lighten his load. Lasden did the same with his canteen, and they each tucked the containers under their tunics, where they wouldn’t get in the way. A quick check showed that the food in the little satchel was still dry; Lasden tied the straps tightly and then stuffed it into his tunic as well.

“Ready?” King Korram whispered. Lasden nodded.

The king went first, climbing onto one of the two long beams, lying flat so his head wouldn’t bump the underside of the bridge just above him. With his right hand, he gripped one of the posts that attached the beam to the bridge. Slowly, he began dragging himself along, reaching ahead to seize the next post and pull himself forward, pushing against the vertical supports with his right foot, then shifting his grip and repeating the process. Lasden waited to let him get a few yards ahead, then pulled himself up too and began to follow.

The process was as uncomfortable as he had expected, but not really difficult. At least, not at first. Lasden’s right side took all his weight, and his left leg, which wouldn’t fit, hung over empty space. As the bridge arched higher, Lasden tried not to look down at the dark water gliding silently past below. If he slipped or lost his grip, there would be nothing to break his fall.

Every few yards, the king stopped for a brief rest, and Lasden was thankful for the break. His right knee and foot were growing sore, and his right arm, curled around a post to keep him from falling, was starting to tire too. And he was freezing cold, the night breeze plastering his wet clothes against his body.

The area under the bridge was dark, with just a little faint starlight reflecting off the water below. So Lasden was surprised, about halfway across, to see a light approaching from upstream. 

The king saw it too. They stopped once again, peering through the bridge’s framework as the light drew near. Soon they could make out the shape of a large boat, a lantern swinging above the bow and another at the stern. A row of shields hung over each side, and as the vessel drew closer, Lasden identified their design as the Malornian military crest. Twenty soldiers sat behind the shields, peering over them at the bandit side of the river. Lasden knew that General Dorralon had commissioned a dozen such boats to patrol up and down the river, keeping an eye out for any trouble from the bandits or the Alasians. 

Would anyone on board notice him or the king? The boat’s lanterns illuminated the underside of the bridge as it drew closer and closer. Lasden could see the faces of the soldiers now, their wary eyes, the oars that every other man gripped, though the blades were raised above the water, unnecessary in the Grenn’s strong current. Only the man at the stern dragged his in the river behind them as a rudder. The others held bows on their laps, ready to reach for arrows and sound the alarm if they saw anything suspicious. Like two men they assume are bandits clinging to the framework of the bridge above them.

Lasden held his breath as the boat floated by directly underneath. He could have let go and landed right in it. But no one looked up, and in a moment the craft had disappeared downstream, its light gradually dwindling into the distance.

The night seemed darker than ever until his eyes adjusted back to the dimness. He heard, rather than saw, the king shift position and begin to crawl forward once more. 

The bridge hadn’t seemed half this long when Lasden marched across it from the other direction with his platoon a few days ago. But at last he felt the beam curve downward, and he knew they were almost at the bank. Finally, he saw a different shade of darkness just ahead where the rippling water met the land. The king lowered himself to the ground, and Lasden, grateful and exhausted, let go and landed in the mud of the river bank. 

Groaning under his breath, the king clutched his knee. “I thought my leg was better after that concoction Pianar gave me. I should have crossed on the left.”

Lasden didn’t spot a telltale flicker of firelight on this bank, but he crawled out from under the bridge to take a look around. He was relieved to see nothing but still bushes and the road to Sazellia stretching out bare and flat in the starlight. The bridge behind him was empty, at least as far as he could see.

“No one’s about, Sire.” He kept his voice to a whisper, mindful of how it could carry across the water.

“Good. We’ll rest here a bit.” 

Lasden refilled his canteen and the water flask. Then he sat back, shivering in his damp clothes, stretching his stiff limbs, trying to rub the soreness out. Around them, frogs croaked, and from somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted. Before them, the Grenn glided smoothly past, murmuring in the night, as though pointedly ignoring the two travelers who had challenged its might and triumphed.

Eventually the king sat up, still rubbing his knee with one hand. “We’d better be off. At least after tomorrow we’ll have horses again.”

Lasden pricked up his ears. “Horses?”

“Yes. We left them with a fisherman about a week ago. They wouldn’t fit in the rowboat that ended up capsizing halfway across and nearly drowning us all.” Without elaborating on this startling statement, the king struggled to his feet and took a few experimental steps. Pausing to lean on one of the bridge supports, he grimaced. “I’m afraid I’m not going to make it very far like this. Certainly not all the way to the fisherman’s house, not that either of us could tonight anyway. It must be fifteen or twenty miles upstream.”

“Rest here and let me go, Sire,” Lasden offered. 

“Well, let’s get away from the bridge and find somewhere a little safer to spend the rest of the night. Then in the morning I’ll wait while you go and fetch the horses. It won’t matter if anyone sees you.”

The two of them made their way slowly upstream, keeping their eyes open for any signs of danger. But no one was about, and after they rounded a couple of bends in the river, they found a thick clump of willows not far from the water’s edge.

“We’ll stop here,” the king decided. “If most of the soldiers are really over by the Telleck already, no one’s likely to come by.” He collapsed on the ground again. “I’m ready for a good night’s rest.”











CHAPTER FIFTY










Jaymin couldn’t sleep, which meant that Erik couldn’t sleep. It was a pity, too, because Erik had been looking forward to his first restful night since they’d left Alasia three weeks ago.

He had finally been debriefed that afternoon. Erik had learned the value of a good debriefing back when he was twelve, when he and Jaymin returned home after Regent Rampus’s defeat. Talanthus, his mentor, and Evvits, the captain of the palace guard, sat Erik down and questioned him about every detail of what happened in Drall and the Southern Woods. 

What Erik had not realized until that conversation — which took up an entire afternoon and left his throat hoarse and his mind feeling empty and clean — was how satisfying a good debriefing could be. To relive every detail of his experiences in Drall and the Southern Woods with Jaymin, the good and the bad; to feel the pressures and the strain he had borne for over a month seep away as it sank in that he was no longer solely responsible for keeping Jaymin alive. Talanthus and the captain had helped Erik see what he had done well, where he could have acted differently, and what new skills Talanthus might need to train him in.

So it was a relief to be debriefed by Colonel Brennis in the army camp that afternoon. Erik told him nearly everything he could remember, and then the colonel asked him about other details Erik hadn’t thought important enough to bring up at first. The exact hue of the poisoned servant’s skin when he died, for example, which could provide clues about the type of poison and thus the identity of the poisoner. The kind of horse Dannel had ridden and the tack it wore, just in case the spy rode the same one if and when he showed up again. The uses of the Karvasi’s healing herbs, which the military might be interested in buying.

One of the lieutenants jotted down all Erik’s answers, to be passed on for analysis later to the military minds responsible for such things. It took nearly three hours and six sheets of parchment, but finally Brennis ran out of questions and Erik of information. He left the meeting feeling drained and a little light-headed and ready for a good night’s sleep at last. He always slept well after a debriefing, which was as exhausting to the mind as a long workout was to the body.

But apparently a good night’s sleep would have to wait a little longer. Erik lay tired but wide-awake on the cot he had dragged across the tent entrance, listening to Jaymin toss and turn and heave the occasional deep, frustrated sigh.

Erik had long ago accepted that the sleepless hours he occasionally spent with Jaymin were simply part of his job as the king’s bodyguard and friend. 

Jaymin certainly wasn’t getting much rest tonight; and no wonder, after what he had been through earlier. That’s the problem with giving your heart away to someone, Erik reflected. You’re a lot more vulnerable to getting hurt. And that apparently affected every other aspect of life, which seemed to be a pretty inefficient system, especially for someone with important decisions to make. 

But try convincing Jaymin of that. No, Erik was starting to realize that love was one danger he could not protect his friend from. And it was shaping up to be a very real danger indeed. Good thing it was him and not me. Tangling one’s heart up with someone else’s couldn’t possibly be worth the trouble.

It will probably never be me. That should have been a satisfying thought.

Now that they’ve had this fight, the princess might be available.

The idea came out of nowhere, and Erik considered it for just a moment before mentally giving himself a forceful kick in the gut. What a stupid idea. You’re a bodyguard, and she’s a princess.

Of course, there were those times she had smiled at him, laughed at his attempts at humor, commented on his abilities, encouraged him. 

He gave himself a mental shake. It didn’t matter. Jaymin was obviously not ready to give up on a relationship with her.

“You might as well get up,” Erik said finally, when he heard his friend kick his blanket off for the eleventh time that night. 

The rustling from the other cot paused. “Did I wake you?”

“I haven’t been asleep.” Someday Jaymin would realize that Erik never went to sleep before he did and never stayed asleep when he didn’t. It just wasn’t possible for someone who slept so lightly. “Do you want to get up and do something? Maybe a good wrestling match would take your mind off your troubles.”

“My troubles?” Jaymin sounded defensive.

In the darkness, Erik rolled his eyes. “Please don’t pretend you think I don’t know. I was right there, remember? Anyway, the whole army camp knows by now.”

Jaymin groaned and flopped onto his back. “Why can’t everybody mind their own business?”

“You know why. Because you’re the king.”

“That doesn’t make my life everyone else’s business.”

“As far as everyone else is concerned, it does. What the rumors report that you’ve said and done is supper-table conversation for thousands of families every evening. You know that by now. And those conversations are about to get a lot juicier. After all, the king has never had a sweetheart before.”

Jaymin sat up on his cot. “What are you talking about? She’s not my sweetheart.”

Erik chose to chuckle, refusing to let himself wish that were true. “No?”

“No! At least —” There was a pause, and Erik could barely hear him shaping the word again with his lips, trying it on for size. Sweetheart. Jaymin liked the sound of it; that was obvious, though he wasn’t going to admit it yet. 

“Well, I don’t know. We don’t officially have any sort of relationship.” He sighed again. “But even if she was interested in one, I don’t think she is anymore. She’s angry with me now.”

“Yes, I know. As I said, the whole army knows you two had a fight. By tomorrow Mosra and the riverside towns will be discussing it; all of Almar will know by the next day; and by the end of the week, word will have spread throughout Alasia. With the current border situation, it’ll take a little longer for the news to work its way through Malorn, but that’s only a matter of time.”

Jaymin lay back with a wordless growl of frustration and started thumping himself on the head with his pillow.

“Take it easy,” Erik cautioned. “Whoever’s on duty outside will hear you and think the king’s in trouble.”

“He is,” Jaymin growled into the pillow. He flopped over onto his stomach again. “I don’t understand why she was so upset with me, but now I can’t concentrate on anything.”

“Yes; you made that apparent in the meeting afterward.”

Jaymin pushed himself up on his elbows. “It was that obvious?”

“Yes.” 

He groaned. “General Dirken must think I’m a complete idiot.”

“I doubt it. He’s married, isn’t he? I’m sure he knows what it’s like to be in love.” Erik said it half to tease his friend, half to gauge his response.

“Who said anything about being in love?” Jaymin was defensive once more.

That answers that. But once again, Erik chose merely to chuckle. His friend knew perfectly well that Erik knew him at least as well as he knew himself.

Jaymin sprawled back down on his cot. “I can’t afford this right now. Two armies are facing off across the river, and the Malornians could come storming over at any time. I have to have my wits about me. I have to be able to focus.”

Exactly. But will you? 

“This is ridiculous. What’s wrong with me?” Thump went the pillow again. Thump. Thump.

“Write her a letter,” Erik suggested. 

The thumping stopped. “A letter?”

“You know. Parchment and ink with a wax seal. Full of pleas for forgiveness and declarations of undying love.”

Jaymin sat up again, and Erik could tell his friend was scowling at him through the dimness. “Are you making fun of me?”

“Would I do a thing like that?”

The pillow came sailing through the air, and Erik raised a hand just in time to keep it from hitting him in the face. He caught it and threw it back in one smooth motion, grinning in triumph as it hit its mark, catching Jaymin off guard and nearly knocking him backward off his cot.

“Anyway, I can’t say something like that in a letter,” Jaymin protested, picking the pillow up from the ground and dusting it off. Erik could tell he was getting ready to throw again but trying not to be obvious about it.

“You can’t say it in person right now,” he pointed out. “Writing to her might soothe your poor wounded heart enough to let you focus on just being king for a while.”

“The condition of my heart is none of your business, all right?” Jaymin drew back and lobbed the pillow at Erik, who caught it easily and held on to it for now.

“But I suppose it couldn’t hurt,” Jaymin added as an afterthought. “Then I can explain what she wouldn’t listen to in person. She can’t go galloping away from me in a letter.” He was talking to himself now, and Erik saw no reason to respond, so he gripped a pillow in each hand and threw instead.

For all his reflection, Jaymin was ready this time, or he thought he was. He dodged the first pillow but didn’t see the second one until it was too late. Erik had correctly anticipated the angle and direction in which he would dodge, and the second pillow hit Jaymin on the side of the head with enough force to knock him all the way off the cot. 

Jaymin rolled onto the ground with a thud. “Just for that, I’m not giving your pillow back tonight,” he warned, picking them both up as he scrambled to his feet. “What if it had burst open and we ended up with a tent full of feathers? What would everyone think if they knew the King of Alasia still has pillow fights with his bodyguard?”

“Much less that he loses almost every time,” Erik agreed seriously. 

This time Jaymin caught him off guard, springing over his own cot and walloping Erik club-fashion with one of the pillows. After the first blow, Erik managed to wrestle it out of his hands and wallop back before his friend retreated. 

“You’d better watch out or someone will hear us,” Jaymin scolded, as though Erik had started it all. “If one of the pillows bursts, what am I supposed to tell people?”

Erik pressed a hand against his side, where his injured ribs were protesting the sudden movement. “In the first place, I don’t think these hard little military-issue pillows are even made of feathers. They feel more like gravel. In the second place, don’t tell them anything. Take mine and pretend you slept through it all, and I’ll say I was so worried about the poor king’s broken heart that I took out my anxieties on my pillow.”

“Will you shut up about my heart already?” Then, as though they had never paused the other conversation, Jaymin added, “But I will write that letter. I’ll do it now, tonight, and send someone to take it to the nearest courier station the moment it’s light tomorrow. The courier might even make it to Mosra before Kalendria and her escort leave the inn in the morning. Then I can stop stewing over it.”

“Until she writes back,” Erik pointed out. 

Even in the dark, he could see Jaymin’s whole being light up. “That’s true; she might! I didn’t even think of that. Then she can tell me what’s really on her mind without being so angry. And I can write back to clarify things, and we can correspond back and forth for as long as I’m here and she’s there.”

“And of course that wouldn’t be in the least distracting from your duties here.”

“Of course.” Jaymin was too distracted already to notice Erik’s sarcasm. “Would you mind asking someone to bring me parchment and ink? Maybe I can finally get some sleep after I take care of this.”

Erik pulled his cot aside, stuffed his feet into his boots, shrugged on his light Karvasi coat, and stepped out of the tent. It’s official. He’s hopelessly besotted. Which meant that even in the unlikely event that the princess was interested in Erik, nothing could come of it. He couldn’t do that to Jaymin. 

Erik allowed himself a sigh as he closed the tent flap behind himself. It was over. Not that it had ever actually started.

The other tents stood silent in the moonlight, everyone apparently fast asleep, but he knew there must be dozens of soldiers on watch around the edge of camp. There would be someone on duty within it, though, so he made for the glow of the fire he could see off to his right. The man on watch would know where he could get writing supplies for the king.

As he approached, weaving his way between trees and rows of tents, Erik saw movement in the shadows ahead. Someone else, a soldier on horseback, was approaching the watch fire from the opposite direction. By the time Erik got there, the newcomer was already conversing quietly with the night guard. They both turned around as he approached, and Erik heard the guard say, “We’re in luck. You can give it to him.” His voice was familiar, and Erik recognized him as Corporal Tarvic, who had escorted them to the camp from Waterside.

Tarvic peered at Erik in the firelight. “You’re King Jaymin’s servant, aren’t you?”

No, but you’re welcome to think so. “Yes, why?”

The corporal gestured to the second man, who reached down from the horse to hand Erik a folded square of parchment. “Could you give this to the king?” The words, FOR KING JAYMIN’S EYES ONLY were scrawled across the front. 

An uneasy feeling crawled down Erik’s spine, and he looked up sharply. “Who is this from?”

“I don’t know,” the rider said. “I was on duty down by the road and a soldier came up and gave it to me.”

“One of our soldiers?”

“Yes, of course. Don’t you think I would have sounded the alarm if he’d been Malornian?”

“Did you recognize him?”

“No. It’s dark out there. But I saw his uniform.”

“What did he say?”

“Not much. Just that he had an important message for the king. He gave me the letter and then rode away north again along the highway.”

“And you didn’t stop him or ask anything else?”

“Why should I? He was one of ours.” The private was obviously growing annoyed at being interrogated by someone he thought was a mere servant. In Erik’s experience, soldiers often saw themselves as superior to civilians, especially civilians with what they considered menial jobs. Corporal Tarvic was watching them both with eyebrows raised, probably wondering why a servant would even think of questioning a soldier.

“I’m sure King Jaymin’s questions will be answered when he reads it.” The mounted soldier grinned. “It’s probably from his sweetheart, writing to make up after their fight earlier. I heard it was pretty bad.” He waited expectantly, obviously hoping for more details.

“You’d better come with me,” Erik told him. “The king may have more questions for you.”

“I can’t. I’m on duty.” So confident a moment ago, the man looked nervous at the idea of talking to the king. “I have to get back out there. Anyway, I’ve already told you everything there is to tell.”

After the man had ridden away again, Erik got down on one knee to hold the letter up to the firelight, examining it carefully. The parchment was a little grubby, as though someone had handled it with dirty hands and perhaps set it on the ground and then brushed it off. This isn’t from the princess. She would have had access to clean parchment in the inn. 

The words were printed boldly in black ink, and the edges of the parchment were sealed at the back with a glob of white candle wax with no imprint. Erik’s uneasy feeling grew. If the letter were from Sir Edmend or anyone else in the palace, it would have an official seal. Threats or bargaining attempts from Heggen or the Malornian High Council would have been sealed properly too, and they would have been sent from the south. Could it be from King Korram? No, it had still come from the wrong direction. 

Turning the letter over again in his hands, Erik felt a little lump inside, as though the sender had enclosed a pebble or some similar small object. That worried him too, though he couldn’t say why.

Tarvic was watching him. “Are you going to take it to the king, or what?” 

Erik pocketed the letter and pulled a burning brand from the fire so Jaymin would have light to read it by. Shielding the little flame with one hand, he made his way carefully back through the camp. Adrenaline pulsed through him as he walked. 

Something is very wrong.











CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE










Jaymin sat cross-legged on his cot, staring into the distance as though composing his letter to the princess in his mind. He looked up expectantly as Erik came in. Erik used the burning brand to light the candle that stood on the tiny folding table before dropping it to the ground and grinding it out with the toe of his boot.

“Well?” Jaymin looked at his empty hands. “Didn’t anyone have parchment and ink?” Then he saw Erik’s expression and frowned. “What is it?” 

“You got a letter.” Erik pulled it out. 

“In the middle of the night? From whom, Kalendria?” Jaymin reached for it eagerly.

“I don’t think so.”

Erik watched as Jaymin read the inscription on the front and then turned the letter over and broke the seal. A small object fell to the ground as he unfolded the parchment.

Jaymin bent to pick it up. “What’s this?”

It was a tiny hook with a small green stone dangling from it. An earring. Frowning, Jaymin set it on the table, held the parchment up to the light, and began to read.

Erik’s heart pounded with apprehension. He knew something was wrong even before Jaymin’s eyes widened and his face turned pale. “What is it?” 

Jaymin skimmed to the end and then passed the letter to him without a word, his hands shaking. 

Erik tilted it toward the candlelight to read it for himself.

Dearest Jaymin,

I have been kidnapped by three armed men. They say they will only spare my life if you come in person to meet them and negotiate the terms for my release. Take the main road north toward Almar until it crosses a stream. Follow the stream west into the forest and you will come to the spot where they are holding me prisoner. If you don’t come alone and unarmed right away, they will kill me. I’m very frightened. Please come and rescue me soon. 

Yours truly, 

Kalendria

Erik looked up. “She didn’t write this.”

Jaymin was breathing hard, chewing on his lower lip in agitation. “How can you be certain?”

“Is it her handwriting? Her signature?”

Jaymin took the letter back and examined it. “I don’t know,” he admitted after a moment. “I’m not sure I’ve ever actually seen anything she’s written.”

“Look at it. It’s messy. Does it look like the way a princess would write? And the parchment’s dirty.”

Jaymin held the sheet up to the light again, examining it front and back. “That doesn’t mean anything. If she wrote it in the forest somewhere, it makes sense that it would be dirty. And the writing would be messy if her hands were trembling. She’s frightened, after all.” He rose to his feet and began pacing back and forth across the length of the narrow tent. “They’d better not have hurt her. I’ll never forgive myself if something happens to her. It’s my fault for making her leave. I thought she would be safer in Almar. I should have sent more soldiers.” 

“Will you stop talking and start thinking?” Erik snatched the letter from Jaymin on his next pass and examined it again. “I’m telling you, she didn’t write this. Look at it. Sit down and look.”

Reluctantly, Jaymin sat down beside him. “How can you be so sure?”

“She wouldn’t write this way. Even I know that. ‘I’m very frightened’? ‘Please come and rescue me soon’? Honestly! She’s tougher than that.” 

Jaymin hesitated, taking the letter back and staring at it as if looking for clues. “You may be right.”

“Of course I’m right. Besides, the two of you didn’t exactly part on the best of terms. Would she really call you ‘dearest Jaymin’?

Jaymin brightened. “She probably wouldn’t.” But then his face fell again. He reached over to pick up the jewel from the table. “But this is her earring. I’m sure it is. Remember that emerald necklace she tried to trade in the tavern? It’s part of the same set, or whatever you call jewelry that goes together. So whoever did write this must have taken her prisoner.” He stood up and started pacing again. “I have to save her. I know it says unarmed, but I can hide a dagger —”

Erik rose to his feet, seized Jaymin by both shoulders, shoved him back down onto his cot, and slapped him across the face with all his strength.

“Ow!” Jaymin clutched at his cheek, glaring up at Erik in disbelief. “What in the world did you do that for?”

Erik clutched his own wrist, regretting the strength of his blow. Pianar would have scolded him again for that, and with good reason. “To bring you to your senses before you go rushing out there like some lovesick puppy.”

Jaymin jumped to his feet again. “What did you call me?”

Erik shoved him back down. “Sit down, shut up, and listen. If you go running out there without a proper plan, three things will happen.” He counted them off on his fingers. “One, you’ll get yourself killed. Two, Alasia will be left leaderless and more vulnerable to a second Invasion, which is probably exactly what whoever wrote this note has in mind. Three, if someone actually has captured the princess — which they probably have — they’ll most likely kill her anyway.” He stared down at Jaymin to make sure his friend was paying attention.

Jaymin crossed his arms. “All right. I’m listening. What do you suggest?”

Good. He was willing to listen to reason. Now they might actually have a chance to make it through this without anyone getting killed.

Erik sat down on his own cot across from his friend. “Let’s review what we know. First, Princess Kalendria did not write this note. Agreed?”

“I suppose.”

“Second, whoever did either has her with him or stole her jewelry. Or found it somewhere, perhaps.”

“She’s carried it with her ever since we left Sazellia,” Jaymin pointed out. “It wouldn’t just fall out of her pocket all of a sudden.”

“Probably not,” Erik agreed. “So she was most likely either kidnapped, as the note claims, or robbed.”

Jaymin shifted uncomfortably, obviously not liking either scenario. Erik didn’t either, but it was always best to face the facts. “But what kind of robber steals jewelry and then sends it off in a letter?” Jaymin demanded.

“The kind who hopes to gain even more wealth that way. If he thinks he can convince you to pay a huge ransom, it would be worth it to him. But that isn’t very likely, because if money was all he wanted, he would have said how much to bring, and he wouldn’t necessarily insist that you come in person.”

“So she was kidnapped.” Jaymin shuffled his feet restlessly. “We’re back to where we started. Let’s go do something about it instead of wasting time talking. I can’t just sit around while she’s in danger.”

“We will do something about it, but not until we know exactly what we’re up against.”

“How can we know anything exactly?” Jaymin pounded his fists against his thighs.

“Just listen, all right?” Erik looked down at the note again and went on to his next point. “No kidnapper is going to announce how many men he has working with him. That would be stupid. He wants you to underestimate them, so he said three, but I’m guessing there are at least twice that many. Besides, three men wouldn’t have been able to defeat the six guards escorting her, even with the element of surprise.”

Jaymin didn’t answer at first. “I suppose,” he murmured after a moment. But he had a worried, faraway look in his eyes, as though he wasn’t really listening anymore. 

Erik drew back his fist and swung at him, stopping just short of contact. His friend started, ducking and bringing his arm up to block the blow with what wouldn’t quite have been enough speed if Erik were really trying to hit him.

“What’s the matter with you?” demanded Jaymin.

“You have to focus,” Erik scolded. “Stop replaying your last conversation and what you think you should have done differently, and quit picturing how you want to go galloping off heroically to save her. None of that will do you or her any good right now.”

“I wasn’t thinking anything of the sort!” Jaymin’s protest was so defensive that Erik knew he had been right on both counts. His friend was so easy to read sometimes. 

“Then pay attention,” Erik admonished. “We have at least six kidnappers waiting in the forest. They aren’t expecting money, because they didn’t tell you to bring any, and everyone knows there isn’t much wealth to be found in an army camp anyway. No, they want you. Which probably means they’re working for the new Malornian government. Most likely they’re going to try to kill you as they wanted to originally when they poisoned the wine.” Erik had no qualms about stating that fact. He knew Jaymin would deal with it calmly. 

Sure enough, his friend only shrugged. “I’m willing to take that risk. I’ll do whatever I have to to rescue Kalendria.”

Erik drew a deep breath, ignoring the way it made his sore ribs burn, trying to hold onto his patience. “You’re still not thinking. That’s exactly what they want. They want you to rush out there without thinking and run right into their trap so they can kill you and drag your body back to Sazellia for whatever reward they’ve been promised. They’re not going to negotiate any terms for her release. And after they kill you, they won’t need her as bait anymore, and then they’ll kill her too.” 

That got Jaymin’s attention, as Erik knew it would. “So how can we stop them?” 

“Only by outsmarting them. Really, we ought to wake the general and tell him what’s going on.”

“No.” Jaymin was adamant. “He’ll only try to convince me not to go. He’ll pick some warrior to send in my place, but as soon as they realize it isn’t me, they’ll murder Kalendria anyway. I have to be the one.”

Erik sighed. “I knew you’d say that. One of these days, your stubbornness is going to get you killed.” And me along with you.

“So what do we do?”

“We both go, of course,” Erik told him. “After you borrow some chain mail. I’ll figure out the rest of the plan and let you know when we get close. You have to promise you’ll do as I say or you’re not coming.” He glared sternly at his friend, hoping the bluff would work and he wouldn’t actually have to knock Jaymin out as he had threatened to do previously. That tactic could cause a lot more trouble in a camp full of soldiers concerned about their king’s safety than out in the wilderness.

“All right, but you’ll wear mail too, I hope.”

Erik shook his head. As useful as it was, he couldn’t stand the way armor slowed him down, made his movements sluggish and his limbs heavy. Jaymin knew that. “I need to be able to move quickly and quietly.”

Jaymin frowned. “Six or more enemies, in a dark forest? Are you sure we’ll be able to manage them before they can kill either of us or Kalendria?”

Of course I’m not sure. I’m injured and the odds are against us in this scenario anyway, but what else can we do if you’re determined to go? “Of course I’m sure. This is me we’re talking about, remember?” 

Jaymin grinned in relief. “I knew you’d help me think of something. Now let’s go!”











CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO










Half an hour later, Erik and Jaymin trotted along the main road on borrowed horses, Jaymin jingling faintly in a concealed chain mail shirt. They had managed to convince Corporal Tarvic that the king was suffering from insomnia and wanted a midnight ride and some fresh air. The soldier obviously thought it both odd and dangerous, but who was he to question his king? He provided the armor and the horses and even the rope Erik asked for, though he raised startled eyebrows at that request. But Erik didn’t care what he thought. After all, they would need to bring back any surviving enemies for interrogation in the event that this crazy plan actually worked.

At Jaymin’s insistence, Tarvic had even promised to keep quiet about all of it until they returned. Doubtless he would soon wonder where the king was and regret his promise, and with any luck, Erik thought, he would break his word and tell General Dirken anyway. Jaymin would have a much better chance of returning alive if the general sent reinforcements. 

And the princess? Erik wasn’t as sure about that.

Jaymin glanced over at him in the moonlight, the clop-clop of their horses’ hooves loud in the still night. “Do you think she’s still all right? They wouldn’t have any reason to hurt her yet, would they?”

“Of course not,” Erik lied. “Stop worrying.” 

But Erik himself was worried, much more worried than he would let Jaymin see. This venture was not a safe one, and chances were high that it wasn’t going to work smoothly. No; the best course of action, at least as far as Jaymin’s and thus Alasia’s safety went, would have been to ignore the letter and leave the princess to her fate. Not that Erik could suggest such a thing. The second-best plan would have been to send someone else to try to rescue her, but Jaymin wouldn’t risk her life by agreeing to that. The next best would have been for Erik to do it alone, but Jaymin was in his hero mode, and there was no way he would agree to be left out of this, even though the plan Erik was forming called for minimal involvement from him.

Under ordinary circumstances, Erik and Jaymin fought well together, and normally Erik would welcome his friend’s help at a time like this. But he wasn’t sure Jaymin would be at his best tonight, that his friend would be focused, that his judgment wasn’t impaired by his concern for the princess. If he saw her hurt, he was likely to act without thinking. And if, worst-case scenario, she was already dead — which was within the realm of possibility, after all — Erik hardly dared to guess how Jaymin might react. Impulsive actions fueled by anger or fear for her safety were not going to win them any battles tonight, not with an unknown number of enemies ready for them in a dark forest with their own strategy doubtless planned out carefully in advance. If Erik and Jaymin didn’t do this exactly right, one or both of them — not to mention the princess — probably wouldn’t survive this encounter. 

But it was Erik’s job, as always, to make sure that Jaymin survived, no matter what. Even at the cost of his own life if need be. And that was what worried him.

Not that Erik wasn’t ready to die. He didn’t particularly want to, of course, but he couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t prepared to die. He had always known that someday he would probably lose his life in the process of keeping Jaymin safe, and that was all right with him. Because keeping Jaymin safe was his life.

But tonight would not be a good time for Erik to die. Jaymin needs me if he’s going to get out of this alive. And he would need Erik’s help to get through the rest of the whole Malornian crisis. 

How ironic that the most inconvenient times to die are always the ones when death is the most likely. 

Well, he could only do his best. But what he hadn’t told Jaymin was that if it came right down to it, Erik would sacrifice the princess to save him. Of course he would try to protect them both if he could, but if it wasn’t possible, well, Erik knew where his priorities lay. Jaymin would probably never forgive him, but that was better than Jaymin getting killed.

Erik’s thoughts were cut short by the sight of a faint dark shape on the road ahead. His friend saw it at the same instant, and the two of them pulled their horses to a halt. “What’s that?” Jaymin wondered. “An animal?” 

They peered at the low figure, which was crawling slowly in their direction. It didn’t move like an animal, and no wild animal was likely to walk down the middle of the road that way, unafraid of two humans riding toward it.

Even as the thought crossed Erik’s mind, the figure looked up and waved weakly, calling out in a shaky voice. 

“It’s a person.” Jaymin spurred his horse forward again. “He’s injured.”

“Wait!” Erik hurried to catch up. Jaymin could be awfully careless when it came to people he thought needed his help. This could easily be a trap.

But Jaymin leaped off his horse and knelt before the man, who was wearing the dark green uniform of an Alasian soldier. A uniform that was soaked with blood in several places. “Are you all right? What happened to you?”

“Sire,” the soldier gasped, his face twisted in anguish. “Forgive me. I tried to protect her. They took us by surprise.”

Erik glanced around, but the road in this area was surrounded by open meadows, and he saw nowhere an enemy could hide. Probably not a trap, then.

“Is Kalendria all right?” Jaymin demanded.

“They took her, Sire. I’m sorry. They took her west into the forest.”

“But is she hurt?” 

“I don’t think so, Sire.”

Erik crouched down before the soldier, whom he now recognized as one of the princess’s six guards. “Who took her?”

“Ten men. They were wearing our uniforms, so we didn’t think anything of it at first, but then they started shooting.” The man paused for breath and clutched at his left arm, where his whole sleeve was drenched in blood. “They took us by surprise,” he repeated weakly. “We got a few of them, wounded a couple more, I think; but they took the princess.”

“What about your companions?” Jaymin looked around as though expecting to see more soldiers somewhere nearby.

“Dead, Sire. The enemy thought I was dead too.”

“Where did this happen?” Erik demanded.

“Two, three miles down the road. I’ve been trying to make it back to camp to give the alarm. I couldn’t go any faster. It was hours ago. I’m sorry, Sire.” 

“Where’s your horse?” Erik wondered.

“They took our horses too.”

“It’s not your fault, soldier,” Jaymin reassured him. “None of us thought there would be enemies between here and Almar. My mistake, obviously. But don’t worry; I’m on my way to rescue the princess right now. Erik here will help you back to camp and get someone to take a look at those wounds.”

“No he won’t,” said Erik.

Jaymin glared at him with an expression that said Don’t argue with me in public. He hated it when Erik did that. But he should have known his bodyguard wouldn’t follow any orders that meant leaving him in danger. 

“Can you ride?” Erik asked, ignoring Jaymin’s irritation.

“I-I don’t know.”

“We’ll help you onto my horse. I’m not leaving the king, but if you can ride, you can get back on your own.”

The two of them helped the man to his feet, where he stood leaning on their shoulders, his face contorted with the effort of not crying out in pain. Both his legs were bleeding, though Erik saw he had cut strips of cloth from his coat to try to bandage them. The effort of dragging himself along two or three miles of road had obviously not helped his condition.

It took several tries to hoist the soldier onto Erik’s horse. With only one good limb, he could neither push nor pull himself into the saddle very easily. Erik was trying to save his wrists for later — he would probably need them tonight, after all — so Jaymin had to do most of the work. But at last the wounded soldier was settled in the saddle, where he slumped weakly over the horse’s neck, unable even to sit up straight.

“Tell them I said not to send out any more soldiers,” Jaymin ordered. “I’ve got everything under control.”

“Tell them to send out a whole battalion if the king isn’t back in an hour,” Erik contradicted. 

Jaymin shot him another annoyed glance, but shrugged. “Fine. But not for one hour. You’d better be off now. I’m sorry I can’t help you more, but I have to go find the princess.”

“Of course, Sire. Thank you.” 

Jaymin slapped the horse on the haunch and it moved off down the road toward the encampment at a brisk walk. Erik would have walked, himself, but he could see that Jaymin was in an even greater hurry now, so he hopped up behind him and they set off again at a canter. 

A couple of miles further, the road curved gradually to the left, and an arm of the woods stretched over the bare fields and across their path. Jaymin slowed the horse, and Erik looked around, wondering if enemies were lying in wait, watching for them.

Just inside the trees the road dipped to ford a trickle of a stream, and their horse snorted in alarm as they came upon the scene of the slaughter. It was a grisly sight. Nine bodies in Alasian army uniforms lay strewn across the road, arrows protruding from several. In the dim light it was impossible to tell which ones had been in the princess’s escort and which the enemy. 

The two of them dismounted, and while Erik scanned the shadows for danger, Jaymin bent over each motionless figure in turn, feeling for a pulse. But the other soldier was right. None of them had survived. 

Erik turned to Jaymin. “All right, here’s the plan.” He lowered his voice, even though it was unlikely anyone would be lurking this close to the scene of the crime. “You stay here for now. Tie the horse up where it won’t be seen and get yourself a second dagger from one of these fellows, then count to five thousand before you come after me. I’ll find the kidnappers and take out as many as I can before you get there. Watch your back, and yell if anything happens.”

“Five thousand?” Jaymin rose from beside one of the prone figures. “I’m not waiting that long. One thousand, and that’s it.”

Erik had expected as much, which was why he had set the number so high to begin with. “Count slowly, then. But just in case I don’t get them all, here’s what you need to do. Don’t try to sneak up on them like I will. I’m guessing they’ll have the princess tied up in plain sight to lure you in close so they can shoot at you from somewhere in hiding, so walk noisily, maybe even call out to her when you see her. Then when they shoot at you, fall over and pretend to be dead or badly wounded. They’ll probably come out of hiding to check your body and finish you off, at which point I can take them out too.”

Jaymin didn’t look very enthusiastic. “That’s my role? Playing dead while you get to be the hero?”

“Deal with it. If this works, you’ll have plenty of years ahead of you to impress the princess with your heroism. Besides, she’s not interested in me. She’ll think you’re a hero no matter what you do.” Erik felt a pang as he said the words, but he knew they were true.

Jaymin scowled. “Fine. If it gets her out alive, I’ll play dead. But if there are too many for you to fight, I’ll jump up and help.”

“All right, but don’t move unless I say so.”

“I won’t.”

“I’m serious. Even if the princess thinks you really are dead. No matter how upset she is, don’t move.”

“I said I won’t! Now hurry up and go.”

“A thousand, remember.” Erik took a deep breath and slipped into the shadows among the trees.











CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE










In the morning, King Korram described the two horses Lasden was to fetch and gave him directions. “You can’t miss the cottage. It’ll be one of the first you come to, and the only one with a shed behind it. The fisherman is keeping all four of our horses, but just bring Clinja and Star. Tell him I’ll send someone for the other two as soon as I can.”

Lasden filled his pockets with dried meat and biscuits, leaving everything else behind so he could travel light. Though King Korram didn’t complain, he was still favoring his bad knee, so Lasden was glad he could go alone and give the king another day to rest.

Traveling by the riverbank was much easier than forging a way through rocks and bushes as they had the last couple of days. Lasden walked briskly, stopping only for a moment now and then to make his way through the mud and reeds to drink from the river or to splash water on his face and neck when the day grew warm. He saw no one all morning except for the occasional rabbit or squirrel or family of waterfowl. When the emptiness in his stomach told him it must be time for lunch, he sat down in the shade of a willow and ate most of what he had brought, giving himself only a brief rest before hurrying on again. The king was waiting, after all.

In the late afternoon, he finally caught sight of the settlement ahead. The handful of cottages at the water’s edge obviously belonged to fishermen, some of whom he could see bobbing about in little rowboats close to the river bank. A few villagers bent over garden plots nearby.

Just as the king had said, the right house was easy to identify. It was the second one he came to, with a garden larger than most and a storage shed behind it. Just to make certain, Lasden circled around to the back and glanced in the shed’s one window. Sure enough, he could make out the shapes of horses crowded inside. Even from out here, he could smell the reek of manure. The fisherman obviously wasn’t experienced in mucking out stalls.

He strode up to the cottage door and knocked. A face appeared at the window and then disappeared just as quickly. A moment later, he heard a young boy exclaim from inside, “Mother, there’s someone at the door, and I think he’s a bandit!”

This could complicate things.

“Run out back and call your father,” a woman’s voice ordered. 

Lasden heard the back door slam, and then a shrill young voice cried from behind the house, “Father! Father! Come quickly!”

Quiet footsteps approached the door from the inside, and then somebody slid a bolt shut. A hand jerked a curtain across the window.

Lasden waited. No further sound came from inside the cottage, but after a moment, he heard footsteps outside, and then a man and a boy appeared. The man gripped an oar, and his son clutched the back of his tunic and stared out from behind him, eyes wide.

The fisherman brandished his oar like a club. “What do you want?” 

Lasden decided on a courteous approach. “Good afternoon, sir. I’m here to collect the horses you’ve been boarding for the last few days.”

That gave the man pause. “I didn’t know you bandits rode horses. But you ain’t getting them, anyway.”

“I beg your pardon, sir; I’m not a bandit.” Lasden put a hint of amusement into his voice. “I’m a Malornian soldier. Sergeant Lasden is my name.” He had spent the last few miles planning what to say if the need arose, so he brought out the story he had come up with. “I’m under the command of Captain Tennil, whom you met last week. He came this way with three companions: two young men and a woman, and you arranged to keep their horses in exchange for a small fee. They also paid you to row them across the river, though the boat apparently met with mishap along the way.”

The man lowered the oar but kept staring at him. “That fellow was a captain? I thought all four of them was Mountain Folk, the way they was dressed. And you look like a bandit. Why should I believe you’re a soldier?”

“For one thing, bandits use curved scimitars, not Malornian broadswords.” Lasden drew his to show them. The little boy scurried forward in excitement to examine it, small hands reaching out eagerly. Hastily, Lasden stepped back and sheathed his weapon before the child could touch the razor-sharp blade.

“Believe what you like, but I must insist you hurry.” He put all the authority of the lieutenant he had once been into his voice. “I’m not at liberty to discuss army tactics with a civilian, but these are dangerous times. We’re trying to protect Malorn from both the bandits and the Alasians, and the captain needs two of his horses immediately. You should keep away from the army’s campaign between the rivers. After all, your home would be in grave danger should we fail.”

Apparently convinced — even intimidated — the fisherman propped his oar against the wall. “All right, all right. The horses are over there in the shed.” 

Lasden knew right away which two he wanted. Star must be the black mare with the white spot between her eyes, friendly and gentle-natured. She belonged to Princess Kalendria, and the king wanted to make sure his sister got her favorite horse back. In the meantime, Lasden himself would ride her. Clinja must be the smallest of the four, the shaggy little bay with the distrustful eyes, who shied away from his touch. She was the king’s own steed, though why he was so attached to this disagreeable animal Lasden wasn’t sure.

The fisherman watched in silence from the shed doorway, blocking most of the light and fresh air, as Lasden found the horses’ gear on a shelf and got to work saddling and bridling Star. The king had told him that Clinja wore no tack, but he took apart the two extra bridles to make a strap to lead her with.

The man’s son hopped around excitedly all the while. “Are those war horses? Have we been keeping real war horses all this time? Are you going to ride them into battle?”

“Possibly.” Trying not to breathe more than he had to, Lasden tied his makeshift strap around Clinja’s neck and fastened the other end to Star’s saddle.

“Good luck.” The man stepped aside and pulled his son out of the way to let Lasden and the horses out. “Hope you can keep them bandits on their own side of the river.”

“I’m gonna tell all my friends I met a real soldier up close.” The little boy’s gaze fastened once more on the sword hanging from Lasden’s belt. “Have you ever killed any enemies with that?”

“Yes.” Taking a deep breath of clean air, Lasden mounted, dug his heels into the Star’s sides, and cantered off before the boy could ask for details he had no interest in discussing.

Once he left the settlement behind, the river bank was deserted once again, and Lasden saw no one for miles. So he was startled to round a bend in the river and come upon two riders at the water’s edge. They both looked up as he approached, and he saw them exchange a few quick words before they turned to meet him.

Their attitude wasn’t hostile, but Lasden would have preferred not to interact with anyone. He saw that the strangers were dressed in deerskin, just like King Korram and his companions had been when he’d first met them. These horses were smaller and shaggier than average, much like Clinja, and the two strangers rode bareback with animal-skin packs strapped to their horses’ backs behind them. 

They must be Mountain Folk. Lasden had seen their kind before, though mostly from a distance. They had a reputation as savages and were shunned by most Malornians, who considered them dirty and ignorant. Lasden knew that King Korram had spent time among the Mountain Folk in the Impassables a few years back and that it was largely due to their help that he had defeated Regent Rampus. Their spear fighting abilities were legendary. In the past, they had been known for stealing crops and occasionally attacking city dwellers who ventured into their territory. Such incidents had become increasingly rare, however, since King Korram had taken the throne and enforced fair treatment of these elusive nomads. But it always paid to be careful, and they outnumbered him, after all.

“Hello,” called one of the two, a young woman, as Lasden approached. “Do you live near here?”

“No.” Slowing to a walk, Lasden sized them up. The man and woman both looked to be in their early twenties, their faces suntanned, their dark hair thick and shaggy. Both carried long, sturdy spears, with which he had no doubt they could skewer him expertly if they chose. He had seen some of their kind fight on Korram’s side in the Alasian forest five years ago, and he knew their skills were nothing to be trifled with. But what were these two doing out of their mountains?

“We’re looking for the best way to cross the river,” the young man told him. “Do you know a place to ford it?”

“No, I’m afraid not. There is a bridge, but it’s heavily guarded by soldiers. The other side is controlled by bandits now, anyway, and they won’t welcome you. I don’t recommend you try to cross.”

The woman furrowed her brow. “But we’re looking for some friends who came this way several days ago. They were going to cross over, so we need to get to the other side and find them. Have you been around here long? Maybe you’ve seen them.”

“I'm sorry, I’ve only been in this area since last night, and I haven’t seen any Mountain Folk besides you,” Lasden told her. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I —”

“Wait a moment,” interrupted the woman. She stared at the mare beside him. “Whose horse is that?”

“Mine,” Lasden lied. “Now I’m afraid I really have to be going.” He started to ride around them.

But the man moved his own horse to block the way. “Not so fast, Lowlander.” He leaned over to examine Clinja. “I know that horse. I'm sure of it. She belongs to a friend of mine.” He looked up at Lasden again, suspicion in his gaze. He and his companion both adjusted their grip on their spears. 

Lasden resisted the urge to reach for his sword. That would only make things worse, and he knew he wouldn’t stand much chance against both of them at once. He might be able to fend off two enemies with swords, but two spears were an entirely different matter, especially when he had no shield.

“I don’t know who your friend is,” he told them, carefully keeping his voice calm, “but you’re the first Mountain Folk I’ve ever spoken to, so I’m sure I’ve never met him, let alone stolen from him.”

“Then why do you have Korram’s horse?” the man demanded. “And where is he?”

Korram’s horse? What did these people know about King Korram? Was this some kind of trap?

“Whose horse?” he said aloud, pretending confusion.

“Korram’s,” the woman told him, as though it should have been obvious. “Our friend. He is one of our people, but he doesn’t really look like it, so perhaps you didn’t realize. He was born a Lowlander, so he looks a little like you, but much more handsome. He’s about this much taller than me —” holding her hand a few inches above her head “— and he has black hair that he’s always running his fingers through, and when he smiles it makes everyone around him want to smile too; and he’s just as strong as any of the Mountain Folk. I thought everyone in the Lowlands knew him. He’s the King of Malorn, after all.”

“Oh, him,” Lasden exclaimed, as though surprised. “I didn’t know you meant King Korram himself. I certainly don’t have the king’s horse.”

“Don't keep lying about it.” The young man lowered his spear threateningly. “I would recognize Clinja anywhere. I was there the day he brought her back to camp after she Accepted him. Korram and Clinja came with my family to the Mid-Autumn Gathering, and I traveled with him and the rest of his army across the Impassables and down to the foothills. Later, I rode beside him to Alasia, where I helped him defeat Regent Rampus. Trust me, Lowlander, I know what his horse looks like.”

Lasden hesitated. If these people were really the king’s friends, they could be valuable allies. But if this was some kind of a trick, he could be putting the king’s life at risk by bringing them to him.

“Perhaps you haven’t heard the news,” he said carefully. “I’m told that King Korram was killed in Sazellia about three weeks back.”

The young woman laughed. “Don’t be silly. I saw him and Kalendria and the others just eight days ago.”

Lasden frowned. The king hadn’t said much about what he and his friends had been doing since their supposed deaths. Now Lasden wished he had asked.

The woman stared at the other horse. “Isn’t that Star? She’s Kalendria’s.” Her expression now was worried. “Is Kalendria all right? Tell us the truth. Did you kill Korram and Kalendria? Or are you just stealing their horses?”

The tip of her spear hovered inches from his throat now. They had a clear advantage over him, and Lasden doubted he could outrun them, especially with Clinja in tow. He was willing to sacrifice his life for King Korram’s safety if it came down to it, but without his horse or any companion, the king would be stranded and in even greater danger. Perhaps the time had come to take a calculated risk. One way or another, he wouldn’t let these people see the king until he was completely sure what side they were on.

“All right,” he said finally, half raising his hands in surrender. “I’ll tell you the truth. You’re correct: I am riding Princess Kalendria’s horse, and the other one does belong to King Korram. But I’m not a thief, and I haven’t harmed either of them. I’ve been traveling with the king for the last few days, and he asked me to come and fetch the horses from where he had to leave them.”

The man, who had not withdrawn his spear, was still frowning suspiciously. “If that’s true, why didn’t you tell us when we first asked?”

“King Korram has a lot of enemies right now,” Lasden explained. “For all I know, you could be among them. I don’t want to say or do anything that would put him in danger.”

“We’re not his enemies.” The woman laughed. “We’re his good friends. Take us to him, and he’ll tell you so himself.”

“I’m not taking you anywhere until I know for certain you don’t mean him any harm. If you’re friends of King Korram’s, prove it.”

“His sister gave me her handkerchief.” The woman set her spear aside, reached into a pocket, and pulled out a white cloth square stitched with blue and purple designs. It did look like something a princess might carry around, but that didn’t prove anything.

“They stayed with my family in the mountains for several days,” she continued. “Korram and Kalendria and Jaymin and Erik. We shared our food and gave them some clothes to wear.”

That would explain why the king and the others had been dressed like Mountain Folk. Yes, it made sense, but it still wasn’t absolute proof. “What exactly do you want with the king now?” Lasden asked.

“To talk to him.” The man glared a challenge at Lasden. “Our message is none of your business.”

“All right,” he told them finally. “The other three are in Alasia at the moment, but King Korram is nearby. If you’ll come with me, I'll show you where he is.”

They both laughed in delight. “I knew it!” The man’s voice was triumphant. 

“Let’s go!” cried the woman. “I can’t wait to see him again. He’ll be so surprised!”

Swallowing his misgivings, Lasden led the way back down the river. His plan was to ride past the clump of trees without so much as turning his head. King Korram would undoubtedly hear them riding by and look out to see who it was. If he recognized the two Mountain Folk, he would surely come out or call to them. If he didn’t, Lasden would know that they had been lying, and in that case his task would be to lead them as far away as possible. Later, probably at night, he would try to give them the slip and return to warn the king. 

If he had to — and if he could, of course — he would kill them first.











CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR










Kalendria clenched her jaw in hurt and anger as she rode away from the army camp, leaving Jaymin calling after her beside the road. The fact that he was usually so considerate made this argument all the more surprising and painful. 

But it didn’t matter anymore, she told herself, as the six soldiers assigned to escort her came cantering up from behind. He sent me away, and I’m going. She had lost her mother and her brother, and who knew if she would ever see them again? And now she had lost Jaymin too. He might very well be killed here by the border while she went off to wait in safety and comfort in his palace. She didn’t want to be the only one safe while everyone she cared about stayed in danger. What would she do if all of them died? 

I’ll get through it. Kalendria gripped the reins tightly. I’m strong. I’m capable. I’m resourceful. I don’t need Jaymin or anyone else. That wasn’t true, but she would make it true. She took a deep breath and set her gaze on the road ahead. Time to focus on the journey, not on her feelings.

Kalendria had traveled this road plenty of times before, usually in a carriage with Korram and their mother on their way to Almar. She had always looked forward to arriving in the Alasian capital, where they would see the sights, shop for the latest Alasian fashions, and watch concerts or tournaments. And of course visit with the young king she’d had a crush on for as long as she could remember. She had never been angry and frustrated on this trip before.

Almar was a long way from Sazellia, nearly a full day’s journey at ordinary speeds. She and Korram and Mother usually stopped for lunch in Mosra at the Rosebud Inn, which was probably where Jaymin had arranged for her and the soldiers to eat. Kalendria liked the old inn, with its green lawn and climbing roses and simple but comfortable dining hall. She knew that today it would feel luxurious after everything she had been through recently, but she couldn’t look forward to a meal there. She didn’t want to eat with no one but a group of soldiers she didn’t even know. It would be awkward. And dull. And lonely. Fresh annoyance and frustration welled up in Kalendria as her horse pounded on down the road, half a dozen sets of hooves drumming along just behind her.

She knew she ought to slow down soon. The horses couldn’t canter all the way to Mosra. But if she slowed to a walk now, the soldiers would catch up, and she didn’t want to face them or anyone else who had overheard the quarrel. 

As the road curved to the left, the dark mass of the forest grew closer again, stretching a thick green arm across their route. She knew that just ahead they would ford a shallow brook that trickled through the trees, and she supposed she should stop so they could all let their horses drink from it, as the coachman usually did. Pulling back on the reins, Kalendria slowed her mount to a trot and then a walk. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the soldiers, just behind her now, doing the same. 

As they entered the shadows of the trees, a piece of green detached itself from the gloom just ahead, and Kalendria looked up to see another group of Alasian soldiers riding toward them. Probably sentries heading back to camp after a morning of patrol. She wondered if they would recognize her in the dim light.

They did. She could tell by the way their eyes all fixed on her as they approached. There were ten of them, and they slowed as they drew near. Then several lifted bows, arrows ready on their strings. Kalendria supposed they would shoot them into the sky in unison as a formal greeting. She had seen it done before, though not in Alasia. 

But the bows weren’t aimed at the sky. She heard the cries of alarm from behind her at the same instant as the twang of the strings. Arrows streaked past, striking their targets with a series of thunks. Kalendria turned around in confusion to see what the archers were aiming at.

She gasped in horror when she saw the soldier behind her falling back in his saddle, a sturdy arrow sticking out of his chest like a pin in a pincushion. A second soldier was toppling off his horse, one arrow protruding from his chest and another from his throat. A third grimaced in pain as he yanked an arrow out of his arm.

Kalendria whirled back around in time to see that the enemy soldiers were nearly upon them, faces cruel and menacing. She ducked and let out a shriek of terror as they charged right into her little group, swords raised. Her horse shied, and she clutched at his mane, nearly falling off his back. Shouting voices and the clash of steel rang out on every side. Her escort surged forward, doing their best to protect her. One of them reached for her horse’s bridle, trying to turn the animal around, trying to help her escape back the way they had come. But the enemy surrounded them now, and Kalendria saw a sword flash from just a few feet away. She screamed as the man who had tried to help her went limp and toppled silently out of his saddle.

For a moment Kalendria thought she was going to throw up or pass out. Her vision swam and threatened to go black even as she dug her heels into her horse’s sides in a frantic attempt to flee.

But it was no use. Before she could get out of the cluster of battling soldiers, two of the enemy reached down and caught hold of her horse’s bridle, one from either side. Kalendria slipped her feet out of the stirrups, ready to leap to the ground and make a break for it on foot. But a pair of burly arms seized her from behind, pinning her own arms to her sides. Crying out again in terror, she struggled and writhed, but she couldn’t break free of his grip.

“You’d best hold still, Princess, or we’re gonna have to hurt you,” a harsh voice growled in her ear. 

“Help!” Kalendria screamed. But there didn’t seem to be anyone left to help her. As far as she could tell, all the soldiers in her escort were dead. The only people still on their horses were now intent on making sure she didn’t get away.

“Hurry and shut her up,” someone else ordered. 

One of the soldiers leaned over with a strip of cloth in his hand. “Let me go,” Kalendria cried with more courage than she felt. But the man behind her was still gripping her tightly, and she couldn’t pull away. She jerked her head aside as the man with the cloth reached toward her. But someone else seized her chin with one hand and a handful of her hair with the other. She yelled in pain as the two of them held her still while the third plastered the cloth across her mouth and tied it tightly behind her head, capturing a fair amount of her hair in the knot. She struggled, trying to pull away, kicking her horse to make him move. But they were holding him firmly too, and neither of them could escape.

“Now her wrists,” called the person who had given the order to shut her up. “Hurry. And you others, gather up the rest of the horses.”

Two of the men forced Kalendria’s arms behind her back and bound her wrists firmly together. “What about the bodies?” one of them demanded. 

“Forget about the bodies. We need to get out of sight before anyone comes by. One of you, grab her reins, and one ride on each side to make sure she can’t jump off. The other two, come right behind her. Quickly now; let’s go.” 

Kalendria stared around, desperate for a way to escape. Horror filled her as she took in the sight of the corpses on the ground, drenched with blood and bristling with arrows. But there was nothing she could do. The fierce-looking men surrounded her and forced her and her horse deeper into the trees at a canter. With no way to hold on, Kalendria stuck her feet back into the stirrups and clenched her legs against the horse’s sides. If they slowed down later, she might try to jump off and run away. But for now she just had to try not to fall to the ground and be trampled, or — just as bad — end up in the lap of one of the men on either side.

As they cantered through the forest, she made herself take deep, calming breaths. Eventually her pounding heart slowed and the panic that clouded her mind dissolved a little. Just enough to allow her to think clearly again. 

The one thing she knew for certain was that she was being kidnapped. But by whom? Probably not real Alasian soldiers, in spite of the uniforms. Even if they hated Malornians, surely none of them could hate her enough to shoot members of their own military. 

Who were they, then? Heggen’s men? But they talked like Alasians. 

Where were they taking her? Deep into the forest, apparently, unless they were heading for the Malornian border on the other side. Maybe they had a boat. 

What were they going to do with her? That question made her heart speed up once more. Probably not kill her, at least not right away, or they would have done that already. But there were fates worse than death, and Kalendria swallowed hard behind her gag, terrified at some of the possibilities.

But she couldn’t give in to panic again. She had to think clearly, had to stay alert for any chance to escape. You’re strong, she reminded herself. Capable. Resourceful. You’ve gotten out of other dangerous situations. Think hard and you might just find a way out of this one. 

She looked around and realized that they were riding beside the little brook. So if she did manage to get away, she could follow it back to the road. She would have drinking water, too. 

She examined her captors next, wondering if she might be able to appeal to their mercy as she had with the Malornian soldier in the goat shed. But none of these men looked very merciful. They looked harsh and rough and cruel, like people who would enjoy hurting someone just for the fun of it. Not professional, like soldiers. So the uniforms were probably just a disguise. 

And they were vigilant. The ones to her left and right both rode so close that her legs brushed their horses’ sides. Two more rode ahead single file, and a glance over her shoulder showed another two just behind. The other four had apparently not survived the battle, and a couple of the survivors were injured, she saw. One man was applying pressure to a wound on his shoulder, trying to stop the bleeding that was turning his sleeve from green to red. Another had already tied a makeshift bandage around a wound on his leg. But the rest seemed to be more or less all right, and Kalendria knew that even one or two would be more than a match for her physically. Her best chance would be to somehow outsmart them, but at the moment she couldn’t think how. 

The man in the lead pulled his horse to a walk, and they all slowed down. No one spoke, but the leader began looking around as though searching for a spot he remembered. Finally he stopped and dismounted in a small clearing beside the stream. 

This could be my chance, Kalendria thought, but then one of the men seized her by the waist and dragged her off her horse. He didn’t let go even when she stood on her feet again, and she cringed at his closeness. The others had dismounted and were closing in on her too, and she tried to think fast. What can I do? 

She recalled something her brother had once taught her about how to kick a man where it hurt. Her hands were tied behind her, but her legs were free, and one of the kidnappers was just close enough. Kalendria clenched her teeth and swung her foot as hard as she could.

Her aim was apparently exactly right, judging by the man’s startled yell and the way he fell backward and lay there groaning. Kalendria felt a moment’s pride before two more men grabbed her by the arms and one of them swung back his fist. I won’t make a sound, she told herself. And she didn’t, even though the blow slammed her head to one side and would have knocked her completely off her feet had her captors not been gripping her so tightly. Her cheek and jaw throbbed, and she could tell she would have a bruise there by tomorrow. 

If she lived till tomorrow, of course. She swallowed hard but did her best to keep her face expressionless. She wouldn’t let them see how much it hurt or how afraid she was of what they might do next.

“All right, that’s enough,” a voice ordered. She looked up to see the leader striding toward them. “Tie her to that tree over there out of the way.”

Kalendria swung her foot again, but this man was expecting it and stepped aside easily. “And hurry up,” he added, “before she incapacitates the lot of you.”

They half dragged, half carried Kalendria over to the edge of the clearing. Though she struggled all the way, she accomplished nothing more than bruising a few shins. They pushed her down to a sitting position with her back against a tree, and someone produced more rope, which they wound around her waist and upper body several times before knotting it on the other side of the trunk.

The bark was uncomfortably rough against her arms, which were still tied behind her back. Kalendria wondered if it was rough enough to sever the rope if she rubbed her wrists back and forth against it. It was worth trying, or it might be later if they took their attention off her for a while. 

The leader stood in the center of the clearing, surveying the area thoughtfully. “We’ll have to fix a few things. You two, clear away some of the leaves and brush so we can light a fire later. You there, start gathering firewood. The rest of you, unload the saddlebags and then tie up the horses among the trees nearby. They’ll only be in the way here. You can take turns guarding them.” 

The man Kalendria had kicked was still doubled over on the ground. As the others hurried to follow orders, the leader prodded him with his foot. “Get up, you. She’s a seventeen-year-old girl, for goodness’ sake. How bad can it be?”

“Bad enough.” But the man clambered to his feet, glaring balefully at Kalendria. He spat out a few words she’d never heard anyone say around the palace before staggering off to help with the horses.

Kalendria was determined to be observant and remember everything she noticed in case the information could help her later. Interesting, she thought. The man in charge doesn’t seem to know his men by name. Her suspicion that they were not soldiers had been correct, or he would have addressed them by rank instead. Perhaps they were just hired workers. Hired criminals, paid to do a job and nothing more. Probably hired quite recently, too, if this man hadn’t learned their names yet. Or maybe he just didn’t care to. So he was the one with the plan, and they were just there to help him carry it out. 

But who was he? And more importantly, who were they all working for? Heggen, or Rampus, or someone else entirely? And if the man in charge here had been hired by someone in the new Malornian government, why had he only captured her and not Jaymin and Korram as well? 

Perhaps he was planning to but just hadn’t had the chance yet. Maybe the man had been trailing them all along, waiting for the right opportunity, and now that they were separated, he was making his move. Maybe someone else was going after Korram right now in Malorn. Jaymin would probably be safe as long as he stayed with his army, but her brother was definitely at risk. If only I had some way to warn him. She just hoped that Lasden could protect him if anything happened. I knew Korram should have come to Alasia with us. 

But she was starting to panic once more. She couldn’t let herself do that. 

Kalendria took a deep breath through her gag and forced her thoughts back to where she was. Don’t worry about Korram. You can’t do anything for him, and you have enough problems of your own right now.











CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE










Kalendria watched her kidnappers, hoping for clues about their identities or intentions. The men led the horses away out of sight, cleared brush from the ground, dragged rocks over from the nearby stream bed, and positioned the rocks in a little ring. One of them dumped a pile of firewood nearby. They cleaned their swords and then fished through the leather saddlebags. Kalendria saw them pull out flasks of water, along with bread and apples, and sit down to a meal. They must expect to be here a while.

To her surprise, the leader came over with a bag of food and squatted down in front of her. “Are you hungry?”

Kalendria hesitated. She had eaten a late breakfast, and her stomach was still tied up in knots from anxiety and the awful things she had seen earlier. But it would probably be a good idea to keep her strength up for whatever ordeal she might have to go through; and anyway, she was definitely thirsty. Her throat was dry from fear. 

Besides, the opportunity to eat would mean being ungagged and probably untied, and it was just possible she might have a chance to escape. So she nodded.

“If I remove your gag, I expect you not to annoy me by screaming again,” the man warned. “There’s no one else around, so it wouldn’t do you any good anyway. I’ll have to put it back on if you can’t keep quiet. You understand?”

She nodded again. Perhaps once it’s off I can ask him some questions. If he was kind enough to offer her food, he might be willing to talk. She had to find out all she could.

The man reached behind her head and undid the knot. Kalendria drew a deep breath as he pulled the cloth away, glad to be able to breathe freely once again. 

“Thank you,” she said, trying to sound calm and dignified, and hoping to start a conversation. “It’s nice of you.”

“Not really.”

What does he mean by that?

He opened his bag and brought out a hunk of brown bread and an apple, which he sliced carefully into quarters with a dagger. He unscrewed the lid from a flask of water and set it beside the food. She wondered if he was planning to place pieces of food in her mouth the way Lasden had.

As if reading her thoughts, the man brought out his dagger once more. “I’ll let you have one arm free, but of course if you do anything to try to escape I’ll be forced to tie it up again.” He loosened the cords that bound her to the tree, sliced through the one that fastened her wrists together, and none-too-gently tugged her right arm out of its bonds before tightening the other ropes and fastening them firmly once more.

Kalendria wiggled her fingers, glad to have one hand loose, at least. One free arm was still an improvement. Maybe later if the men fell asleep she could try to untie herself. 

The food and water were out of reach, and she waited while the man picked them up to move them closer. But then he stopped and looked at her as though he had just thought of something. 

“Before you have your lunch, I’d like you to do me a little favor. It will only take a moment, and then you can eat.”

Kalendria frowned. “What kind of favor?”

“I’ll show you.” He set the items down again, still just beyond her reach, and strolled over to the pile of saddlebags. Choosing one, he brought it back and seated himself on the ground beside her, just a little too far away for her to grab the sword hanging from his belt. Reaching into the bag, he brought out a small bottle of ink, a pen, and several folded sheets of parchment. Handing one of them to her, he uncorked the ink bottle and placed it on the ground.

“Here you go. Now all you have to do is write what I tell you.”

Kalendria unfolded the blank parchment on her lap with her free hand. “Why do you want me to do this?” Surely he knew how to write.

“Because it has to be in your handwriting, of course.” The man handed her the pen. “Get ready to take down the letter I’m about to dictate. And feel free to change a few words here and there so it sounds like your style. We want this to seem genuine.”

Kalendria set the pen down in the grass. She didn’t know what he might do if she defied him, but she wasn’t going to just cooperate meekly without knowing what he was planning. “First tell me what this is for.”

She was afraid he might hit her as the other man had, but he merely smiled tolerantly. “This is so you’ll be rescued, of course. Don’t you want King Jaymin to come and save you?” 

She stared at him in surprise. “What’s in it for you?”

“A great deal of money, I hope. We’ll negotiate the terms when he shows up. With you sitting at the point of my sword, I believe I’ll be in an excellent bargaining position.” Seeing her look of alarm, he chuckled. “Oh, don’t worry, Princess. I’ll have no reason to hurt you as long as your sweetheart cooperates.”

“First let me go,” Kalendria demanded, though her heart pounded with fear once again. “I’ll tell him to send you as much money as you want.”

Her captor laughed. “I know you’re an intelligent young lady; much too intelligent to think an idea like that would actually work. Which means that you must think I am extremely stupid. Well, I assure you, that is one thing I am not. You would be wise not to underestimate me.” He held her gaze long enough to make her uncomfortable before he reached down to pick up the pen and hand it back to her.

“Now, assuming you do want to go free and safe, write this down. And remember, make it sound like the way you would really talk.” He cleared his throat, gazing thoughtfully into the distance. “Start with, ‘Dear Jaymin’.” He paused. “No, make that ‘Dearest Jaymin’.” He looked back at her. “You would say that, right?”

Kalendria didn’t bother to answer, but she put the pen to the parchment and wrote Dearest Jaymin at the top. She might as well play along with this, at least for now.

“‘I have been kidnapped by three armed men,’” her captor went on.

Kalendria hesitated, pen poised. “Three?” She looked pointedly around the clearing.

The kidnapper shrugged. “No need to alarm him unnecessarily. If he hears ‘six’, he might think you’re in more danger than you really are. We don’t want the poor fellow to panic on your behalf and do anything foolish, now do we?” 

Kalendria hesitated again, her mind racing. She could think of only one reason, and it was an obvious one, why her kidnappers wouldn’t want Jaymin to know their true numbers. It was so he would come prepared for less danger than there really was. Which meant that they weren’t interested in negotiating a ransom. If they were, they would try to intimidate him as much as possible so he’d give them whatever they wanted. No, they must be planning to kill or capture him too. That was the only explanation.

“Hurry up and write it.” The man’s voice was stern. 

Slowly, Kalendria dipped the pen in the bottle of ink, slowly wrote the words I have and then paused. I can’t do this. Yes, Jaymin had treated her unfairly. Yes, she was still angry with him. But if she wrote this, she would probably be condemning him to death. 

But what would they do if she refused to cooperate? Hurt her? Torture her? Kill her sooner or more painfully than they would have? Once again, dark possibilities flashed through her mind. She licked her dry lips. 

“I’m waiting.” The man’s voice held a dangerous edge now. 

Making up her mind, Kalendria set her pen to the parchment again and wrote reached Almar after a long but uneventful journey.

“Good choice,” the man told her, unable to read what she had written from where he sat. Kalendria wondered if he might actually not know how to read. Considering that he was a criminal, he could be uneducated. This just might work. 

“Now write, ‘They say they will only spare my life if you come in person to meet them and negotiate the terms for my release,’” he ordered.

Was that true? Would they kill her otherwise? Well, she wasn’t going to write Jaymin’s death sentence in any case. She dipped the pen in the ink and wrote, It’s good to be back in civilization after so long on the road. You were right about my wishing for the comforts of home.

“‘Take the main road north toward Almar until it crosses a stream,’” the man continued. 

Kalendria wrote, Everyone here has welcomed me and made me feel at home, and your royal tailor has made me some new clothes already.

“‘Follow the stream west into the forest and you’ll come to the spot where they’re holding me prisoner.’”

Tonight there is to be a banquet to welcome me to your palace. I’m looking forward to eating gourmet food again. 

“‘If you don’t come alone and unarmed right away, they’ll kill me.’”

Kalendria swallowed hard and wrote, Everything here is perfect, except I miss you. 

“‘I’m very frightened. Please come and rescue me soon.’”

Kalendria wrinkled her nose in scorn. Yes, she was frightened. Yes, she would like to be rescued, though preferably by Erik, so Jaymin wouldn’t have to step into danger. But there was no way she would write something that would make her sound so pathetic even if Jaymin’s life wasn’t at stake.

The man noticed her expression. “Remember, you’re free to rephrase it to make it sound natural.”

“I will.” She wrote, I hope you are safe and that I will see you soon. 

“‘Yours truly, Kalendria,’” the man finished.

She signed her name with a flourish and stuck the pen into the ink bottle. She didn’t dare look at the man as he took the parchment from her and examined it. Maybe he can’t read. There was always a chance. Maybe he’s just pretending.

He didn’t speak, and after several moments of silence she finally glanced up at him. He was gazing at her reproachfully. “Very amusing, Princess. Didn’t I warn you not to underestimate me?” His voice was low and cold, and it sent shivers up her spine. “You didn’t actually think I’d allow this to be delivered, did you?”

She stared back at him without replying, trying to look defiant, though her insides felt wobbly with fear. I might just have written my own death sentence. But at least she wouldn’t be responsible for Jaymin’s death.











CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX










“This will make excellent kindling.” The head kidnapper crumpled Kalendria’s letter up in one hand and tossed it into the center of the ring of stones. “Fortunately for you, I have more parchment, otherwise I might have to become extremely angry. As it is, I will allow you another chance. Let me know when you’re ready to follow instructions.” 

He tied her right arm to her side against the tree, and then he went over to the other men, who were just finishing their lunch.

“You, and you, go out and take the first shift patrolling the area. Walk around as quietly as you can. If you see or hear anything unusual, come and let me know at once.” 

And then I’ll immediately start screaming for help again, Kalendria decided.

The two he had indicated got up to follow instructions as the man brought out his own bread and fruit. Kalendria looked on as he ate, wishing he had at least given her a little water. Her throat felt drier than ever.

Time passed slowly as she watched the men eating, refilling their water flasks from the stream, tending to their wounds, playing cards, napping, laughing and joking coarsely. Every so often, those on guard duty returned and others disappeared into the woods, but they never reported anything.

The leader stood aloof, not joining in the jokes or games or conversing with his men. He paced back and forth across the clearing or stood leaning against a tree, gazing at Kalendria like a hunter considering possible uses for some rare creature he had caught. 

Watching him watch her, Kalendria was struck by the impression that she might have seen him before. But where? She didn’t know many Alasians, but perhaps she had met him on one of her visits here. She frowned, trying to think. A government official? Someone in the military, perhaps?

But it probably didn’t matter. What mattered was what he would do when he realized she wasn’t going to write that letter. Would he find another way to get Jaymin? 

She had plenty of time to think and not much else to do besides listening to the wind rustle in the branches overhead and watch the ants swarm over the food beside her, carrying away one tiny piece at a time. Mostly, she thought about Jaymin. She replayed their argument in her mind again and again. The first time through, she decided that it had been thoughtless of Jaymin to force her to leave and that it was his fault she had been kidnapped. But after she ran through their conversation a second time, she admitted that although sending her away was indeed thoughtless of him, the reasons he gave did make sense, and there was no way he could have foreseen such a disaster. After the third time, she acknowledged that he would be horrified if he knew what had happened to her, and that although he deserved to worry, she wouldn’t want him to blame himself. 

After the fourth time, Kalendria admitted that she shouldn’t have spoken to him the way she did, and that, really, she’d been just as unkind as he had. By the fifth time she replayed their argument, she decided she had been inexcusably cruel for saying things she knew perfectly well would hurt him and for storming away as she’d done in front of the soldiers. After all, he hadn’t actually intended to hurt her. 

After the sixth time, she decided that she forgave Jaymin and that she would apologize if she ever saw him again. And after the seventh time, she had to blink back tears at the thought that one or both of them could very well be killed before she had a chance for that, and that it was her fault they had parted on such awful terms. 

After all, she loved Jaymin. She knew that for certain now. She would never write that letter, would never do anything to get him to come here to try to save her and walk into a trap. She was willing to let these men kill her if it meant keeping him safe, and though her heart beat fast again at the thought, she felt a certain calm acceptance of the situation.

When she was younger, Kalendria had often wondered what being in love felt like. Sometimes she smiled dreamily as she pictured the handsome young Alasian king, and thought she knew. But now she understood she had been wrong. True love wasn’t just dreaming about someone attractive, and it definitely wasn’t feeling angry because you couldn’t be with them. True love was being ready to give your life to save that person. And she was. 

It was just a pity Jaymin would probably never know. 

Late in the afternoon, the leader sent two of his men off with bows to hunt down some supper. He lit a fire in the circle of stones, making sure Kalendria could see him using the crumpled parchment as kindling. By the time the fire burned down to coals, the hunters had returned with a rabbit apiece, which they skinned and cut up and then proceeded to roast. 

Kalendria’s mouth watered at the savory aroma. She was both hungry and thirsty now, and the sight of the open flask of water just out of reach was agony. When the meat was ready, the men devoured it hungrily, along with more bread. Her stomach growled as she watched them licking the grease from their fingers and drinking from their water flasks. 

The sun had set, and the evening was growing colder. The men added wood to the fire, and its flickering flames lit the clearing, sending shadows jumping and quivering behind every tree and bush.

The man in charge walked over to Kalendria again with a large slab of meat in one hand. “Would you care for some supper?” 

Her mouth watered again at the sight of it. But knowing it was offered with the same strings attached as lunch, Kalendria forced herself to look into his face and not at the food. “Your meals come at too high a price.”

He shrugged. “As you please.” Taking a bite, he strolled away again.

When all the men had eaten their fill and tossed the leftovers into the fire, the leader strode back over to where he had left his writing supplies. “Since you’re choosing not to be helpful, we’ll move on to Plan B,” he informed her pleasantly. Unfolding another sheet of parchment, he set it on the ground where the fire gave him enough light to see and bent over it with the pen. 

Kalendria watched anxiously. Was he going to write the letter himself? Would Jaymin believe it had come from her? Could it be that her willingness to die for him would accomplish nothing after all?

The man finished whatever he was writing and held the parchment up, blowing on it to dry the ink. He gazed at Kalendria over the top of the sheet. “Since it isn’t in your handwriting, we’ll need some other way of convincing King Jaymin it’s from you. I notice you’re not wearing a signet ring that we could seal the letter with. Do you have anything else that he would know is yours?”

“I’m not going to help you.”

He shrugged. “We’ll see about that. Have you got any personal items in your pockets?”

“That’s none of your business.” But she was worried now. She did actually have something that Jaymin might know was hers. Two somethings.

The kidnapper knelt at her side, and Kalendria shrank away from his touch as he stuck his hand into the pocket of her skirt. “Stop it! Get your hands off me.” She put all the authority she could muster into her voice, but of course he ignored her. Finding nothing in the right pocket, he stepped over her and felt in the left one. Kalendria groaned inwardly as he pulled out the only belongings she had left. 

“What’s this?” He held them up to the firelight. “Ah. Earrings, I see. Interesting.” 

The men in the clearing wandered over to take a look. “Those jewels could be worth quite a bit,” one of them observed, watching the little stones glitter in the light of the flames.

“Perhaps, but you’re not getting your hands on them. One of them, at least, will serve a useful purpose.” He dropped an earring into his own pocket and placed the second one on his sheet of parchment, folding the corners up around it to make an enclosed package. Then he produced a candle from one of the bags and took it and the letter over to the fire. Kalendria watched him light the candle from the flames and then hold it over the parchment until enough wax had dripped to seal the letter shut. 

Then he selected one of his men. “You, take a horse and go deliver this. Now that it’s dark, we can be ready for him any time, so hurry back.”

“No,” protested Kalendria, but no one paid her any attention.

The leader sent the rest of his men out to gather more firewood. He built up the fire until even Kalendria, shivering with cold and fear against her tree, could feel a little of its warmth from across the clearing. She knew he hadn’t done it for her benefit, though, and she wondered why they would want the area well lit if they were setting a trap for Jaymin. Wouldn’t it be easier to lie in wait for him in the dark? 

Her captors clustered together, speaking in low voices. She assumed their leader was giving instructions, because the others nodded several times. She knew she was the topic of discussion when they all glanced her way. Eventually a couple of the men disappeared into the woods again, and the rest of them sat around sharpening swords and oiling bowstrings.

Kalendria tried to calm the sickly fear growing inside her. Maybe Jaymin won’t come. Maybe he’s too upset with me. But she knew that wouldn’t make any difference. Jaymin would never leave her in trouble if he thought he could help. 

Maybe Erik will stop him. Erik will know it isn’t safe. But she suspected that wouldn’t make a difference either. If Jaymin was really determined, he wouldn’t listen to his friend. No, Jaymin was going to come, and her only consolation was that Erik would certainly not let him come alone. With any luck they would bring the whole army. 

But her captors were too smart to allow such a thing. If their sentries spotted more than just Jaymin approaching, they might kill her, as they had threatened, or at least move her to some secure hiding place and make an even worse plan.

Kalendria was glad, now, that she had eaten nothing since breakfast. Her stomach writhed with worry. She was desperate to make a plan, to come up with some way to save Jaymin, but she couldn’t think of anything.

All too soon, the messenger returned with word that he had delivered the letter. Kalendria’s heart sank. Now it was only a matter of time before Jaymin showed up. 

Only a matter of time before he died.











CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN










As Lasden and the two Mountain Folk drew near the king’s hiding place, Lasden saw to his dismay that the king had lit a fire. That is, he couldn’t actually see the fire, but he could see the smoke drifting up from among the willows. By the smell of it, the king was roasting fish. Lasden’s mouth watered, but he kept his gaze straight ahead and made as if to ride past without stopping.

“There’s someone in those trees,” the man behind him observed. “That couldn’t be Korram, could it?”

Lasden kept going, but he turned his head when he heard the other two stop. “He’s further on this way,” he called over his shoulder.

But the woman was already peering into the curtain of dangling willow branches. “Korram? Is that you in there?”

Lasden turned his horse, ready to reach for his sword if necessary. With a rustle of leaves, the king stepped out, barefoot and with his sleeves rolled up, but sword in hand. When he saw who it was, he dropped the weapon and spread his arms in welcome. 

“Thel! I can’t believe it! What are you doing here?”

The young woman sprang from her horse, and, to Lasden’s astonishment, flung herself into his arms. “Korram! Didn’t I tell you I’d see you again soon?” She hugged him tightly, and the king wrapped his arms just as tightly around her. Finally she stepped back, grinning from ear to ear. “Look who I brought.”

She drew aside for the young man, who threw his arms around the king too in a burly hug, thumping him on the back and laughing at his surprise. 

“Ernth! How many years has it been?” The king’s voice overflowed with delighted amazement.

“Nearly five, and you haven’t come to visit in all that time,” the one called Ernth scolded in mock anger. 

“Don’t start on that now,” the king warned. “I’ve already been through it with Thel. You know I don’t have time to come traipsing through the mountains to visit people now that I’m king. Besides, I did invite you to come visit me in Sazellia whenever you liked.”

Ernth shrugged one shoulder and made a face. “You know how I feel about cities. Anyway, Thel and I are going to come traipsing with you for a while now. We’ve got a lot to catch up on, but first things first. Is that roast fish I smell? Are you going to invite us to join you for supper, or what?”

Chuckling, the king turned to Lasden. “You brought not only the horses, but two of my closest friends. How did you ever manage to find them?”

“They sort of found me, Sire.”

“In any case, well done.” He gestured to the newcomers. “Sergeant, I’d like to introduce you to Thel and Ernth.”

The Mountain Folk both smiled politely, though neither offered to shake his hand as most Malornians would have. “I’m glad to meet any friend of Korram’s,” Thel told him earnestly. “It’ll be good to have you traveling with us.”

“Yes,” agreed Ernth, “and I don’t hate Lowlanders like I used to, so now that I know you’re on Korram’s side, you needn’t worry that I’ll kill you or anything.”

Lasden raised his eyebrows at this unexpected pronouncement. “I’m glad to hear it.” 

King Korram laughed. “Now that we’ve got that settled, let’s have some supper.” He untied the strap from Clinja’s neck and stroked the mare’s nose. “It’s good to see you again, too,” he murmured. The horse nuzzled him and whickered back as if in response, much more friendly than she had been with Lasden. The king tied Star to the branch of a tree. “We’ll leave the other three horses loose,” he informed Lasden as he helped the Mountain Folk unload their packs. “Mountain horses don’t stray.” 

Lasden was skeptical, never having met a horse that wouldn’t stray, but he wouldn’t question the king. To his surprise, however, the three mountain horses stood grazing contentedly while their riders settled themselves around the fire. The animals moved only a few steps here and there in their search for the juiciest grass. 

King Korram began handing around warm pieces of roast trout from a pile he had made on a bed of clean leaves. “You caught a lot,” Thel observed. 

“I’ve been here alone all day with nothing to do but fish and cook. I thought Sergeant Lasden and I could take the rest with us as a change from his army rations, but the pleasure of your company for supper tonight will be even better.”

It was a good thing the king felt that way, Lasden thought, considering the Mountain Folk’s appetite. After a day of walking, he was hungry too, and between the four of them, they made short work of the fish.

“So, tell me how and why you found me,” the king said finally, as they all picked through the bones in the last few pieces with greasy hands. 

“It’s a long story.” Ernth chuckled. “But the short version is, my family recently met up with some friends in our travels, and one of them — you remember Otchen? — told me he had met someone who needed to talk to you. Apparently this person has been asking all of our people who he’s seen lately to keep a lookout for you, and if anyone saw you, we were supposed to ask you to go meet him and say that it’s important. I told Otchen I hadn’t seen you in years and that I wasn’t planning to go to the Lowlands, but he told me the man thought that you might be up in the mountains somewhere now. Well, a few days later my family and I happened to camp near Thel and her family, and they said they had seen you and knew where you’d gone. So Thel agreed to come and help me find you.” 

“We were ready to track you all the way into Alasia,” Thel put in, “but then we saw Sergeant Lasden here with Clinja and Star and realized you must be close by.”

“Wait a moment.” The king turned to Ernth. “Back up. Who exactly was it that Otchen met who wants to talk to me?”

Ernth shrugged. “I asked, but Otchen didn’t know his name. He just said the man was a Lowlander with dark hair, light eyes, and medium build.”

“That describes three quarters of the population of Malorn.” King Korram rose to his feet and began to pace back and forth. Mindful of proper protocol, Lasden stood too, though the king didn’t seem to notice the respectful gesture. “A Lowlander wanting to talk to me.” He glanced back at Ernth. “Did he say what it was about?”

“No. I suppose he didn’t want anyone but you to know.”

“Where did Otchen encounter this man, exactly? In a village in the foothills?”

“No, in a cabin up in a high valley. I know the place; my family often stops there to trade when we’re in the area. Lots of our people do.”

The king ran a hand through his hair, deep in thought. “I was planning to go straight back to Sazellia. I suppose I could make a detour, though.” 

Lasden frowned. It wasn’t his place to advise the king, but was this really a good idea?

King Korram noticed his expression. “What’s the matter, Sergeant?”

“Are you sure this couldn’t be a trap, Sire?”

“I’m not sure of anything.” The king turned to Ernth again. “If you’ve been to this cabin, you must know who lives there.”

“Several different people seem to live there,” Ernth told him. “I’ve never asked any of their names. They seem to come and go, so I don’t always see the same ones every time. Otchen said he didn’t remember ever seeing that particular man before. The Lowlanders there always treat our people fairly, though. They gave my family a good price for a goat last year. And one time one of them even gave me a cup of coffee for free.” Ernth grinned, remembering.

Lasden wasn’t convinced. Just because they treated Mountain Folk fairly didn’t mean these people weren’t the king’s enemies. This roundabout, no-guarantees method of contacting him did seem like an unlikely setup for a trap, but that didn’t mean the man in question had his Majesty’s best interests in mind.

The king gazed into the fire, fingering the toothy necklace he wore. After a moment’s thought, he asked, “Would you be able to lead me to this cabin?”

“Of course,” Ernth said. “That’s why I came to find you, remember?”

“How long would it take us to get there from here?”

Ernth considered. “Probably three or four days.”

“Three or four days.” The king poked a stick further into the fire. “Now that Jaymin is safely in Alasia, he can probably make sure his soldiers all stay on their side of the river. As long as they don’t cross over into Malorn, surely Heggen won’t be stupid enough to send my army into Alasia. So I suppose I can spare a few more days. Besides, I have a feeling about this person.” He looked up at the others again. “I’ll take the chance. We leave for this cabin first thing in the morning.”











CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT










Erik could tell he was getting close even before he saw the distant glow of firelight between the trees. Knowing that some of the kidnappers were probably waiting near the stream, he stayed as far from it as he could while still keeping his ears tuned to its low babble so he wouldn’t lose his way. 

He could feel that there were enemies close by. Something about that particular flavor of stillness in the woods spoke of danger, of humans waiting and watching, of sharp weapons at the ready.

Erik crept. He had been good at creeping for as long as he could remember, and he took pride in his perfection of the skill almost to the level of an art form. His earliest memory — one of the few from his life before the palace — was of creeping through the late-night shadows in the alleys of downtown Almar. It was the only effective way to claim the scraps of food more fortunate citizens threw out while avoiding the older street children who thought they had exclusive rights to every garbage dump in the city. If Talanthus hadn’t found Erik and given him new life and purpose, he would probably be creeping around there still.

In the thirteen years that had passed since, Erik had made it a point to practice the skill whenever he had the chance. His ability to creep paid off during the Invasion, when he and Jaymin needed to avoid the Malornian soldiers searching for them in Drall. And it paid off again when his abilities had saved all of their lives in their escape from the Sazellian palace. 

Creeping through a forest was harder in some ways, Erik reflected now, but easier in others. Dry twigs and leaves covered the ground, eager to reveal his presence if he wasn’t careful. But he had plenty of trees and brush to hide behind, as well as the babble of the stream, the sounds of small animals and birds and insects, and the whisper of leaves in the breeze to cover the occasional unavoidable noises.

Erik stayed low, gliding stealthily from cover to cover, letting himself become part of his surroundings. He opened his senses to the forest around him, until he could almost feel the leaves clinging to their branches and the crickets chirping from the underbrush and the stream hurrying toward the Grenn and eventually the sea.

And the man in the army uniform who didn’t belong, waiting behind a tree a dozen yards ahead with steel in hand. Watching the water’s edge. Shifting his feet now and then. Breathing. 

He was probably assigned to alert the others when Jaymin approached, or to sound the alarm if anyone else showed up. The man obviously had no idea Erik was there, but his own presence stood out like a blazing lantern to someone who knew the right way to watch and listen and creep. 

Dealing with him was almost too easy. Erik checked the area to make sure no one else was about, then crept up behind the man and knocked him out with one quick kick to the head. He caught the man as he fell and laid him quietly on the ground, then crouched low over the body and froze, holding his breath, to see whether anyone else had noticed the faint sounds. But nothing changed in the sleepy forest around him, so Erik relieved the unconscious enemy of his sword and hid it under some bushes a few yards away. 

He considered simply killing the man, which would certainly be safer. But Erik was reluctant to end a person’s life when there were other options. Getting to sleep at night was hard enough as it was without additional deaths on his conscience, even the deaths of criminals who probably deserved it. Besides, they needed prisoners to interrogate to find out who was behind all this, and there was no guarantee any of the others would survive.

So Erik crept forward again, sparing only a quick backward glance at the limp form behind him. He knew the man would probably be out for ten or fifteen minutes at least. If I have a chance later, I’ll come tie him up. But there was no time for that now. Jaymin would show up soon, and Jaymin had no talent at creeping. The success of this mission depended mainly on Erik’s taking out as many enemies as possible before his friend showed up.

The firelight he had noticed in the distance was growing brighter, and Erik kept his eyes averted so as not to dull his night vision. The closer he drew, the more slowly he moved, knowing more enemies would appear at any moment now.

His ears and nose told him horses stood close by, and horses meant at least one guard. Erik changed direction to approach from downwind, creeping more slowly than ever toward the soft snorting and stamping, the swishing of tails, the smell of leather tack and grassy breath. 

His enemy was harder to locate this time. The man guarding the horses was standing just beside one of them, an arm resting on its back. Dealing with this fellow will be more difficult. Erik couldn’t afford to alarm the animals, after all. One startled whinny would alert everyone else in the vicinity. 

Pausing to consider the best course of action, he decided he didn’t need to do anything about the horse guard just yet. He would go find as many of the others as he could, and watch for this man to come running later when Jaymin made his entrance.

Several more men hid just outside the clearing where the fire burned. Erik could sense their presence, though he wasn’t sure of their exact locations yet. He hoped they weren’t too close together; that would make it difficult to knock them unconscious one by one without the others hearing. 

Venturing nearer, he approached the man he could tell was the closest, the one breathing loudly just a few yards away. This fellow wore a sword at his belt and held a bow, an arrow ready in one hand but not yet fitted to the string. He stared into the clearing, doubtless waiting to shoot Jaymin the moment the king came rushing in to rescue the princess. Erik himself was still trying not to look that way, the bright firelight already making it harder to see into the darkness. 

He checked the area to make sure no one else was too close. Erik guessed the rest of them had probably spaced themselves at roughly equal intervals around the edge of the clearing, and he would have to be careful not to give his own position away in case they all had bows. He knew a score of ways to disarm a man with a sword, but there wasn’t much he could do about an arrow once it left the string.

Judging that no one was close enough to hear, Erik crept up behind the man and swung his foot around in a high arc in his favorite leap-and-kick technique for knocking an enemy unconscious from behind. That method had the added advantage of not involving his wrists at all, though the left one gave a dull twinge when he caught the man as he crumpled to the ground. Erik even caught the bow as it dropped from limp fingers, but he didn’t have a hand free to catch the arrow, which landed in a bush with the softest of rustles.

Erik froze, the body half supported in his arms. Had anyone heard? Would someone come to see what had happened? Moving as slowly and quietly as he could, he laid the man down and crouched beside him, waiting.

In the silence, he could hear the faint crackling of the fire. Straining his ears, he heard the princess’s frightened breathing above the chirp of the crickets and rustle of leaves in the breeze. But that was all. 

Erik picked up the man’s arrows and sword and hid them in the brush nearby. Moving stealthily and keeping low, he crept around the outside of the clearing, shielding his eyes from the light and making his way ever so slowly toward his next enemy. He knew he didn’t have much time left. Jaymin would be along at any moment. But I can’t afford to rush this. One crack of a twig and the other four kidnappers would be alerted to his presence. In the open, with only swords or daggers, Erik knew he could take them all; but in a dark forest where they had bows, he didn’t like his chances. 

Erik was ten feet from his next target when he heard the unmistakable sound of Jaymin’s approach. It was amazing how loud the distant crunch crunch of boots on dead leaves and twigs could sound in a quiet forest when the person wearing them wasn’t making any particular attempt at stealth.

The man he was sneaking up on heard it too, and he leaped to full alert in an instant. Whipping an arrow from his quiver, he fit it to his bowstring and pulled the bow taut, aiming into the firelit clearing from behind a tree. 

The princess had apparently heard Jaymin’s approach as well. “Who’s there?” she called.

The footsteps stopped. “Kalendria?” came Jaymin’s voice from off among the trees. “Don’t worry, I’m coming!” His footsteps broke into a run.

“No!” The princess’s voice was frantic. “Jaymin, stop! Don’t come here! They want to kill you!”

Erik used the distraction to make a flying leap and tackle the man before him. The bowstring released, and his arrow flew straight down. It planted itself in the ground just as the kidnapper landed beside it, his startled cry muffled by a mouthful of dirt and drowned out by the princess’ shouts. Erik landed on top of him, seizing a convenient rock with which to thump him over the head, and the man went still. The brief scuffle had been far from silent this time, but what with the shouting and the approaching footsteps, no one seemed to have noticed. Erik sprang to his feet just as his friend burst into the open.

“Kalendria! I’m so glad to see you. Are you all right?”

Erik looked full into the clearing for the first time. There sat Princess Kalendria, tied to a tree, her face bruised on one side, eyes filled with fear. Jaymin strode across the clearing toward her in plain sight, just as he was supposed to do.

“You have to get away from here!” Eyes wide, the princess turned to peer into the dark forest on either side. “You shouldn’t have come. Six men are hiding in the trees to try to kill you!” 

Three men, now, Erik corrected silently. Still more than enough to succeed at the task, though, if he couldn’t get them first.

Jaymin skirted the fire that burned in the center of the clearing and hurried toward her. “I had to come, Kalendria. I couldn’t just —”

With a whizzing sound, an arrow flew out of the darkness and struck Jaymin right between the shoulder blades. Jaymin stumbled forward and crumpled silently to the ground, acting his part just right. 

Or was he?

He had better only be acting.











CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE










The little audience listened, breathless, as the storyteller spun his tale. 

“Silent and deadly, the mysterious enemies overpowered the poor traveler in the shadows. Far from help, with no trusty sword to lend him strength or shield to protect him, the doomed man nevertheless fought valiantly for his life and for the success of his mission. His courage never ebbed, though his fearsome foes outnumbered him three to one and wielded weapons as deadly as the evil he knew lurked within the darkness of their hearts.”

“Now just a moment,” protested a member of the audience, a sandy-haired man with a mug of after-supper ale in his hand. “What’s this about evil dark hearts?”

“Hush,” chided the fellow on the bench beside him, his mustache twitching as he grinned. “Let him tell it the way he saw it.” He took a sip of his own ale and waited expectantly.

The storyteller let them know by his disapproving silence that he didn’t appreciate the interruption. He waited until he had everyone’s full attention once more before putting his hand to his instrument again and continuing the tale.

“One of the villains drew his sword, and our helpless hero, pinned down on the cold, unforgiving ground, knew as the blade met his throat that his days had come to an end. He had no regrets about the life he had lived, but as he waited bravely for the stroke that would end it, his only lament came from the knowledge that he had not accomplished his mission.”

“‘Waited bravely’?” The first man let out a disbelieving laugh. “That’s not how I remember it! What about the part where the ‘helpless hero’ blubbered like a baby when he thought he was about to die?”

The three young children sitting side by side on the deerskin rug giggled, gazing eagerly up at the storyteller for his response. This time the man waited longer before continuing. He let his instrument give the reply as it tossed out hard disapproving notes one by one, until the very air in the little cabin seemed to vibrate in rebuke and the man who had spoken lowered his gaze contritely as though he had been scolded. 

“Minstrels do not blubber like babies,” the storyteller informed him finally, emphasizing his point with a series of reproachful chords. “They weep for the woes of a suffering world. In this case, he wept for the innocent lives that he knew would be lost when his mission failed.” He glanced around at his audience to make sure everyone was clear on this important distinction. They apparently were.

“But imagine the traveler’s surprise,” he continued, “when the stroke of death did not fall. Though he felt the cruel steel brush his throat, that was all. And then the voice of the enemy spoke out, saying, ‘Make no sound, and we will do you no harm. Swear you will not flee, and we will release you. For we wished only to speak with you where none would hear.’”

“I’m not sure we said it quite so eloquently as that,” the sandy-haired man muttered, and his mustached companion chuckled. This time the minstrel chose to ignore them.

“Feeling like one whose head has been seized in the very jaws of the snowcat only to have the beast withdraw and lie down purring, our hero sat up in wonder and felt his enemies’ iron-like grip on his limbs slacken. Gone, the sharpened steel at his throat. Gone, the heavy hand clenched suffocatingly over his mouth. Gone, the lurking evil he had perceived in the shadows of their hearts. He saw them now as they truly were: three simple men, desperate, as he was, for the right to prevail and the innocent to be saved. Three men with a mission not so different from his own, who knew that the greatest chance of success lay in working together. For even now, true enemies advanced, and the fate of the noble queen mother lay in the hands of these four. These four, and the trusty lieutenant, who, though courageous, knew nothing of the secret Organization that had been formed for such a time as this. Neither did the lieutenant suspect that one of the guards under his own command was a member of this group, as was one of the queen mother’s faithful attendants. This league of loyal men and women had watched in secret while Malorn’s rightful ruler struggled against those who would have wrested the crown from him and placed it on the head of an impostor. The same impostor who even now wears it as though he had lawful right to the throne in which he reclines.” 

The storyteller gave the strings an angry trill. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see his listeners’ faces reflecting the righteous indignation the music poured into them. 

Good. So I haven’t lost my touch.

“So the four conspirators laid their plans. One mounted a hidden horse and hurried off to finalize their preparations. One waited in hiding for the right moment to enter the inn unnoticed. Two returned in haste to find the lieutenant and the queen.”

“Aren’t you going to tell them what the plans were?” asked the young woman in the chair by the fireplace. “That’s an important detail, wouldn’t you say?” 

He didn’t bother to reply, but cast her an admonishing glance and let a stern swell of music remind her that it was the minstrel’s place, not the listeners’, to decide what was to be told when. Of course, this particular listener had played a crucial role in the plans and obviously could hardly wait for everyone to hear it described. True, most of those present already knew, but that was beside the point. 

“So the traveler and the guard who had overheard him by the stable earlier returned to the inn. Lieutenant Sanjik, who had himself returned by then, had grown worried at their absence, and Queen Aleris made ready to depart. Little did she know the adventure she would shortly be thrust into or the dangers she and her companions would face, but the brave lady would not have flinched if she had known.

“The traveler, much relieved to have a better — though still dangerous — plan to follow, explained certain parts of it to the lieutenant, who could scarcely believe what he heard. The guard spoke to the queen mother and the foremost of her attendants, the heroine upon whose courage that royal lady’s life would depend as surely as on any of the heroes in her service.”

The young woman smiled, blushing modestly as the others turned to look at her.

The minstrel’s fingers quickened as he paused in the tale to let the intensity grow. Sure enough, the rising sound filled the room with tension. His eyes at the moment were fastened on the freshly polished wood and vibrating strings of the tool in his arms. But he could see from the edge of his gaze that his listeners were intent, rigid in their seats, eyes fixed on him. Even those who knew how the story played out — those who had played a role in it themselves — were waiting with bated breath to hear it unfold. 

No, he hadn’t lost his touch. And it seemed his new partner was learning to do its job, learning the possibilities that came with its power. He hadn’t been able to test that when the two of them practiced alone earlier. But yes, they were working together well. Not as smoothly as he had with the old one, certainly — that was evidenced by the fact that anyone could even think of interrupting their performance. But perhaps that depth of relationship would come in time.

“A few moments more in the ivy-robed inn,” the minstrel continued finally, when he judged the audience sufficiently eager, “and the cobbled courtyard burst into action.” His fingers began dancing a little faster. “Queen Aleris, resplendent in crimson robes, cloaked and hooded for travel, mounted the steps of her open carriage with a sprightliness that would have done credit to a lady half her age.”

The young woman giggled and put a hand over her mouth. “Oops.” 

“The lieutenant called to the guards and the coachman, and the party set off with a speed and suddenness that quite perplexed the innkeeper. That good man would have been yet more perplexed had he seen that three people — one dressed as a servant and two as guards — had not accompanied the others, but were awaiting the opportunity to slip from the gates unseen. 

“The carriage made its way down the road toward Sazellia with unusual speed, bearing the queen and her attendants and the faithful minstrel who had traveled far to warn her. Brave guards rode before and behind, most little knowing the danger they would face. For no sooner had they left the town of Pendren in their wake and entered a deserted stretch of highway, than — the dreaded enemy made its move.”

For an instant he let the listeners wait in breathless silence before he stroked a string gently with one slow finger, filling the room with the thrumming vibration of the lowest note the malute could produce. A pause, and then another thrum. The air — and the audience — shivered with the tension, every face turned toward him. The children’s eyes were wide. No one interrupted now. 

He let the note hang for an instant, fading gradually away. Then he startled them all with a sudden flurry of frantic chords, making everyone jump. 

“A troop of warriors on the road ahead! Disguised as robbers, galloping toward them, dust clouds billowing, drawn swords glinting in morning sunlight as hearts filled with violence drew them onward! Onward, to serve their master. Onward, with ill intention. Onward, to slay the queen mother as they had tried and failed to slay her children.” His own pulse thumped faster now as he warmed to the intensity of his story. 

“Off the road the carriage flew, guided by the brave lieutenant, unsurprised by their pursuers. ‘Make for the hills,’ he cried, and hillward the horses sped. All in the carriage ducked low to protect themselves as arrows flew from the foes behind; flew like serpents on wings, swift and deadly, seeking to sting their prey and strike them down. One guard fell, and then another, noble lives lost in the line of duty, sacrificing everything to help protect the one they thought they guarded.” 

The storyteller scraped a fingernail along a string, making the malute wail in sympathy. A quick glance around the room showed sympathy reflected on his listeners’ faces too. He stroked two strings softly and rhythmically for a moment like distant muffled sobs, letting the audience feel the tragic loss of those two brave lives. Eventually he allowed the sound to die away and brought in a series of quick staccato notes like galloping hooves, returning them to the action. 

“The hills rose around them, and the lieutenant shouted orders to his men and to the coachman. The loyal guards with weapons drawn made ready; the coachman clutching sweaty reins made ready; the figure in the queenly robes made ready; the minstrel sitting at her side made ready; the terrified attendants who knew nothing of the plan at hand made ready. The carriage rounded a bend, and the guards wheeled as one and charged toward the pursuing foe, outnumbered but determined to buy the others time, though the cost could be their very lives. As indeed it may have been, for those whom their courage allowed to escape to safety know not the fate that befell those brave warriors. 

“But onward raced the carriage, along a narrow track up in the barren hills, until it rounded another bend out of sight. To the left the slope rose steeply; to the right the slope fell steeply; and there the coachman reined the horses to a sudden stop. 

“‘Jump!’ cried the minstrel, seizing the lady’s hand, pulling her after him out of the carriage. Out came attendants all, hurrying after them, off of the road and down into the brush. No sooner had they disembarked than the coachman cracked his whip once more, and weary steeds sped forward once again. On, up the road they raced, dragging the empty carriage, while the minstrel and his royal charge and all the women dashed downhill.

“‘Scatter!’ he cried, ‘for there’s safety in separation. Sprint through the underbrush, hide in the hollows, crouch in the crevices if you hear them coming. When all is still and pursuit is long past, sneak through the shrubbery back toward Pendren.’

“So the servants all scattered, fleeing in ones and twos, but the minstrel, courageous, stayed with the queen mother. They fled for a spot where a pair of friends waited: one he had met that morning, one he had never met, waiting to help to save her Majesty. And as she removed her hood in the secluded hut to which the men led them, behold! It was the queen mother’s attendant, and not the royal lady herself.”

The children, who already knew this, giggled, and everyone turned once again to the young woman by the fireplace. She smiled self-consciously, obviously proud to think that she had indeed resembled Queen Aleris in her royal attire. 

Mustache Man leaned forward. “Are you going to tell them where the real queen was?” 

Yes, indeed, that was the question. That was one part of the story that few people in the room knew, and the audience waited expectantly for the answer. The minstrel stroked the malute strings again, and this time he let the music flow more calmly. The high point of the action was over, after all, and now it was time for explanations.

“Her majesty the queen mother had never left the inn. After exchanging clothes with her faithful attendant, she waited in safety with two loyal men she knew little about. Though one was a palace guard and the other a servant, both were members of this secret Organization. Both were prepared to give their lives for her protection, but such sacrifice was not called for that morning. They led her out on foot in her disguise without attracting so much as a curious glance from a passerby, and brought her safely to the place that had been prepared for her. The place where more friends waited to hide her and help her; the place where the enemy who sought her life could not find her or harm her.”

“Finally you come to the part I’ve been waiting for,” exclaimed one of the newcomers in the room, the one who had a personal interest in this piece of the tale. The music stilled and all eyes turned to him as he leaned forward eagerly. “So where did they take her? Somewhere in Pendren? Is she still there?”

The minstrel inclined his head in apology, letting his tale reply for him. “To a hidden place they took her; to a location few may know and none may name, for the sake of her welfare and that of those who preserve it. For though there are many who would gladly sacrifice their lives for those they are pledged to protect, her safety, as well as theirs, is ensured through silence.”

“That’s ridiculous,” the man protested. “I’m her son. What do you think I’d do, betray my own mother to Heggen? Come on, Arden, tell me where she is.”

The minstrel let his hand glide gently across the strings, and the rustic cabin filled with a soft, soothing wave of sound. “I’m sorry, your Majesty. I don’t know where she is.” 

The king looked around the room. “Some of you were there, weren’t you? At least one of you must have helped lead my mother to safety, or perhaps brought supplies to her there.”

“I did, Sire.” Mustache Man dipped his head respectfully. “I was with her until a few days ago. I can assure you, she is safe and reasonably comfortable, though very concerned about you and your royal sister. She is of course looking forward to returning home when possible.”

“But where is she?”

“I’m sorry, Sire. For everyone’s safety, we never tell each other more than necessary. Most of us don’t even know most of the others’ real names. But we’re here to help you and your family in whatever ways we can. Please trust us in this.”

It was odd to hear a palace servant speaking to a king with such authority, Arden thought. Korram held the man’s gaze, scowling, and then sighed and leaned back in his chair again. “It seems that’s all I can do at the moment. But later I want to know more about this mysterious Organization of yours. I can’t believe I’ve never heard of it before.” He gestured to the minstrel. “All right, Arden, carry on with the story.”

“There isn’t much left of it, Sire.” And after an interruption like that, it won’t flow the same anyway. But he stroked the strings once more, searching for his place as the music began to rise around them again.











CHAPTER SIXTY










Jaymin lay facedown in the dirt, the arrow in his back still quivering like some unnatural appendage. Surprisingly, the sight sent a rush of nausea through Erik. He’s wearing armor, he reminded himself, sucking in a deep breath of the pine-scented air and deliberately turning away. His closest friend and the focal point of his life’s purpose hadn’t just been killed. The arrow was lodged in a link of his chain mail. It had to be. Erik would not let himself consider any other possibility. 

Not that he had time to at the moment anyway. Forcing himself not to look again, Erik drew another breath and sprinted around the edge of the clearing in the direction from which the arrow had come, careful to remain out of sight. 

The princess, still tied to her tree, started to scream. “Jaymin! Jaymin, no! You can’t die!” She struggled frantically against the ropes that held her. “Jaymin, get up! You’re all right; it’s only one arrow; you have to be all right! Jaymin, please! I love you!”

Erik saw the archer through the trees just as he dropped his bow. Eyes focused on Jaymin’s limp form, the man pulled out a sword and burst into a run. Before he could take more than two steps toward the clearing, Erik flung himself onto the man, and they both toppled to the ground. His latest enemy gave a muffled cry, struggled for only a moment, and then lay still. Unnaturally still, considering that Erik hadn’t even had time for his usual blow to the head. He jerked the sword out of the man’s limp hand, but it came away with difficulty, and as he rolled him over he saw why. 

That’s unfortunate. Sometimes it couldn’t be helped, though. This was one kidnapper they would not be bringing back as a prisoner. But Erik wished he hadn’t seen the man’s face. It would haunt his nightmares for months. The faces of those he killed always did. 

“Erik?” The princess tried a new tactic. “Erik, I know you must be out there somewhere.” She apparently had not heard the most recent tussle over the sound of her own cries. “Jaymin’s been shot. You have to come and help him!”

This was not the time to focus on the fact that a beautiful princess had called out to him, had called him by name in desperation — but only after declaring her love for someone else. Catching a quick movement out of the corner of his eye, Erik’s attention snapped across the clearing. He leaped to his feet again to see the man who had been guarding the horses dashing toward Jaymin’s still form. At the same time, another man stepped into the firelight and approached more cautiously from behind the princess, probably intending to use her as a shield. Both men gripped swords. 

Erik knew he could take out either one but probably not both, at least not in time. “Now, Jaymin!” he yelled over the princess’s sobs. 

He sprinted out of the trees just as his friend rolled swiftly to his feet, dislodging the arrow in the process. There was no time for relief. As Jaymin drew both his daggers and lunged toward the closer of the two men, Erik flew at the other one, determined to foil his hostage plan, which would complicate everything. The man saw him coming and hesitated for the barest instant, undoubtedly calculating whether he had time to reach the princess before Erik reached him. Apparently deciding he didn’t, he changed course, aiming a sweeping blow with his blade at Erik’s throat. But Erik dived below the reaching sword, driving his head into the man’s midsection and propelling him backward into a tree. At the same time, he gripped the man’s sword arm and twisted his wrist, forcing him to drop the blade. But when Erik drew back to administer his traditional kick to the head, the man ducked and came at him again. Off balance with one leg already in the air, Erik had to turn his kick into a spin to keep his opponent from seizing his foot and throwing him to the ground. 

This fellow had obviously had some training in unarmed combat. Erik drew back his fist and aimed a blow at the man’s face instead. The man ducked again, seized Erik’s weakened wrist, and tried to use his momentum to jerk him off his feet. But Erik was ready for that. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he let the man pull him forward, but he hooked his other arm around his enemy’s throat and pulled him down too. They struggled on the ground for a moment, punching, kicking wrestling, rolling over prickly shrubs and hard roots as each struggled to gain the upper hand. The man shoved Erik to the ground, bringing all his weight to bear as he tried to pin him down. Erik felt a sharp rock scrape across his face, and then the warm trickle of blood on his cheek, as he wriggled out of the way and tried to pin the man down instead. But his opponent was as slippery as a wet frog, squirming out of most of Erik’s grips before he could inflict any serious damage. 

He’s good. This must be the leader of the group. All the more reason why I have to capture him alive. No accidental deaths allowed this time.

Fortunately, Erik had an advantage this kidnapper did not: he had learned a few things from Blenniel. If I can just get the right kind of grip … and if my wrists are strong enough now to hold that grip ….

The opportunity came a moment later when he managed to force his foe onto his back and seize one of his wrists. Grip. Tighten. Twist. Bend. Erik knew he would never forget the exact technique that had caused him so much pain and humiliation a few days earlier. It hurt to implement it now, but he knew the pain had to be far worse for the man on the other end of that grip. 

The kidnapper tried to squirm away, but Erik was kneeling on his stomach, and he couldn’t move; probably couldn’t breathe very well either. He did manage to land a hard punch to Erik’s jaw before Erik caught his other wrist and found the right hold again. Grip. Tighten. Twist. Bend. Ignore my own pain. 

“Surrender or I’ll break your wrists,” he ordered through clenched teeth, straining.

For a moment there was no response, and the kidnapper continued to struggle. Erik could feel the pressure he was putting on the bones. They really were about to snap, and he had no qualms about breaking them. Didn’t this fellow care?

Finally, the struggling stopped. “All right.” The man went limp.

“Then don’t move.” Erik let go and sprang to his feet. The man rolled out of the way and scrambled up. But Erik was expecting that and had already drawn back his foot, aiming at where he knew his opponent’s head would be. His boot impacted solidly with the man’s temple, and without a sound, his enemy finally crumpled to the ground. 

About time. Wiping blood off his cheek, Erik glanced into the clearing to make sure Jaymin was all right. He was just in time to see his friend sheathe one of his daggers as his opponent collapsed at his feet. 

Erik paused, breathing hard, peering around into the forest, but no one else came running out of the darkness. 

We’ve gotten the last of them now. Six out of six.











CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE










Erik pressed his sleeve against the cut on his face to stop the bleeding. It wasn’t a serious wound, but he suspected it would leave a scar, which annoyed him. Scars made people stand out, and most of the time Erik preferred not to be noticed.

“You’re amazing!” 

Then again, there are advantages to being noticed. Feeling his cheeks warm, Erik turned. Still tied to her tree, the princess was gazing admiringly up at Jaymin. “I’ve never seen anyone use two daggers against a sword, let alone knock someone unconscious with the hilt like that.”

Erik shook his head at his own stupidity. Of course she wouldn’t be talking to him.

“But — but are you all right?” Her voice was worried. “That arrow — I thought for certain you were dead.”

“It takes more than a little arrow to stop me,” Jaymin boasted with a smile. Out of their sight among the trees, Erik rolled his eyes.

“I’m sorry I had to let you think I’d been killed.” His friend knelt by the princess’s side to slice through her bonds. “I hated to just lie there, knowing how worried you were, but I had to make sure those villains would come out of hiding to try to finish me off.” 

Erik, pulling out the rope he had brought to secure the prisoners, heard his friend help her to her feet. Though he wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, as he began to tie the lead kidnapper’s limp wrists and then his ankles, he couldn’t help overhearing their conversation. 

“So, do you really love me,” Jaymin inquired with interest, “or did you only say that because you thought I was dead?”

Erik cringed, wishing he didn’t have to hear this conversation. The princess laughed self-consciously and he heard a faint clang as she flung herself into Jaymin’s outstretched arms. “Oh! You’re wearing armor, aren’t you?”

“Yes. Sorry.”

“Don’t be. It obviously saved your life.” Erik looked up from his second knot just in time to see her wrap her arms around him, armor and all. He glanced quickly away again, moving deeper into the trees as Jaymin held her close. 

“I never should have sent you away. None of this would have happened if I’d just asked what you wanted beforehand. I’m so sorry, Kalendria. Can you possibly forgive me for what I’ve put you through?”

Of course she forgives you. Now end this conversation and come make yourself useful by helping me. Erik gave the clearing a wide berth as he trudged over to where he had left the second archer’s unconscious body. The man hadn’t stirred, but he still had a pulse. Erik pulled out his enemy’s sword, which he hadn’t had time to hide earlier, and sliced off two more lengths of rope. 

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” the princess said as Erik bound the archer’s wrists. “I overreacted, and I’m sorry. After everything we’ve been through together, I just didn’t want to leave you.” 

Out of the corner of his eye, Erik saw her pull away so she could look up into his eyes. “I was so afraid you’d be killed. The man who captured me tried to make me write a note to lure you here, but when I wouldn’t do it, he wrote it himself. I hoped you wouldn’t believe it. I didn’t want you to come.”

Jaymin took her hand in both of his. “But then they might have killed you.”

“Maybe. But I decided that was better than their killing you.”

“I disagree.” Jaymin’s voice grew tender. “I could never have lived with myself if anything happened to you because of me. But it means the world to me to know that you feel that way.”

Impatiently, Erik pulled his knot tight around the man’s ankles. This conversation was growing increasingly embarrassing. Had they forgotten he was out here? 

He would wait till they were finished to tie up the man Jaymin had knocked out in the clearing. Erik made his way back to the second man. This fellow was beginning to stir, and Erik wasn’t in the mood to deal with a conscious prisoner, so he gave him another quick blow to put him out again.

“And I’ll tell you what I was going to say that night,” Jaymin added, as Erik cut off more rope. “All the way here I was regretting not saying it when I had the chance. I told you it wasn’t the right time or place, but I kept picturing you being killed out here in the forest, and I knew I would spend the rest of my life wishing I’d said those words when I had the opportunity.”

No need to overdo it. Erik had long since given up trying not to listen. The two of them obviously had no idea how loud their voices were in the silence of the forest. Either that or they just didn’t care. He pulled the prisoner’s arms behind him and began wrapping the rope around them.

“So what were you going to say?” the princess prompted eagerly.

“Well,” Jaymin replied, “this isn’t going to be quite as dramatic now that you’ve said it first, but I’ve decided that this is exactly the right time and place to tell you that — I love you.”

Erik sighed. He was glad that the final kidnapper lay further away, but as he knelt beside the last body, he discovered that he still had no trouble overhearing their discussion. Jaymin had a lot to learn about holding a private conversation outdoors; but then, even he occasionally seemed to forget that Erik existed. In a way, it was a compliment to Erik’s skills, so he had never minded much. Until tonight.

“I’ve been waiting to hear those words for a long time now.” The princess paused, and Erik, tightening the final knot, could hear the smile in her voice when she spoke again. “I love you too.”

“Yes, you mentioned that earlier.” Jaymin’s tone was teasing. “Although I’m glad to hear it still applies even now that you know I’m alive.” 

Finished, Erik turned back toward the clearing. As awkward as it was, he would just have to interrupt their conversation and tell them it was time to leave. At least they had finally stopped talking. But as he drew near once again, Erik saw the two of them still standing with their arms around each other, silhouetted by the fire as they gazed into each other’s eyes. Then he saw Jaymin bending slowly toward the princess, and as she closed her eyes, her face lifted toward his, Erik realized their intention an instant too late. He stopped in his tracks, but he couldn’t quite turn away in time. 

His face burning with embarrassment, Erik whirled and strode back into the darkness, wanting to be anywhere but in the clearing at that moment. Making no attempt at silence anymore, he untied one of the horses and led it to where the closest of the unconscious men lay. With his weakened wrists, it took a lot of effort to lift the man’s body single-handedly and drape it across the horse’s back; and it took even more effort to repeat the process with each of the other limp bodies scattered among the trees. But Jaymin obviously had better things to do than help. Though part of Erik relished the idea of marching over and interrupting the two of them, he knew he couldn’t actually bring himself to do that in anything less than a dire emergency.

While he worked, he could hear Jaymin and the princess talking in low voices from back in the clearing. It could be worse, reflected Erik, his side throbbing where Blenniel had cracked his rib three days ago. At least they were only talking now. Besides, he was breathing heavily from his exertion, so he could no longer hear their every word. 

He tugged off the men’s shoes and tossed them aside to make it that much harder for them to escape just in case they managed to wriggle out of their bonds. Then he secured their tied wrists to their tied ankles below the horses’ bellies, using the last of the rope in the process. Finally, Erik fastened each set of reins to the saddle of the horse just ahead so that they were joined together in a line like a train of pack mules. Now he would only have to lead the one in front. 

Well, he had prisoners and was ready to transport them. General Dirken would have ways of making the men talk, and then they would all find out who had kidnapped the princess and tried to kill Jaymin.

Erik chose three extra horses for the three of them to ride, plus one more for the unconscious enemy still in the clearing. The general could send someone to fetch the other horses later, along with the weapons and body. 

Then, mentally bracing himself, Erik gathered up the reins and tugged the animals after him. He cleared his throat loudly to let Jaymin and the princess know he was coming before stepping into the clearing. “Are you ready to go?”

The two of them were sitting close together by the fire now, still gazing into each other’s eyes as they talked. Jaymin had an arm wrapped around the princess’s shoulders, and they both looked as blissful and contented as if they had no idea anyone had been killed or kidnapped recently. They jumped up, startled, and Jaymin snatched his arm away as Erik approached. 

So I was right. They did forget I’m here.

“Goodness, you’ve been busy.” Jaymin eyed the unconscious prisoners draped over the horses. “You could have called me to help.”

“You were busier.” Erik held out a handful of reins. “Ready to go?”

“You’re wounded,” exclaimed the princess, noticing the cut on his face. “You must have done some fighting too. Are you all right?”

Some fighting. “Yes. It’s just a scratch.” He turned to Jaymin. “Better tie up that fellow you knocked out there, and then stamp out the fire so we can get out of here.”

Leading the horse train through the thick forest was no easy task, even with the stream to follow. Erik looked about warily with every step, half expecting more enemies to appear from out of the dark. But none did, and though he could tell some of the prisoners behind him were gradually regaining consciousness, they did nothing more than groan and twitch their bound limbs ineffectually.

No sooner had they all reached the road than he heard the clatter of galloping hooves. Erik barely had time to yell to Jaymin and the princess to get back, and to position himself between them and the approaching riders, before a hundred or more soldiers surged around them.

If they’re enemies, we’re dead. There was no time to hide among the trees, and Erik knew he couldn’t take out more than a few before they incapacitated him. But to his immense relief, he recognized Colonel Brennis, who was obviously filled with immense relief of his own to see his king alive and well. 

Erik finally relaxed when the colonel took charge, assigning a dozen of his men to guard the prisoners, safely surrounding Jaymin and the princess with the rest of the soldiers.

Erik was bone weary when at last they rode back into camp, but of course there was no chance of sleep as long as Jaymin was still up. And Jaymin insisted on personally making sure that Princess Kalendria was given food and drink. Then the king had to reassure General Dirken that he was really all right and check on the wounded soldier whom they had met on the road earlier, and finally he and the princess had to tell the whole story to the general and a growing crowd of concerned and curious officers. 

Erik slipped away in the middle so he wouldn’t have to deal with the awkwardness of listening to his own role in the night’s affairs. Jaymin usually insisted on giving him full credit for what he called Erik’s heroism, but Erik would have preferred to remain anonymous and unnoticed. His job grew more difficult when people knew who he was and what he was capable of. But if he couldn’t stop Jaymin from talking about it, at least he didn’t have to stand there and listen. 

He borrowed Corporal Tarvic’s canteen and washed the dried blood off his face. Though he felt bruised and battered from that last scuffle, he was thankful that he had suffered no serious injuries and that Jaymin had not been hurt at all. But the cut on his cheek stung, and he scowled at the thought of the scar that would make him a little more noticeable now. And at the thought of the enemy who had given that mark to him.

The captured criminals were being held near the outskirts of the camp. Erik went to check on them and found them all sitting gagged and bound to trees out of sight of each other. Two soldiers were guarding each of them. Erik walked from one to the next, checking their ropes in the light of the nearby bonfires, making sure everything was secure, examining what he could see of their faces in the firelight. 

Jaymin joined him a moment later. The soldiers bowed as he approached the lead kidnapper with Colonel Brennis at his side. 

“They are quite secure, as you can see, Sire.” The colonel indicated the ropes and the two men standing guard. The prisoner gazed calmly up at them over his gag, his dark eyes glittering in the firelight, apparently unafraid. Jaymin scowled down at him and checked the knots, making sure there was no way he could possibly free himself. Satisfied, he moved on to the next criminal, checking all the others as Erik had done. 

“Make sure your men keep a close eye on them,” the king warned the officer unnecessarily after he had inspected all four. “In fact, double the guard. I don’t want the slightest chance that any of them might escape.” He paused, gazing down at the fourth man, whose head lolled weakly to one side, a huge swollen lump visible on his temple in the firelight. Erik wasn’t the least bit sorry for hurting the villain that much, but his friend had a soft spot for the suffering. In spite of Jaymin’s anger over what they had done to the princess and his soldiers earlier, Erik saw a flicker of compassion in his eyes. He could tell Jaymin was recalling his own experience as a prisoner less than a week ago.

Pulling the colonel aside out of the man’s earshot, Jaymin added in a low voice, “Later you can have your soldiers take off their gags just long enough to give them a drink of water.”

If Brennis was surprised by this order, he didn’t show it. “As you command, Sire.” But the two soldiers on guard looked startled. Obviously they had not expected their king to show kindness to a criminal.

Satisfied, Jaymin wove his way back through the trees toward his tent. But Erik took a quick detour for another look at the lead kidnapper, the one who had fought him with such skill. He knew General Dirken would want to question them all in the morning, but he made up his mind to come back and examine this man again first. He had a suspicion which he would have to verify by daylight.











CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO










Arden cleared this throat as he returned to his tale. “The lady who had played so well the role of the queen mother abandoned her disguise, and she and the minstrel and their companions began the long journey to safety. They trekked through the hills and across the open plains and then up into the Impassable Mountains, and finally to this place of refuge.”

Addressing the king, Arden nodded toward the old man sitting by the window. “Tommial, palace handyman and carpenter back in your father’s time, built this cabin here deep in the Impassables years ago. It is a refuge for those loyal to Malorn’s true royal family.”

“We would have brought you and the lady Kalendria here if we could, Sire,” Mustache Man put in, “or to one of our other safe houses elsewhere in the kingdom. But you disappeared so quickly that night, before any of us even learned of the danger. All we could do when we found out was hurry to warn your royal mother, but it seemed safer at that point to hide her close to where she was.”

“I wish I’d known about this place earlier.” The king frowned. “I was up in the mountains not far from here just last week.”

The barefoot young man in deerskin chuckled. “Even my people know this place is here, though we didn’t know why or who these people were. For years my family has planned our travels so we’d pass by this cabin every autumn. We’ve always been sure of getting a fair price if we had extra lumjum or a goat or two to sell before the winter.” He held out his empty mug hopefully. “Speaking of trade, can I have another cup of coffee?” 

Tommial rose to his feet and took the cup from Ernth and another from the king, who held his out for a refill as well. “The extra goats and other food items have always been helpful to us up here so far from any town.” He disappeared into the kitchen.

“We’re not worried about the Mountain folk, but our safety depends on this cabin remaining secret from other Malornians,” put in the sandy-haired man whom Arden thought of as Malute Head. Arden was still working on forgiving him for the broken malute, though he could now understand the circumstances surrounding that tragedy. Malute Head, Jemmis the guard, and the mustached servant in the gray tunic who had never been introduced had met in the trees to discuss how to carry out the queen mother’s rescue. They didn’t expect Arden to come walking past, but at the spur of the anxious moment they decided to involve him in their plans. If they had been thinking more clearly, they would have found a better way to talk to me in private. Then I would still have my old malute. 

But at least Arden had this new one, and at least he had finished it in time to use it this evening. He’d spent much of his stay up here working on it, with the help of Tommial and his carpentry tools and the strings and pegs saved from the old one. Just yesterday, Arden finally put on the finishing touches, and this morning he waded across the creek to try it out in private and practice the story he had been crafting. The story that he’d told this evening to his new instrument’s first audience. The story that King Korram was obviously still trying to take in.

“So are all of you part of this — this secret society?” The king addressed his question to the room at large as Tommial returned from the kitchen with two fresh cups of coffee. 

Heads nodded from every side. “Except for my grandchildren, there.” Handing the darker coffee to Korram and the cup nearly white with cream to Ernth, Tommial pointed to the little boy and the two girls sitting cross-legged on the rug. “Their parents’ opposition to Heggen has put them in danger, so my daughter sent the little ones to stay up here for now.”

“I don’t understand what it is that you all do, besides setting up safe houses and rescuing my mother last month.” The king turned from Tommial to Malute Head and back again. “When was this group formed, and what else, exactly, is it for?”

“It was founded shortly after your father’s death, Sire,” Tommial explained. “When Rampus first began rising to power, a few of those who worked in the palace realized that there would likely come a time when he and his people would present a danger to your family. Those who spoke against him tended to disappear or suffer alarming misfortunes, so we agreed to keep silent about our fears and find quiet ways to help the royal family, oppose your enemies, and gather useful information. Over the years, our numbers grew. As Rampus’s influence expanded, so did our circle of informers.”

“And what do you do with whatever information you gather?” 

“We bring it to —” Tommial hesitated and glanced around at his companions. They all looked at each other, their expressions clearly saying, Should we tell him?

“Tell me.” Korram’s voice was impatient. “I already know about your secret society now, and you say I’m one of the people it’s supposed to help. What possible harm could it do to tell me who’s in charge of acting on your information?”

Tell him, the malute urged, Arden trying to ease their hesitation with an encouraging thrum. He was curious too. Was it anyone he knew?

“It’s your mother, Sire,” Malute Head replied finally. “Whenever we find out anything important, we bring the news to Queen Aleris, and she deals with it.”

“My mother is in charge of your group?” The king stared around at them in amazement. “Why hasn’t she ever said anything to me about it?”

“I don’t know, your Majesty,” Tommial admitted. “Perhaps she felt it would be simpler to let you focus on your job while she supported you by taking on that task.”

That would fit with the Queen Aleris that Arden knew. She was the most intelligent, capable, and resourceful person he had ever met, and her son relied as heavily on her wisdom and counsel as her late husband had. It would be just like her to act behind the scenes, giving quiet orders to the faithful in key positions, taking secret steps to keep her loved ones safe or to obstruct the plans of those looking out only for their own interests in the government.

“That’s what she was doing in Pendren, Sire.” Mustache Man smiled. “Did you wonder why she stayed an extra day even when she had a foreign guest arriving and her daughter’s birthday ball to help prepare?”

“What?” Korram stared at him. “She went to Pendren to oversee some trade guild meetings. Things just took longer than expected.”

“The part that took longer was that one of our compatriots there called an emergency meeting,” Mustache Man explained. “He had received word from another member in the southeast that Rampus was sighted recently in the town of Daveen, and everyone was worried about what that could mean. Unfortunately, we didn’t realize that Rampus had secretly traveled all the way to Sazellia by then, and of course we had no idea what he was about to do.”

Korram shook his head, incredulous. “I can’t believe I had no idea about all this. To think that my own mother has been keeping a secret like that from me for years! But the question now is, can your Organization help me defeat Rampus and Heggen and get my throne back? I assume that’s why you were spreading the word among the Mountain Folk to have me summoned here.”

“That’s exactly what we hope to do, your Majesty,” the queen’s attendant assured him. “We don’t actually have a plan yet, but we’ve been discussing some possibilities.”

“Our people live and work all over Malorn, Sire,” Malute Head put in. “Most of us don’t know much about most of the others, but we have ways of contacting each other when we need to. You might be interested to know that one of our members is actually on your High Council. He may be able to help you get back into your palace.”

“Wait a moment.” The king frowned. “On the High Council? Are you sure? My High Council hates me. They’ve always tried to work against me. If this secret society of yours is about helping me and my family, that person hasn’t been doing a very good job.”

“They don’t all hate you, Sire,” the man assured him. “We’re absolutely certain that at least one man among your high councilors would be willing to give his life for you.”

“If you mean Councilor Aybien, he already did, though probably not willingly.” Korram scowled, remembering. “I know he was on my side. He agreed with me more often than anyone else, and during the Invasion, he took a great risk by bringing me information in secret. But from what I’ve been told, Heggen and the others had him executed. If he was your contact on the High Council, it’s too late to ask for his help.”

“It isn’t Councilor Aybien, Sire,” Malute Head assured him. “We heard how they executed him, but our news is more recent than that. We don’t know the person's name — as I mentioned earlier, we avoid using our real names whenever possible — so we’ve been referring to him as the Insider. But he’s alive and recently used our communication system to tell us that he’s ready to help you in any way he can.”

Korram stared into the fire, counting off names on his fingers. “Maybe it’s Councilor Tarmarand. I can pretty much guarantee that any of the others would be happy to see me dead. Tarmarand has never been exactly friendly to me, but he hasn’t seemed openly hostile, either, and he doesn’t have the look of someone who’s scheming behind my back. I suppose I could believe that he isn’t working with Heggen.”

“And his unfriendliness may have been part of his act,” Mustache Man pointed out. “He would have to convince all the others that they could trust him, so he couldn’t make his true loyalty obvious. And apparently they do trust him, because he’s been able to send us some valuable information recently. All about what Rampus and Heggen and the High Council have been doing.”

“And we have ways of getting messages to the Insider as well,” Malute Head added. “Depending on what you want to do, Sire, he could probably arrange for doors to be unlocked at certain times, or tell you where certain people will be when — probably even help arrange an assassination, if you wanted to take that route.”

Everyone, including the two Mountain Folk and the soldier who had arrived with the king, turned to see Korram’s reaction to this suggestion. But Arden, who knew him better than most, was not surprised when he shook his head. 

“No. Execution is one thing, but assassination? I won’t stoop to Rampus’s level. No, I want him — and Heggen, and all the rest — to stand trial for what they’ve done so everyone will know. Assassination would set a terrible precedent, and that’s not the kind of impression I want my people to have of their returning king. I’m going to make sure that justice is done.”

Heads nodded approvingly from all around the room. “I knew there was a good reason he’s the one we’re helping,” someone quipped, and the king joined in the chuckles.

“Now, I do have some inside contacts of my own,” Korram went on when everyone had quieted. “Sergeant Lasden here has a father who’s a colonel.” The soldier who’d sat silently beside him this whole time nodded, keeping his face nearly expressionless, but Arden could tell that he was uncomfortable. Was it a reaction to being placed in the spotlight, or the mention of his father? 

Arden brushed his fingers over the strings and the malute murmured reassuringly, a soothing sound in the silent room. Arden smiled as he saw the man relax, probably not even consciously aware of the music’s effect on him. Most people weren’t. 

The king turned to the sergeant. “The whole army hasn’t been deployed to the border, has it? Tell me there are soldiers still left in Sazellia, besides your own platoon.”

Lasden nodded again. “I believe there are, your Majesty. I heard that General Dorralon was going to keep a company or two in reserve in case of emergency. I’m afraid I don’t know the exact number of men.”

“But your father would know. And he would have access to the general, as well as to whoever is in direct command of those left behind.”

“Yes, Sire.” But Arden detected a hesitation behind his words. Was the colonel’s loyalty in doubt? Or did Lasden not have a good relationship with his father?

The king began to pace back and forth. “So if High Councilor Tarmarand, or whoever this Insider is, can make sure the palace gates are unlocked at a certain time, perhaps Colonel Parlien can arrange for the rest of the soldiers to march on the palace at the same time.” 

Arden strummed some soft encouraging chords to help his Majesty’s thought process along as the king pondered aloud. “We’ll probably outnumber the palace guards,” Korram continued, almost to himself, “and you mentioned that one of them is in your Organization anyway. And of course there’s Sanjik. Where is he now? Is he with my mother, or did he return to the palace?”

“He’s back at his job in the palace, Sire,” said Mustache Man. “She sent him back to keep an eye on Heggen and the rest, and so that there would be someone else there we could count on for anything that might need to be done.”

“Excellent.” The king smiled. “So Tarmarand could work with Sanjik and the guard in your Organization and arrange for more guards than usual to be off duty or assigned elsewhere that day. Then my little army and I can take control of the palace, and if Tarmarand could tell me exactly where Heggen and Rampus will be at that time — or lock them in a room himself, even — then I can easily place them under arrest.” He paused in his pacing and stopped with one hand on the mantelpiece. “All right. Now tell me everything else I need to know about what’s been happening in the capital, and then we can finalize this plan. Afterwards you can send your message to the Insider so he’ll get everything ready for me. By this time next week I’ll either be ruling my kingdom again or have died in the attempt!”











CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE










Morning came far too soon. Erik woke to the distant murmur of conversation and the padding of footsteps outside. Opening his eyes, he saw faint daylight squeezing in around the tent flap. Too little sleep or not, it was time he got up. 

He rolled off his cot, stiff and bruised from last night’s combat, and dressed quietly so as not to wake Jaymin, who was sound asleep on his own bed. A quick examination of his wrists showed that, though still sore, they didn’t feel much worse than the night before. Erik dropped to the floor for a couple dozen pushups to get his blood flowing and to test how much his wrists could handle. After the first one, however, he decided that wasn’t a good idea. This time he really would heed Pianar’s advice and rest for a few days. Unless some other emergency came up, of course. 

As he stepped outside, a cool breeze stirred his hair, carrying the scent of coffee and wood smoke from dozens of campfires. Erik’s stomach growled, but he had a job to do before he could sit down for breakfast.

The kidnappers were still tied to their trees, all awake and looking grumpy and uncomfortable behind their gags. Four soldiers were now stationed by each one, but the soldiers sat comfortably around their fires, sipping from tin mugs and conversing in low voices while they kept a casual eye on the prisoners.

Erik headed straight for the man he had been waiting to examine. The guards set their cups down and rose hastily to their feet at his approach, looking embarrassed at having been seen taking their ease. While not technically a breach of duty, sprawling around a fire drinking coffee didn’t exactly look professional, and he could tell that they recognized him as having been with Jaymin. They probably hoped he wouldn’t tell the king that he had seen them lounging about when they were supposed to be guarding a dangerous criminal. 

To increase the chances that they would cooperate, Erik strode toward them purposefully with the air of a man carrying out a royal assignment. Let them assume he was on a mission for the king.

“Good morning. Can we help you?” one of the soldiers inquired as he drew near.

“Yes.” Erik filled his voice with authority. “King Jaymin wants me to talk to the prisoner.” A bit of an exaggeration, considering that Jaymin had no idea he was here at the moment. But his friend would certainly approve if he knew what Erik suspected. Erik hadn’t brought it up last night because Jaymin would have insisted on acting on his suspicions at once, and they were both too tired for that. Plus it was dark. But this was the perfect time.

“Whatever his Majesty wants.” The soldier drew his sword and hurried over to the lead kidnapper, who was watching them silently from his spot tied to the tree. The man didn’t even flinch as the soldier slid the blade between his cheek and the gag that covered his mouth, slicing the strip of cloth away with a deft flick of his wrist.

Erik stepped forward to stand before the bound man, staring down into his face. The bound man stared right back up at him with no trace of fear. He had shaved his beard again and dyed his hair black, but this time Erik had no doubt. I was right. 

“Hello, Dannel.”

The spy met his gaze steadily. “Hello, Erik.”

“You’ve decided to branch out from spying, I see. Wanted to try your hand at assassination instead?”

“It pays better.”

“Only if you succeed.”

“Good point.” The spy’s voice was rueful. 

“So who are you working for now?” Erik demanded. “Rampus again?”

He smiled. “You’d like to know that, wouldn’t you?”

One of the soldiers drew back his foot and kicked the man hard in the ribs. “Watch your tongue, prisoner.” 

Dannel didn’t react in the slightest, his eyes never leaving Erik’s.

Erik folded his arms across his chest. “You will be telling us everything you know eventually. You may as well make it easier on yourself and get started now.”

“Yes, about that,” Dannel replied, as though Erik had reminded him of something he’d been thinking of earlier. “I do know quite a lot that you might be interested in, and for the right price, I’d be more than willing to share all the information I can.”

The soldier kicked him again, harder this time. “That isn’t how a criminal speaks to his captors.” 

Once again the spy ignored him completely, as though the heavy boot against his ribs was nothing more than the brush of a falling leaf. Erik eyed him, wondering what was going through his mind. “I’m surprised that someone in your shoes would consider himself in a position to negotiate.”

Dannel chuckled, wiggling his stockinged feet. “My shoes? If there’s someone in my shoes right now, he’s probably far back in the forest. Unless you brought them along for yourself.” He glanced at Erik’s feet. “We wear about the same size, from the looks of it. Just one of the many ways in which you and I are alike.”

Erik gave him a Quit fooling around and answer me look, and Dannel stopped chuckling. “But in all seriousness, I am actually in a position to negotiate. I have information that you and your friends need. And you, obviously, are in a position to help me out as well.” He looked meaningfully down at the ropes binding him to the tree.

Erik regarded him humorlessly. “What makes you think you won’t be telling us everything you know for free in the next few hours anyway?”

“Two things. In the first place, I have an extremely high tolerance for pain.” 

“Be that as it may, General Dirken has his ways of learning what he wants to know.”

“And you don’t want to find yourself on the other end of one of his interrogations,” a soldier put in grimly. The four of them were listening to the conversation with great interest. 

“Ah, yes, General Dirken.” Dannel smiled with what looked like genuine fondness. “I remember him well. He was always so eager for the news I used to bring. His manner is gruff, but he has a good heart. It’ll be interesting to get caught up with him again, especially now that I have plenty more to tell.”

“Interesting, perhaps,” another soldier said. “But not pleasant; not for you.” 

“Oh, I’ve been through quite a few unpleasant conversations in my time.” The spy smiled again. “And yes, I know of the general’s questionably legal interrogation methods, but I’ll be honest: I doubt they’ll be very effective in my case. However, as I was about to say a moment ago, my second reason is that I don’t think he’ll want to take the time it would require to force the information out of me. Assuming I could indeed be forced to talk.” 

He gazed reflectively into the distance. “I suppose no one ever knows for certain whether they’ll break or not until they’ve actually been tested, do they? But I can assure you that even if I do, it would take quite a while; whereas lives just might depend on your finding out what you need to know as soon as possible.”

Erik frowned. He had an uncomfortable feeling that perhaps the bound and shoeless prisoner actually had the upper hand here. “So assuming the king and general were willing to consider doing things your way, what exactly do you want?”

Dannel shrugged. “My freedom, of course. King Jaymin’s promise that I won’t be hunted down again as soon as I’m released. And a large sum of money. That’s all. Oh, and a new pair of shoes, since you saw fit to take mine away. Yours would do nicely.”

Erik chose to ignore this last part. “And in exchange?”

“In exchange, I tell you everything I know about who I’m working for, what they’re doing, what they’re planning to do, and the latest news about Malorn’s military movements and its new government.”

“And why should we believe anything you might tell us anyway?” Erik demanded.

“Why shouldn’t you? I always tell the truth when I’m paid to do it.”

“Like when you said your name was Borril?”

Dannel laughed. “Did you like that one? Borril was my name, for a little while at least. When I take on a role, it becomes who I am. You don’t go to the theater and accuse the actors of lying, do you?”

“Neither do I pay for a show at the theater and expect to hear critical information about my enemies.”

 “It goes without saying that I would tell the truth in that regard.” Dannel looked offended. “That’s what I do. I bring the facts to people who pay for them. It’s what I’ve always done. Just ask General Dirken if I ever once misled him about the Malornians’ plans back when I worked for him. And when I met you and the others in the mountains recently, everything I told you then was true, too. I can assure you, if you meet my terms, I will give you the facts and only the facts.”

“Leaving out any that could compromise you or your current employer, of course.” Erik had no doubts on that point.

“Me, yes. My employer, not necessarily. Not if you pay me more than he does.”

Erik regarded the spy in silence for a moment. Dannel gazed back, unflinching. The soldiers stared from one of them to the other as though they couldn’t believe anyone would even consider making such a deal. 

Maybe I am crazy to consider it. But Erik had an uncomfortable feeling that dealing with Dannel might be the best way — perhaps even the only way — to find out what Jaymin and the others needed to know. 

In any case, that would be up to Jaymin and General Dirken to decide. Without a word, Erik turned on his heel and strode away.

Back in the tent, Jaymin was still asleep. Erik tied the flap shut and shook him. “Jaymin. Wake up.”

The only response was a muffled groan and a “go away” as Jaymin rolled over and buried his head under the pillow. 

Ruthlessly, Erik yanked the pillow and blanket off of him and tossed them aside. “Get up.”

His friend turned to squint at him. “It had better be an emergency for you to be dragging me out of bed this early.”

“It’s not as early as you think. And Dannel’s here.”

Jaymin sat up straight, suddenly wide awake. “Dannel? What’s he doing in Alasia?”

“Trying to kidnap the princess, assassinate you, and sell us information. You might want to fetch the general and princess and come talk to him.”

“Trying to kidnap … wait a moment. That was Dannel?” Jaymin stared at Erik as though he wasn’t sure he had heard him correctly. Then his face filled with outrage and he leaped to his feet. He crossed the tent in two strides and fumbled to untie the flap.

“Are you going out like that?”

Jaymin paused, looked down at himself, and hastily retied it. “No, of course not.” He seized his tunic from the little table beside his cot. “Tell me everything you found out.”











CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR










It was a busy morning at Farlen’s Fashions and Fabrics, but Anya was loving every moment of it. Even after five years at the finest tailor shop in Malorn, sometimes she still had to pinch herself to make sure this was real. Since her apprenticeship had started, she, personally, had designed clothing for some of the wealthiest and most important citizens in Sazellia, including Princess Kalendria herself. Best of all, she got to spend nearly all day, every day, sewing.

Well, that used to be the best part of all. Now Anya had a new favorite hobby, one that she loved and that suited her well. A dangerous role, yes, but so exciting! 

When she was younger, Anya had lived in Alasia. After the Malornians invaded, she spied on their leaders in the Almar palace where she was forced to work for the enemy. During the month she had labored in the enemy’s service, Anya found out all she could from Captain Almanian and later from Regent Rampus himself. No one ever suspected that a ten-year-old girl might be gathering strategic information to pass on to the Alasian resistance.

And now Anya was quietly gathering information again, passing it on to those who could use it to help Malorn. She found it amusing that she had worked as a secret agent on both sides of the border. Not as a double agent, of course; she really was loyal to both countries. In Almar she had tried to help save Alasia and its prince from those who had wrongfully taken over the kingdom. Now, in Sazellia, she was doing nearly the same thing: trying to help protect the legitimate royal family and give them back control of the government that impostors had seized. After all, both Malornian and Alasian blood flowed in Anya’s veins, and she counted it a privilege to serve both kingdoms. 

Today Anya sat in the corner sewing, trying to finish up a scarlet silk tunic for the most annoying person in Sazellia, in between helping customers. Perciel had been a regular customer at Farlen’s Fashions and Fabrics since before Anya arrived. But after his father Heggen was crowned illegitimate king of Malorn and made his son a High Council member, Perciel had begun ordering new clothes several times a week. He must enjoy spending Malorn’s money on his personal wardrobe, Anya thought. While the young man had always insisted that his garments be of the finest quality in the very latest style, now he required that they also be lavishly embellished with the most valuable gems or intricately embroidered with gold or silver thread. 

Farlen had allowed Anya to help make several of Perciel’s specialty garments, and she had to admit she enjoyed the process as much as she despised the man. It was always a pleasure to create beautiful clothing, even for a self-centered impostor of a prince who didn’t deserve it. And so Anya bent over the embroidery she was stitching into the sleeves, carefully adorning the delicate fabric with blue and silver designs.

A customer — the eighth who had interrupted her that morning — approached the corner of the shop where Anya sat working. This man was meandering toward her in that deceptively casual way Anya had come to identify with important messages. None of the other workers at Farlen’s had, or could be allowed to have, any idea about Anya’s secret role, and so those in the Organization, as she had come to think of the nameless group she was part of, had to be discreet in their conversations with her.

Still diligently stitching away as though oblivious to anything else, Anya watched out of the corner of her eye as the mustached man wandered idly through the shop, examining a set of elegant capes hanging in a row, pausing to peer at a tray of gold buttons locked inside a glass box, running his fingers along rolls of colorful velvet lined up on a shelf.

Anya had seen him before, though she didn’t know who he was. For security reasons, members of the Organization referred to each other by numbers, seldom using their actual names. This man, 21, showed up at Farlen’s every couple of months. Sometimes he placed an order, sometimes he picked up one that someone else had left for him, and sometimes he gave Anya a verbal message that she was to translate into code and deliver.

Anya loved the Organization’s code, which she had helped to develop and which she used often. Since so many important people bought clothes here, she was in a key position to hear and pass on information that might help thwart the royal family’s enemies. Who would ever guess that the lace trim on a petticoat or around a sleeve or collar was actually a secret message? A message which only a handful of people in the kingdom knew how to read, interpreting the intricate pattern of knots and holes and swirls into letters and words.

The man reached up to take down one of the stiff sheets of parchment pegged to a string that ran along the wall. Each sheet bore a small painting of an item of clothing Farlen’s currently offered. Of course, they could make just about anything a customer might ask for, but many of their clients preferred to choose from pictures of the latest fashions.

“Good morning,” Anya greeted 21 as he approached, parchment in hand. She was pretty sure he didn’t really want the satin skirt with the set of matching hair accessories featured in the picture, but she addressed him as she would any other customer. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so.” The man looked her in the eye, his direct gaze as meaningful as any code, and sat down in an armchair close to hers. Farlen had arranged his shop with cozy little sitting areas scattered here and there among the merchandise and work stations. It gave the front room a comfortable air, more luxurious than in most other shops, in which customers had to walk around looking at the goods and stand at a counter to pay. Here, clients could have a seat to discuss what they wanted with employees, who would get up and fetch items the customers might like and display them on the low tables placed among the chairs.

The mustached man set the picture on the table between them and bent over it as though to examine the details. “Has Perciel placed any orders recently?” he asked quietly, not looking at her.

“He places orders all the time.” Anya indicated the tunic in her lap. “This is for him; he wants it delivered tomorrow.”

The man’s face lit up. “Excellent! Though it would be better if you could get it to the palace today. Do you think that might be possible?” 

“Probably,” Anya agreed. “I’m almost done with it. It would just depend on whether Farlen can spare me this afternoon to make the delivery.”

The man nodded and lowered his voice still more. “And can you add a code to it for our Insider to see?”

Anya hesitated. “Perciel didn’t ask for lace on this one. I suppose I could put some in anyway, but if he doesn’t like it, he’ll send it back.”

“Tell him it’s the latest style,” the man urged. “He’ll never say no to that.”

Anya smiled. It was certainly true that Perciel was obsessed with fashion. Even Princess Kalendria, who loved new clothing too, was nowhere near as consumed by her wardrobe as Perciel was.

Unfortunately, Perciel had become a necessary piece in the Organization’s plans. He was an excuse to get into the palace, which had become more difficult since his father Heggen took over. Security was tight now, but the Organization had people working there with whom they needed to communicate, especially someone they called the Insider. And Perciel’s love of clothing was the key. The guards at the gate knew that when anyone from Farlen’s Fashions and Fabrics showed up with new clothes for the prince, their packages had better be delivered right away. 

Though Anya didn’t know whom the messages were for, she knew whoever it was must be in a position to see them on Perciel regularly. Perhaps it was a servant in charge of organizing his wardrobe or doing his laundry. It might be one of the guards who patrolled the corridors outside his royal apartment or the High Council Room. It could even be a member of the High Council itself, pretending to serve Heggen, but actually working behind the scenes to bring down the new government.

That was the best part: that Perciel himself had unknowingly been wearing the codes that would — if everything went well — lead to his father’s defeat and Malorn’s return to the rightful king’s rule. 

“So what’s the message to say?” Anya asked. From the other end of the room she saw Farlen glance their way as he walked past, deep in conversation with a customer. So she picked up the picture of the skirt and pointed to it as if she were asking a question about the man’s order. 

The man took the picture from her and held it up before his face as though examining it, ensuring that no one would be able to read his lips. Pretending to point out a detail in the design, he murmured, “Clear the way for Korram’s return to the palace this Friday morning.”

Anya’s eyes widened. “The day after tomorrow? Really?” Abruptly remembering that they were never supposed to discuss the messages they passed on, she clamped her mouth tightly shut. King Korram is coming back so soon? How is he going to defeat Heggen? What exactly will the Insider do to ‘clear the way’?

“You’ve got that?” the man prompted.

“Yes. ‘Clear the way for Korram’s return to the palace this Friday morning.’” Anya kept her voice as low as his had been. “I’m just about done with the embroidery, and I’ll get started on the lace right after that. I should be able to complete it in time to deliver the tunic before the end of the day, assuming Farlen lets me.”

“Good.” 21 set the parchment down on the table, giving a quick nod of appreciation as he rose to leave.

“I’ve finished the tunic Prince Perciel ordered,” Anya told Farlen late that afternoon. “Shall I go and deliver it now?”

Farlen looked up from the tiny ruby beads he was stitching into the bodice of a noblewoman’s gown. “A day early? Let me see.”

Reluctantly, Anya sat down beside him and opened the garment bag in which she had carefully hung the newly completed tunic so the scarlet silk wouldn’t wrinkle. Her task now was to convince Farlen to let her deliver it even with its modifications.

Farlen closed the box of beads and set the gown aside as Anya spread the tunic out on the table before him. Running his fingers over the lace she had carefully attached around the collar and down the front, he frowned. “This isn’t the style the prince ordered.”

Anya leaned forward earnestly. “I know, sir, but I wanted to surprise him with a new design. I think he’ll like it even better.”

“Perhaps he would, but when a prince tells people what he wants, they obey. They don’t make their own decisions as to whether they’ll follow his orders.”

Anya lowered her eyes contritely. “Maybe I was wrong to do it, sir. I thought you liked me to take initiative and be creative.”

“In general, yes.” Farlen’s frown turned to a reluctant smile. “Your creativity is one of your greatest strengths in this profession. You think outside the seam, so to speak, and some of your innovations have been truly brilliant. But there’s a difference between designing clothes to sell to the general public, and making clothes to order but not following the customer’s specifications.”

“The last two customers whose orders I adjusted were quite pleased with the results,” Anya reminded him, trying not to sound too proud. “They both said they liked my ideas better than what they’d requested.”

“Yes, I remember. But this is the prince we’re talking about. He’s our most regular customer, not to mention the wealthiest. It’s critical that we keep him happy if we want to keep his business.”

“When I deliver it, I’ll ask him what he thinks,” Anya suggested. “I’ll tell him how good I thought it would look on him, and I’m sure he’ll agree. But if he doesn’t like it, I’ll bring it back and remake it on my own time. I could do it at home this evening and then deliver the original version to him at the palace tomorrow, and he would still have it by the time he wanted it.”

“You seem awfully determined.” But Farlen was smiling again now. “As long as you remake it if he doesn’t approve, I suppose there’s no harm. He’ll like the idea that you thought he’d look good in something frillier.”

They shared a smile. Everyone in Farlen’s considered Perciel’s tastes excessive, but no one would dare speak ill of the new prince even if he hadn’t been their best customer. Though he wasn’t particularly intelligent, Perciel did know enough about clothing to appreciate good workmanship, and he always complimented their work and tipped generously.

“This is excellent lace making on your part, as usual.” Farlen lifted the tunic to examine it more closely. “You used silk thread, I see, and it’s quite striking the way the scarlet shows through the white in this design. Rather an unusual pattern, though. You never seem to use the same one twice.”

Because I’ve never had to give the same message twice. Anya shrugged modestly. “I like experimenting with new designs.”

“I’ve noticed. And it’s quite an intricate one. You’re getting better at the raised work in the fillings, and your picots are nice and even. You decided to try more spidering in the mesh this time, I see.”

Anya said nothing, imagining how astonished Farlen would be to know that each separate detail she had painstakingly worked into the lace represented a different letter of the alphabet, and that the twelve words spelled out there might just result in the overthrow of Malorn’s current government. 

“Go ahead and take the tunic to the palace,” Farlen allowed finally. “If anyone can talk the prince into accepting a different design, you can.”











CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE










Dannel sat just as Erik had left him, not that he had any other choice. His four guards were now on their feet, coffee out of sight, the picture of vigilance. They bowed and stepped aside as Jaymin approached with Erik, trailed by the princess and General Dirken. 

“Good morning, your Majesty. It’s an honor to meet you again,” Dannel exclaimed brightly as they stopped before him. “I trust you’ll pardon me for remaining seated in your presence. Oh, and I hear I have you to thank for the water earlier. That was thoughtful of you.” He turned to the princess. “And your royal Highness. No hard feelings, I trust, about our little encounter yesterday. Unlike me, it seems you’re none the worse for wear.” Dannel’s gaze moved to the general. “And General Dirken. A pleasure to see you again after all these years, sir.”

The four of them glared down at him. “How can you dare to speak to us like that after what you did?” the general demanded.

Dannel looked genuinely confused. “I beg your pardon, sir?”

“You — tried — to — kill — the — king,” Dirken ground out, emphasizing each word.

“Oh, that!” The spy turned back to Jaymin. “That was nothing personal, I assure you, your Majesty. I certainly have nothing against you. It was just a matter of business. I’m sure you understand.”

“Just like kidnapping the princess here?” Jaymin didn’t sound in the least understanding.

“Of course.” Dannel’s gaze flicked over to Kalendria again. “As I said, my lady, I hope you don’t bear me any ill will about that. You’ll be glad to know that I never intended to kill you.”

Liar, thought Erik, though he had no way to prove it.

“You weren’t being paid to kill me,” Kalendria suggested sarcastically.

“Exactly! You do understand. And …” he looked from her to Jaymin, who had wrapped a protective arm around her shoulders, and hesitated as though uncertain whether it would be proper to speak his thoughts. “And if I may say so, your Highness, you actually look much happier now than when I first set eyes on you yesterday. So perhaps some good came of your unfortunate situation after all.” 

“Stop trying to justify your actions.” As Jaymin spoke, Erik saw his fingers curl into fists. “You’re guilty of murdering five soldiers and wounding one more, not to mention the kidnapping and attempted assassination. You’ll be tried, convicted, and executed by the Alasian High Court.”

“I beg your pardon, Sire. Not to contradict you, but I didn’t actually kill any of the soldiers myself. And I’m glad to hear that one of them managed to survive somehow.” Dannel paused, looking thoughtful. “As for the High Court, I suppose it’s possible, but extremely unlikely.”

“Oh?”

“I’m a Malornian citizen, your Majesty. It would be illegal to execute me in Alasia. You would risk causing an international incident.”

Erik wondered if that was true. Yes, Dannel was using a Malornian accent this morning, as he had earlier in the mountains, but that was easy enough to fake. He’d sounded Alasian when Erik had met him the first time. 

Jaymin glared down at the spy. “Trust me, King Korram won’t be offering any objections to your execution.”

“Perhaps not, Sire. But in any case, you aren’t going to let the legal system get its hands on me.”

“And why shouldn’t I, after what you’ve done? This is the second time you’ve nearly caused my death. You still have to go on trial for the crimes you committed back during the Invasion.”

“Oh, yes, the Invasion.” Dannel gazed into the distance again as though reliving a fond memory. “That’s right; Regent Rampus came and found you in the forest camp, didn’t he?”

“Because of information you gave him.” The general scowled.

“Yes, sir. As usual, you’re exactly right. However, that ended up working out quite well for you, didn’t it, sir? You defeated his soldiers pretty handily with the help of Prince Korram and his army, and it certainly wouldn’t have worked out so well if you’d gone down to try to attack the Regent in Almar as you had been planning.” The spy smiled reflectively. “Really, I suppose you could say that in a way, you owe your victory to me. And of course that’s in addition to the fact that I warned you about the ambush Rampus planned the previous night, not to mention all the other information I brought you.” 

General Dirken folded his arms sternly. “A few pieces of helpful information don’t cancel out your many crimes, Double Agent Dannel. However, answering our questions now could just possibly lighten your sentence.”

“Ah, yes, your questions.” Dannel smiled again. “I’m sure our friend Erik here has already told you my terms. I know plenty of valuable information, sir, and I’ll be more than happy to tell you everything I can. That is, just as soon as the king has promised my freedom and handed over a new pair of shoes and, say, fifty gold coins.”

Princess Kalendria glared at him. “Do you really think we’re going to reward you, after the way you kidnapped me and tried to kill Jaymin?”

The spy inclined his head respectfully. “I do, your Highness. You’re wise enough to know that it’s the best decision you could make under the circumstances.”

“That’s absurd.” the general glared at him. “Do you think the army carries around a portable treasury? And there isn’t a cobbler within miles.”

Dannel considered this. “I’m a reasonable man. I’m willing to settle for just ten gold pieces now, as long as I get a promissory note from King Jaymin saying I’m entitled to fifty more from the palace treasury at a later time. And I’ll accept a used pair of shoes, as long as they’re Erik’s. I rather fancy those boots he’s wearing. Plus my freedom, of course.”

Jaymin snorted. “You overestimate your own importance. Five golds now, twenty later, I suppose you can have your freedom, but forget the boots.”

 “Oh, I don’t think so, your Majesty.” Dannel chuckled. “How am I supposed to get anywhere wearing just my stockings? But I’ll compromise. Five now, forty later, my freedom too, but if you can’t convince Erik to part with his boots, the deal’s off.”

The general glared at him. “You are unbelievable, spy.”

Dannel smiled and shrugged modestly.

Jaymin beckoned the others to follow him away among the trees where they could talk without Dannel’s overhearing. Erik seethed. He would have liked to make a few remarks about criminals who thought they could name their own terms. But since the general was present, he kept his mouth shut and his face carefully expressionless.

“What do you all think?” Jaymin’s voice was full of frustration, but he didn’t sound as angry as Erik felt. Then again, he wasn’t being asked to part with his only footwear.

The princess sighed. “I can hardly believe we’re even considering this, but I have a feeling that it really might be a wise decision. If he can tell us as much as he claims, it could mean the difference in whether or not we end up with a war on our hands.”

“And who would win if we did,” the general agreed. “As ridiculous as it is, I think we should do it. When he worked for me before, Dannel’s information was always both accurate and timely.” He glanced apologetically at Erik. “If Erik is willing to give up his boots, and if you don’t mind giving him his freedom and that note, Sire, I can come up with the five gold pieces.”

“I hate that man.” The princess turned to Erik, as did the others. “It’s completely unfair. You shouldn’t have to do this.”

“Is there any other choice, your Highness?” Erik was careful to keep all expression out of his voice.

Jaymin wasn’t fooled. “Listen, Erik, I know it’s outrageous, and I’m sorry. But for some reason he’s set on getting his hands on your boots. Do you mind?”

What do you think?

“I’m sure we can find a soldier who wears your size,” Jaymin continued reasonably. “We’ll convince someone to lend you an extra pair of shoes until you have a chance to get more of your own.”

“Certainly,” the general agreed. “I’ll have Indrin ask around and find you some right away.”

Swallowing another choice comment or two, Erik sat down on a log and began unlacing his boots. The general disappeared to fetch the gold and to send his page in search of the right replacement pair, as though anything could replace the boots the palace cobbler had made to order. Erik searched the ground at his feet until he found a flat stone, which he used to pry open the compartment in the left sole. Sliding out the tiny, razor-sharp blade he kept hidden there for emergencies, he stashed it in his pocket. He was certain Dannel would eventually discover the boot’s secret, but at least he wouldn’t get his hands on the weapon.

“You could write to the cobbler,” Jaymin suggested, trying to be helpful. “I’m sure he still has your specifications from the last pair he made you. There’s a courier station not far down the road. He’d get the message in a few hours, and he could probably make you a new pair of boots and have it sent here in the next couple of days.”

“Probably.” But Erik couldn’t muster up any enthusiasm. New boots — or someone else’s old ones, for that matter — would take time to break in. Until his feet were comfortable in them, he wouldn’t be at his best, and that could be dangerous in the event of another emergency.

General Dirken reappeared a moment later with the money and the news that Indrin would bring him some footwear in a few minutes. Then the four of them returned to where Dannel waited at his tree, Erik acutely aware of every twig and pebble under his worn-out stockings.

Jaymin nodded to one of the guards. “All right, untie him.”

“And then get ready to bind his hands behind his back,” Erik ordered. The soldier glanced at the king for confirmation of this second directive, and Jaymin nodded again. Erik braced himself for a possible attack, and the other three soldiers drew their swords as their companion bent over the knots. But Dannel made no attempt to attack anyone or to flee as he rose to his feet, stretching and rubbing his arms and bowing to both Jaymin and Kalendria. “Thank you, your Majesty. I knew we could come to a mutually profitable agreement.”

Jaymin scowled. “Don’t thank me yet. You still have to live up to your end of the bargain, and you won’t get away with anything if you don’t.”

“Of course, Sire.” Dannel snapped his fingers and held a hand out for the boots Erik was holding. Fuming, Erik handed them over, and Dannel sat down again to pull them on. Then he paused, held one of them up, sniffed, and wrinkled his nose. “Been awhile since you changed your socks, eh?”

Erik felt himself turn red with anger and embarrassment. “You don’t want them, hand them back.”

“Oh, I most certainly want them.” Dannel pulled the first one on. “I can see they’re very good quality, aroma and all. Much better than my old shoes.” He paused to inspect the second one before he stuck his foot into it. “You must have had them specially made; reinforced with steel, maybe, between layers of leather. And rubber on the soles for traction. Am I right?” 

Erik kept his face expressionless. How does he know?

Dannel chuckled as though the silence were answer enough. “I could tell how sturdy they were when you gave me that kick to the head last night. No hard feelings about that, by the way.”

“Glad to hear it,” Erik growled as one of the soldiers took hold of the spy’s wrists and began to tie them behind him. “And in case you’re tempted to try anything now, don’t think I can’t knock you out again with my bare feet if I need to.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t doubt it,” Dannel assured him. “Especially if they smell anything like the boots.”

All four of the soldiers tried, with varying degrees of success, to stifle laughter. At Erik’s glare, they hastily averted their eyes, and most of the chuckles turned to coughs.

“Now get up and come with us.” The general turned and led the way through the camp toward his tent. “And I hope for your sake that you’re truly prepared to be helpful.”











CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX










“It isn’t fair,” hissed Reetia, Farlen’s other apprentice, as Anya headed for the door with the lacy tunic in its garment bag. “It’s my turn to make the palace delivery.”

“You did it last time,” Anya pointed out. “With those gloves we made for Prince Perciel.”

“That time didn’t count. The prince wasn’t at home, and I had to leave the gloves with a servant.”

Anya didn’t tell Reetia that she would have been more than happy to let someone else make the delivery rather than interact with the prince. Unlike Reetia, she didn’t consider the fellow to be at all charming and would have preferred to sew for him without actually seeing him. She could hardly stand being around the conceited young man who flirted with every female he met between the ages of fourteen and forty. The man who had no right to the kingdom’s money that he spent so freely, or to the royal quarters he and his father had moved into in the palace, or to the title of prince itself. Besides, he was at least ten years older than Anya, and she had her eye on someone else. Not that she would admit that to Reetia.

Anya opened the front door of the shop. “Sorry. I have to deliver the tunic myself so I can ask if Perciel likes my modifications.”

“Of course. Your special modifications.” Reetia glared as Anya stepped outside. “You’re not fooling anyone, Anya. Everyone knows you’re trying to get the prince to like you. As if he would.”

Anya chose to ignore her comment, knowing that Reetia was just jealous. The older girl had been working at the shop longer but had advanced more slowly because she just wasn’t as good at sewing. Farlen had already promised Anya a paying position next year when her apprenticeship officially ended. Reetia, who was nearly sixteen already and couldn’t remain an apprentice much longer, had been given no such assurance.

Farlen’s Fashions and Fabrics was located in Sazellia’s wealthiest neighborhood, as befitted its clientele, and the walk from the shop to the palace took only ten minutes. The sight of the massive stone walls and gray towers looming into the sky made Anya wonder once again what had really happened to Princess Kalendria and the others. From the messages she had been delivering to and from members of the Organization, she knew that the king, princess, and queen mother were all alive and in hiding somewhere, along with King Jaymin, who had been visiting from Alasia. And, though she had heard nothing about him, surely Jaymin’s bodyguard Erik too.

Anya had seen Erik briefly as Jaymin’s entourage had wound its way down the streets of Sazellia toward the palace last month. They passed right by Farlen’s, and she hurried outside along with Reetia and the others to watch as the Alasian king passed by. That is, Reetia and everyone else watched the Alasian king. Anya watched the Alasian king’s bodyguard. He rode where a footman normally would, on the little footboard at the back of the carriage. His hands rested lightly on the support bar, only his eyes and occasionally his head moving as he scanned the crowd for danger. He was barely noticeable standing so still in his plain black clothes among the blue-uniformed guards and servants and the well-dressed king himself. 

But Anya always noticed Erik. She had learned to search him out whenever King Jaymin visited, always spotting him somewhere close to the king. He always wore black, from the hood of his cloak down to his sturdy leather boots; he never carried a visible weapon; and his observant dark eyes were always darting back and forth for any hint of danger. To everyone else he probably appeared to be merely a simple attendant, if they noticed him at all. To Anya he was power and intelligence and grace and talent and solid muscle deceptively veiled in simple, loose-fitting black clothing.

She had seen Erik in action only once. Two summers ago, Anya begged Farlen for time off so she could accompany her older brother Arvalon on one of his trips to Alasia. A merchant, Arvalon traveled back and forth between the two kingdoms regularly. Anya went with him to see their father, who was serving a prison sentence in the Almar palace dungeon for his inadvertent role in the Invasion.

Emerging from the palace after a long visit with her father, Anya strolled across the sunbaked courtyard to go see her friends Eleya and Tonnis, who worked in the palace clinic. But she paused at the sight of fifty or sixty Alasian guards practicing their swordsmanship all together. Anya drew near, fascinated, to watch as they struck at each other with wooden swords. But it wasn’t the guards who had caught her attention. It was the teenage boy in black with the serious eyes dueling with one of the officers, their weapons whipping through the air in a clattering blur. Anya stared in awe as the lieutenant was forced to give way, retreating before Erik’s vigorous onslaught. She gazed in admiration at the way his booted feet almost danced across the cobblestones as he shifted position smoothly with every new lunge or strike or parry. The duel ended with the edge of his wooden blade poised against the officer’s neck, and as the two of them stepped back, panting, to salute each other, Anya nearly broke into applause. Remembering herself quickly, she slipped away behind the barracks out of sight, but not before she noticed the way Erik’s sweat-drenched tunic clung to him, outlining the bulging muscles in his arms and torso.

And that was why Anya wasn’t worried about King Jaymin or Korram or Kalendria now. Concerned, yes, but not worried. Wherever they were, Erik was with them. He had to be; he would never let King Jaymin far out of his sight. She hoped she would get to see him again when Korram — and presumably the others — returned the day after tomorrow.

Anya pulled her mind back to the present as she turned off the main road and crunched her way along the palace’s gravel drive. Four guards in black-and-tan uniforms stood on duty beside the main gate, and two more looked down from atop the wide stone wall.

“What do you want?” demanded the guard closest to her on the ground as she approached.

To talk to Erik. To see my father again. For Heggen and Perciel to be overthrown and King Korram to take charge of Malorn once more.

Aloud, she said politely, “Good afternoon, sir. I’m Anya, from Farlen’s Fashions and Fabrics. I’m here to deliver a tunic to his royal Highness Prince Perciel.”

The guard pulled a folded sheet of parchment from his pocket and consulted it. “You’re not scheduled to be allowed in until tomorrow. Come back then, or leave it with me and I’ll take it up to him later.”

Arguing with guards was never a good idea, but there were other options. “I understand, sir.” Anya held out the package. “I’d better leave it with you, then, because the prince has to receive a message about it today. Will you tell him?”

“Yes, what is it?”

“Well, sir, we weren’t sure if the lacework was quite what he had in mind.” Anya opened the bag to show the man the design on the front of the tunic. Since she had no idea who the Insider was, she always tried to show her lace messages to as many palace workers as possible, just in case. It could be this fellow, for all she knew. 

“You see, sir, I believe Prince Perciel is planning to wear this tunic to some important function or other tomorrow night, but we had a question about the details. If it isn’t quite right, I’ll take it back and redo it in time for him to wear tomorrow. So, if you please, ask him whether he prefers a double torchon ground or a bias ground — you know, with a zigzag cloth stitch — and whether he’d rather have leaf-shaped tallies or simple open spiders.”

“Spiders?” repeated the guard, as though grasping at the one word he had understood. 

“Yes, sir. See, like this one here,” Anya indicated one of the open shapes with the eight connecting threads worked into the middle of her lace design. “Oh, and ask him if he prefers the kind with eight legs or twelve, because that produces an entirely different effect. And one more thing. I need to know whether or not he wants winkie pin footsides.”

The guard was staring at her as though she were speaking another language. “Winkie what?”

“You will ask him, won’t you?” Anya widened her eyes in pretended concern. “Because the details are tremendously important, and I’m sure the prince will be dreadfully upset if the tunic doesn’t turn out well enough for him to make exactly the fashion statement he intends. You know how important fashion is to his royal Highness, and altering one little detail of a garment’s style can make an entirely different statement. Just think of the possible miscommunications involved!” Anya chuckled inwardly, imagining exactly that in the context of her code. “So make sure you find out about the spiders especially.” She held out the tunic again.

The guard looked nervous, probably afraid of getting in trouble if he messed up the message. “Never mind. You’d better go and talk to him yourself.”

Anya was careful to keep a straight face as she followed the guard through the courtyard toward the front steps. But as he handed her over to a servant to lead her in, she was chuckling inside once again. Men are so easy to confuse when you have the right vocabulary.











CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN










Jaymin, the princess, and General Dirken sat down with Dannel around the folding table in the general’s tent. Erik took up a position just inside the entrance, the soldiers waiting outside. 

Dirken brought out a sheet of parchment, a quill pen, and a little bottle of ink from the trunk under his cot. His lips pressed tight in annoyance, Jaymin dipped the quill into the ink and wrote, This entitles the bearer to the sum of forty gold coins from the royal treasury. He signed it and sealed it with his signet ring before setting the sheet on the table before him. Dirken stacked five gold coins on top. 

“You may have these after you’ve given us your information,” Jaymin told the spy, “assuming it’s as valuable as you claim.”

“May I have your word of honor on that, your Majesty?”

“I promise, on my honor as an Alasian.”

“Thank you, Sire,” Dannel said. “And what about my freedom?”

“You have my word that you can go free after this. No one under my command will come after you in the next … twenty-four hours.”

“Or when I come to collect my money from the treasury?”

Erik didn’t miss Jaymin’s subtle sigh. His friend had obviously been hoping Dannel wouldn’t think of that loophole. “Very well. I promise I won’t order anyone after you then, either.” Judging by his tightly controlled voice, Jaymin’s patience was wearing thin. Erik didn’t blame him. His own had run out awhile back.

Dannel nodded, satisfied. “I know you’re a man of your word, your Majesty. Your promise is good enough for me.”

“It had better be. Now tell us everything,” Jaymin ordered. “To start with, who are you working for?”

“It’s Rampus who’s been paying me, Sire, but indirectly, I’ve been working for most of the Malornian High Council. Almost all of them are in on the plot.” 

“What exactly did Rampus hire you to do? Besides kill me, that is.”

“I’ve actually been working for him for years, Sire; since before the Invasion, in fact. I helped him escape after the battle and found him a place of safety in the mountains, where he’s spent most of his time since.” A map lay spread out on the table; Dannel leaned over it and gestured with his chin. “It’s a cave in a little sheltered valley in the Impassables in southwestern Malorn. I could show you the precise spot if you untie my wrists.”

“No,” said Jaymin and Erik together.

“So it was you who helped Rampus escape!” The princess was indignant.

“It was indeed, your Highness.” Dannel gave a modest half-bow from his seat across from her. “And then I ran errands for him, bringing supplies and delivering messages back and forth, while he planned how to take control of Malorn and Alasia again. Every now and then he went out in disguise and met with Heggen, his primary contact on the High Council. The two of them came up with the scheme to kill King Korram and the rest of you so that Heggen could be crowned king, with Rampus as the real power behind the throne. Eventually he was going to work his way to the forefront, but he was afraid that Malorn might not accept him at first. Too many people remember how he deceived the kingdom years ago and tried to have Prince Korram killed, and he didn’t want an uprising on his hands. Not to mention the reward Korram offered for his capture. I admit that tempted me, but Rampus has been paying me enough that it was worth my while to help him for the last few years instead of turning him in.”

“So is Rampus in Sazellia now?” the princess wanted to know.

“Yes, my lady. We slipped him into your palace, where he’s living in an old tower room not many people know about. His presence there is a secret from all but the High Council and a few trusted attendants.”

“You mentioned that almost all of the High Council was part of the plot. Who wasn’t?” 

“Councilor Aybien certainly wasn’t, my lady, and neither was Councilor Tarmarand, at least as far as I know. Tarmarand played no part in Rampus’s return to power or in planning the assassinations. When he received word of what had happened, his initial reaction was shock; I might even say horror. Since then he has been vocal in his support of both Heggen and Rampus, but I suspect it’s an act.”

“What is Rampus planning to do next?” the general wanted to know. “Does he still intend to invade Alasia again?”

“Not just yet, sir,” Dannel replied. “His original plan involved taking Alasia by surprise as he did the first time, but that plan was ruined when your army showed up at the border the very next day. At this point, he’s still considering what to do next. He knows his military could probably defeat yours, but not without heavy losses. Right now he’s just guarding the border to make sure your army doesn’t try to cross. But it occurred to him recently that if he could still kill King Jaymin, Alasia would be thrown into confusion and he might be able to make another move.” Dannel turned to Jaymin. “That’s why he sent me to try to take you out of the picture now, Sire, by using the princess to lure you away from the safety of your troops.” The spy’s voice was matter-of-fact, as though he were merely discussing the details of a business contract and not the murder of one of his listeners. They all glared at him.

“Who are those men who were with you last night?” the general demanded. “Are they working for Rampus too?

“The ones tied to trees out there? No, sir, they’re just men from Mosra who were looking to make a bit of money. Muscles for hire. I didn’t tell them any more than absolutely necessary about what we were doing. I know where to find their kind when I need assistants, that’s all.”

“When you need assistants,” Jaymin echoed. “Have you used their services often?”

“From time to time.” 

“For what, exactly?”

“I’m sorry, Sire.” Dannel chuckled apologetically. “That information isn’t part of our deal.”

Erik wondered how much extra it would cost to include it in the deal. Jaymin scowled at the spy but let it go, probably hoping they could find out later from the hired muscles themselves. 

“So what’s the best way to defeat Rampus?” the princess asked. “That’s what we really need to know.” 

Erik was sure Dannel would laugh and refuse to answer once again, but to his surprise, the spy looked thoughtful. “Well, my lady, that’s an interesting question. I suppose killing him would be the most obvious solution.”

“We can’t do that from all the way over here. Be more specific.”

“Send someone. I’m available, if you’re interested.”

There was a startled silence, and then Jaymin let out a disbelieving laugh. “You? You can’t be serious. Do you honestly think we’d consider such a thing for even a moment?”

Dannel shrugged. “You could do worse, your Majesty. Rampus trusts me. Unlike you, he never found out I was a double agent. It would be easy.”

“Unlike Rampus, we don’t trust you,” the general told him pointedly. “Nothing in the world could convince me to entrust a mission like that to you.”

“And you haven’t exactly proven yourself an accomplished assassin,” Jaymin added. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“Perhaps I haven’t, Sire, but that speaks more to Erik’s ability as a bodyguard than mine as an assassin.” Dannel nodded to Erik in the way of one professional respectfully acknowledging another’s skill. Erik met his gaze across the tent with that expressionless look that was so useful when you didn’t want to give away what you were thinking.

“I don’t like the idea of murder, anyway,” the princess objected, “and neither would Korram. That’s the sort of thing Rampus would do.”

The general nodded. “And it would be wiser to take Rampus alive so he can answer some questions. We need to know who in the palace or in the city is on his side. Otherwise, his people could choose a new leader and enact a similar coup in the future.”

And Rampus could tell us more about what Dannel has done. Though the spy looked unconcerned, Erik was sure he must be thinking of that as well. Probably he would prefer Rampus to end up dead for his own protection.

“Anyway, killing Rampus still wouldn’t solve the whole problem,” the princess pointed out. “Heggen would still be king. Most of the High Council would still be loyal to him and not to Korram. We need a more thorough solution. A legal one, preferably.”

“Ah, yes, a legal solution. Those are always trickier,” Dannel reflected. “Well, your royal brother would of course be free to choose a new High Council if the current councilors could be convicted of wrongdoing in court. All it would take would be one willing to testify against the others. Councilor Tarmarand might do it. Come to think of it, I would be more than willing to do it, myself. For the right price, of course.”

“Of course,” repeated Jaymin dryly. “And how would you plan to testify in court about what everyone else has done without revealing your own role in all of this and earning yourself that death sentence after all?”

“Oh, I would be perfectly honest about my role, your Majesty. I’d have to. But of course I’d first require King Korram’s promise to grant me a full pardon.”

They all paused for a moment, considering this. It was as ludicrous as Dannel’s original offer to sell them information, but they had agreed to that and already learned a great deal.

“We’re not ready to think about that step yet anyway,” the princess said. “Before we could put Rampus and the others on trial, Korram would still have to retake control of the palace without being killed in the process. That’s the tricky part.”

“But maybe not quite so tricky if Councilor Tarmarand is on the king’s side,” Dannel said. “King Korram could send him a message and the two of them could make a plan. The councilor could contact Lieutenant Sanjik, who could find out if some of the other guards would be willing to help, and they could stage a little coup of their own to put your royal brother back in power.”

“What a convenient plan.” Jaymin’s voice was sarcastic. “The best part being that you’d go straight back to Rampus and tell him all about it before it happens, so he could catch Korram and everyone on his side and get rid of them permanently this time. No, thank you.”

Dannel looked offended. “I beg your pardon, Sire, I was intending nothing of the sort. Actually, it wouldn’t be at all convenient for me to return to Rampus now that I’ve — well — failed in the mission he assigned me.” The spy swallowed and lowered his gaze as though ashamed to admit it so openly. “He would not treat such failure lightly. No, actually, I was thinking of something else entirely. I have a proposal to make: one which would benefit all of us and King Korram as well, not to mention both kingdoms.” He waited expectantly as though hoping for some sign of enthusiasm. He received nothing but suspicious stares.

“Yes?” the general finally prompted. 

“Well, sir, here’s what I'd like to offer. I volunteer to go and find King Korram and tell him everything I’ve just told you. I’ll even offer my services as messenger so he and Tarmarand can make their plans. I can help to find out who in the palace is still on the true king’s side and make sure the right people are in the right places at the right time to help him. I’ll even fight with him if it comes down to it, as I assume it will when he makes his final move.” Dannel glanced over at Erik. “Of course my fighting abilities pale in comparison to Erik’s, here, but perhaps he would admit that of the many opponents he’s undoubtedly conquered, I wasn’t one of the easiest to defeat.” 

Erik gazed silently back at him, refusing to compliment the spy with word or expression.

“And then at the last moment you’d turn against Korram, and Rampus would forgive you for your earlier failure and reward you well for killing my brother and betraying everyone loyal to him,” said the princess. “What was it you said to me yesterday? ‘You must think I’m extremely stupid’?” 

Her kidnapper inclined his head with a faint smile. “Touché, Princess. However, not only do I intend no insult to your intelligence, but I am quite sincere in my offer to help. And I believe that with my assistance, this plan could succeed, and succeed very nicely.”

“Why should we believe that you’re suddenly so eager to switch sides and help us?” Jaymin wanted to know.

The double agent chuckled. “Because, quite simply, I’m not, Sire. I was never actually on Rampus’s side. I’ve never been on anyone’s side but my own. I work for whoever pays me best, and I do whatever benefits me the most. I’m between contracts at the moment, so to speak, so you might as well take advantage of my availability.”

There was a moment’s silence in which Jaymin, the general, and the princess looked at each other doubtfully. 

“What would you charge for this particular job, assuming we were interested?” the general asked finally.

Dannel looked thoughtful. “I would have received a reward of three thousand gold pieces for killing or capturing King Korram. I would be willing to help him instead — and all of you in the process, of course — for four thousand.” 

Jaymin looked outraged at this exorbitant price. Erik knew what he was thinking, though Jaymin would never say anything in front of the princess, just as he had never said anything about it to King Korram. Alasia had suffered great financial loss at Malorn’s hands during the Invasion. Rampus’s soldiers had not only taken thousands of lives but had also destroyed and confiscated property, both from the palace and regular citizens’ homes and businesses. That loss had never been repaid in any way, probably because it had not occurred to Korram. It wasn’t his fault, after all. Jaymin didn’t want to risk damaging relations with their Malornian neighbors by bringing it up, but Erik knew his friend could never forget. And now Jaymin was thinking that his kingdom really could not afford four thousand gold pieces, not for a cause that was more Malornian than Alasian.

But the general turned to catch Erik’s eye. “Would you go tie him up again while we discuss this?”

Dannel rose to his feet and bowed low to Jaymin and Kalendria, then nodded courteously to Dirken. “Your Majesty. Your Highness. General. I’ll be over by my tree if you need me.” He chuckled at his own joke. 

Erik took great pleasure in seizing him by the arm and yanking him out of the tent. Dannel pretended to stumble, but Erik successfully sidestepped the spy’s attempt to “accidentally” step on his stockinged foot with one of Erik’s own boots. 

Outside, the four soldiers fell into formation around them. Though Dannel made no attempt to resist, Erik tightened his grip and dragged him all the way back to the outskirts of camp. The spy turned his head to smile at him. “I don’t know why you’re taking your frustrations out on me like this. You’re too much like me to pretend you don’t understand why I do what I do.”

“I’m not like you at all, spy.”

“Oh, you know that’s not true. We’re both incredibly good at what we do. There’s more to both of us than meets the eye. We both understand those around us better than they do us. Who knows, if we had grown up in each other’s circumstances, you could very well have become the money-hungry double agent and I the selfless royal bodyguard. That’s another way we’re alike: we could each do the other’s job quite well if we really wanted to.” 

“You don’t have a selfless bone in your body.” Erik shoved Dannel down against the tree trunk again. Though the man’s wrists were still tied behind him, Erik didn’t relax his hold on the spy’s arm until the soldiers had bound him firmly once more. Dannel smiled up at him the whole time.

“I didn’t think there was anything the mighty Erik was afraid of,” he remarked casually to one of the soldiers as they finished. “But it seems I’ve found something after all. The truth.”

Erik spun on his heel and stalked away, choosing not to dignify that comment with a response. Dannel’s low, mocking laughter followed him through the trees.











CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT










Anya glanced around as she entered the palace, alert to see whom she might encounter. The last time she came to make a delivery, she was nearly certain she glimpsed Dannel from across the courtyard. She had first encountered the mysterious man in Almar; he knew far more about her and her family than any stranger had a right to, and although he had once protected her from Regent Rampus’s anger, he made her almost as nervous as Rampus himself did. Now she owed him a favor, and she had no idea when he might show up to claim it — or what she might be required to do. She couldn’t tell if he had seen her last time, but he seemed in a hurry and didn’t come to speak to her. Would he be here now?

But she saw no sign of him as the servant led her down a hallway and up another set of marble stairs toward the most luxurious section of the palace. She had been here several times to deliver Perciel’s orders, and before that, she had often delivered Princess Kalendria’s. After the two of them got to know one another, Kalendria had sometimes invited Anya over for social visits. 

I hope she can come home soon. Anya knew that what she was doing now would make that more likely. If it worked.

Another guard stood on duty outside the royal suite, and Anya didn’t have to pretend to be nervous as she stopped outside the door. She hoped Heggen wouldn’t be here. He was less annoying but much more dangerous than Perciel.

“A garment delivery for the prince,” the servant told the guard, and Anya pulled out the tunic as evidence. The guard nodded and turned to knock on the door.

She heard voices inside and then the sound of footsteps approaching, and another servant opened the door. 

“I brought the tunic Prince Perciel ordered.” Anya held it up so the man could read the code in the lace just in case he was the Insider.

“Oh, thank goodness.” Relief was written all over the servant’s features. “Come in, please.” He held the door open, and Anya stepped into the spacious sitting room, furnished with velvet-upholstered sofas and gold-framed landscape paintings on the walls. 

She saw no sign of Heggen, but Perciel stepped into the room through the open doorway on the right that she guessed led to his bedroom. Anya curtsied deeply.

“Your Highness, this young woman has brought your latest order from the tailor,” the servant told him. “I’m certain you’ll want to discuss it with her, so with your permission, I’ll excuse myself now.”

“Oh, but we were having such a good time,” the prince objected with a pout. He turned confidingly to Anya. “Gellan here was advising me as to the best outfit to wear to tonight’s High Council supper. I’ve been trying on the newest additions to my wardrobe, and he’s been giving his opinion. Rather grudgingly, though,” he added to the servant, accusation in his tone. “I don’t know why you’re so unenthusiastic about fine garments.”

Anya thought Gellan looked faintly nauseous. “Forgive me, your Highness; I don’t share your taste for fashion. I’m sure the young seamstress would enjoy advising you for a while.” He sounded desperate, and Anya took pity on him. Besides, if she flattered Perciel enough, it would be easier to talk him into keeping the new tunic, unauthorized lace and all. So she opened her eyes wide and put on an expression of eager delight.

“Oh, I would love to have that honor!” She gazed breathlessly up at Perciel with the adoring expression she had seen Reetia use.

Perciel struck a gallant pose. “In that case, my lady, I shall give that honor to you. Anyone who can make such exquisitely lovely garments deserves the honor of seeing me wearing a few of them. Very well, Gellan, you’re dismissed.”

Gellan bowed and hurried toward the door, looking like a man who had just been spared a hanging. Thank you, he mouthed to Anya as he passed. 

Swallowing the urge to laugh, Anya gazed earnestly up at Perciel. “That poor man,” she sympathized as soon as the door had shut. “I do believe he’s jealous of you, your Highness.”

“Jealous?” Perciel cocked his head to one side, puzzled. 

“Why, yes, my lord. After all, there are some people who just can’t seem to look good no matter what they wear, while others —” She paused, lowered her gaze, and smiled as though embarrassed. “Forgive me if I’m being too forward, Sire, but others look — well — quite frankly, simply stunning in anything they put on. It’s obvious poor Gellan is one of the former, so it’s no wonder he feels uncomfortable discussing clothing and appearance in front of one of the latter.” She put on a shy expression and glanced up at him through her eyelashes.

The prince looked thoughtful. “Now his manner makes sense. You know, I think the man was jealous.”

That’s what I said. “I’m certain you’re right, your Highness,” Anya told him earnestly. “If I may make so bold as to offer a suggestion, you might have better luck asking the opinions of your female servants. I imagine dozens of women who work for you would consider it a dream come true to have the opportunity to comment on your clothing and compliment your taste in fashion.”

Perciel nodded slowly, his eyes dreamy. “An excellent idea. Truly inspired. I can see it now: all the young maids and cooks lined up outside my door awaiting their turn to gaze upon me, resplendent in my royal array.” Abruptly, his eyes focused on her again. “But you’re here at the moment, so you shall have the honor now. Why don’t you show me what you’ve brought, and then I’ll show you how good I look in it.”

“Gladly, your Highness.” Fighting the urge to gag, Anya opened the bag. Here came the most important moment of the day. Could she convince him to wear it or not?

Perciel ran his hands thoughtfully over the scarlet silk as she held up the tunic for his inspection. “The cut looks just right, and the embroidery on the sleeves is as beautiful as I’d pictured. But I didn’t ask for lace on this one. I think you’ve gone and mixed up my order with someone else’s.”

Anya took a deep breath. “I beg your pardon, Sire, but there’s no mix up. I designed this tunic just for you. If you don’t like it, of course I’ll take it back and bring your original order tomorrow as planned. But — but — oh, but I think it’s perfect for you, my lord!”

The prince looked puzzled. “It’s fine workmanship, to be sure. Your needlework always is. But lace, however lovely, isn’t what I had in mind for this tunic.”

Anya bit her lip, looking crestfallen. Using a skill she hadn’t needed in quite some time, she concentrated hard and was able to bring tears to her eyes. She lowered her gaze and blinked rapidly, as though hoping he wouldn’t notice. “I understand, my prince,” she whispered, not looking at him. “I’ll take it back and redo it the way you wanted. I’m terribly sorry. It was inappropriate of me to think of making changes to your order when your message was so specific. It was just that — well — anyway, I’m sorry, Sire.” She tucked the tunic back into the garment bag and turned as if to go, her head down and shoulders slumped.

“Wait,” he ordered.

She stopped with her back to him, holding her breath. It’s working. He’s curious. Now if only she could keep her composure enough to make the next part of the conversation believable, she might be able to pull this off.

Slowly, Perciel walked around her until they were face to face. “Tell me why this is so important to you. Why did you design my tunic this way?”

Anya looked up into his eyes and paused a moment as though rendered speechless, lost in his gaze. Focusing hard on how embarrassing this was going to be, she summoned another skill, one she had been working hard to perfect in recent months. She blushed.

She could tell Perciel had noticed by the faint smile that played over his lips. “Yes?” he prompted.

Anya lowered her gaze again as though embarrassed, which she was. “May I — may I have permission to speak freely, your Highness?” she whispered.

“Of course. Here, come sit down on the sofa with me and tell me what’s on your mind.”

Anya sat down beside him and drew a deep breath. “You see, your Highness, Farlen’s been teaching me to make lace, and I’ve been practicing with different designs and patterns. Then yesterday he gave me the honor of being the one to sew the tunic you had ordered, and — and I was thinking of you as I worked.” She bit her lip and glanced shyly up at him, making herself blush once again. “I knew you hadn’t asked for lace, but when I had finished doing what you did ask for, I thought it looked a little plain. I thought about some of the designs I’ve learned to make, and I pictured …” In spite of herself, Anya’s voice trailed off in a mixture of real and affected embarrassment. She could hardly believe she was saying this to the most annoying person in Malorn, the one whose father had stolen King Korram’s rightful throne and probably planned his assassination too. You have to do this, she told herself firmly. It’s to help the true king get that throne back.

She looked up at Perciel again. “I pictured the way your hair hangs to your shoulders in those graceful waves, and I thought of how the graceful flowing curves I could work into a piece of lace would mirror that. And I remembered your eyes, such a piercing shade of blue, and how —” She broke off, searching frantically for a connection between blue eyes and lace. “Um, and how — that is, how you look so noble and kingly when you walk into a room,” she stammered, hastily switching directions, “and I thought of how a vertical lace design would emphasize that.”

She paused for breath and to think up another piece of flattery. Perciel was leaning forward, drinking in every word. “What was it about my piercing blue eyes?” he prompted earnestly.

“Oh, well, the thought of them just kept distracting me while I worked, my lord.” Anya forced herself to gaze into them breathlessly now. “And then I pictured your broad shoulders, so strong and manly, and I thought of how I could piece in the kinds of horizontal patterns that would reflect that shape. And I dared to hope that you might approve of my design; that you might do me the honor of wearing it, if only once.”

The prince was staring at her, and Anya realized his own cheeks had reddened just a little. “You surprise me, my lady,” he murmured.

Anya dropped her gaze once more. “Forgive my boldness, sire,” she whispered, “but you told me to say what was on my mind.”

“I did indeed,” he agreed, “and I’m glad I did. I see now that you’re far more intelligent and discerning than I gave you credit for at first. Let me have another look at that tunic.”

Anya handed it over and watched as he examined the lace, searching for the features she had mentioned, glancing back and forth from the garment to his reflection in the mirror hanging on the adjacent wall.

“Tell you what,” he said finally. “I’ll try it on, and then we can both see what we think.”

Anya beamed in pretended delight. “Oh, Sire, you’re too kind!” Please don’t put it on in here, she begged silently. She wasn’t sure she could keep her flattery sounding sincere if he did. 

Fortunately, the prince stepped into his bedroom to change. I’m helping King Korram, Anya reminded herself when he was out of sight. It will all be worth it when the true king is back on his throne. Heggen and Perciel will probably be locked in the dungeon the day after tomorrow. Anya had spent a night in a dungeon once herself, and her father was serving a ten-year sentence there now. It wasn’t a fate she would wish on any but the worst offenders, but the thought of the self-centered prince sitting in prison — perhaps dressed in filthy rags — helped her feel a little better about being forced to butter him up now.

Perciel strode back into the room, raising his chin in a regal pose. “Well?” 

The tunic did look good on him, Anya had to admit. As much as she disliked the man, he really wasn’t bad-looking. “Red is definitely your color,” she told him, rising to her feet to gaze at him as though in admiration. “One of them, at least. And the lace looks just as stunning on you as I imagined. It brings out all your best features. But what do you think, your Highness? That’s the only thing that matters, after all.”

“To be sure, it is.” Perciel examined his reflection in the mirror. “But I do believe you’re right, actually. It was very perceptive of you, but I think this tunic you designed is just the thing.” Whirling around dramatically, he reached for her hand with a flourish and held it in both of his, smiling graciously.

Resisting the instinctive urge to snatch her hand away, Anya smiled back. “Oh, my prince, you do me a great honor.” 

She watched in horror as he lifted her hand to his lips, her skin crawling with distaste as he brushed his lips gallantly across her fingers.

“Not only that, but I shall wear the tunic to the High Council supper tonight,” Perciel decided, releasing her hand. “Now you must help me decide which pair of breeches looks best with it.”

Hurrying back through the twilit city an hour later, Anya breathed a sigh of relief. It was always a relief to get out of Perciel’s presence, but she had never felt it this keenly before. How can there be room inside one person for him to be that full of himself? 

But it didn’t matter. Her plan had worked. Now Anya could only hope that the Insider, whoever that was, would be in the right place tonight to see the message Perciel was wearing. He or she would then have two nights and a day to prepare whatever was necessary, and then the true king could return. And with him, hopefully, would come Kalendria, Jaymin — and Erik.

Anya tried to picture Erik wearing a scarlet silk tunic adorned with lace. 

No. It was much easier to picture Erik knocking Perciel unconscious.











CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE










When Erik returned to the general’s tent, Indrin was waiting outside with a pair of brown military boots, well-worn but clean and polished. Erik tried them on and paced back and forth experimentally. They were lighter than his old ones and not nearly as comfortable, but he had expected that. They’ll be better than nothing.

Inside, Jaymin and the others seemed to be mostly finished with their discussion already. “We’ll just make it clear that Dannel won’t get a single coin until Rampus and the others are in prison and King Korram is back on his throne,” the general said. “That way he can’t take the money and betray us.”

“And really, what’s to stop him from tracking Korram down on his own and claiming the reward from Rampus if we don’t hire him?” Jaymin added. “It’s not as though we’re putting Korram at any greater risk this way. We couldn’t tell Dannel where he is right now even if we wanted to. Dannel will have to go searching for him as he could have done regardless, but at least this way he knows he’ll get paid more if he keeps his word.”

“And Rampus would have taken those three thousand gold coins out of the Malornian royal treasury anyway,” the princess put in. “An extra thousand isn’t that much worse.”

So Malorn was paying for it, not Alasia. Good, Erik thought.

“Well then, I suppose it’s settled,” the general agreed. Jaymin and the princess nodded, though none of them looked happy about the arrangement.

Jaymin rested his head in his hands. “I can’t believe we’re actually hiring Dannel after everything he’s done.” Turning to the princess, he reached under the table to take her hand in his. “After everything he did to you. He should be awaiting execution, and instead we’re about to make him rich. It seems there’s no justice in the world.”

“Justice will catch up with that man sooner or later,” the general predicted grimly. He caught Erik’s eye again. “Bring him back in. I’ll get more parchment and we can make it official.”

Erik was glad for an excuse not to stand there and watch Jaymin and the princess holding hands. Dannel’s eyes fastened on his footwear the moment he walked up. “New boots already. That worked out well for you, didn’t it? Pity they’re not your color of choice, though.”

Erik didn’t bother to reply. “The king wants him back again,” he told the soldiers guarding the man. He waited while they unbound Dannel from the tree and hoisted him to his feet, and he let them walk ahead so he could keep an eye on his enemy from behind. And so that it would be harder for Dannel to talk to him. When they reached the general’s tent, he seized the spy’s arm and propelled him through the opening and back into his recently vacated seat. 

Dannel was delighted when he heard what they had decided. “You won’t regret this, your Highness,” he assured the princess as she signed her name on the sheet of parchment and slid it across the table to him. “It will be the best four thousand gold pieces Malorn has ever spent.”

“It had better be. If you do anything to put my brother in danger, you’ll become the kingdom’s most wanted criminal.”

He will be anyway. And Erik was sure from Jaymin’s expression that his friend was thinking the same thing.

“Perhaps this would be a good time to untie me?” Dannel nodded toward the parchment that he couldn’t pick up with his hands still bound behind him.

Erik stepped forward before anyone else could respond. “Certainly not.” He picked up the parchment himself and tucked it into the pocket of the spy’s jacket. “You’re staying tied up until you’re well away from camp.” He wouldn’t put it past Dannel to attack them, in spite of the hard bargain the man had driven. Or to try holding the princess — or even the general or Jaymin — hostage in exchange for something better. 

Dannel looked up at him, and from the faint smile on his lips, Erik was sure Dannel guessed what he suspected. 

The spy turned to Jaymin. “I must admit, your Majesty, I’m glad you made this decision for another reason. A selfish one, I’m afraid.”

“And your other reasons aren’t selfish?” 

Dannel laughed as though Jaymin had made a joke. “You see, Sire, I would have feared for my life if I had departed with anything less than a mission from you.”

Jaymin frowned. “I gave my word of honor, didn’t I?”

“You did, Sire; and I trust you to keep it. But you promised that no one under your command would come after me for twenty-four hours. Erik here isn’t under your command, not technically. Neither the general nor any of his men would go against your word to hunt me down, but Erik might. It would be no stain on your honor if he killed me, as long as he did it on his own initiative without asking your permission. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t tell you what he’d done afterwards, either. Then your conscience could remain completely clear.”

It took greater effort this time for Erik to keep his face blank. How did the spy know his exact train of thought?

“That’s ridiculous. Erik would never do that.” But as Jaymin glanced at him, Erik knew that Jaymin knew that he most definitely would.

Dannel merely shrugged, but he glanced at Erik as well, and his face held amusement, as though the two of them shared a secret. He knew, too.

“Perhaps I could request one more thing from you, Sire,” Dannel ventured as the general stuffed the five gold coins and the note Jaymin had written earlier into the spy’s other pocket.

Jaymin raised his eyebrows. “More? Don’t push your luck.” 

“Sire, I’m afraid that when I find King Korram, he may do something rash. It would be most unfortunate for all of us if he were to run me through with his sword before I have a chance to tell him I’m there to help him. But if you would be so good as to write him a letter explaining my mission and that you trust me to carry it out, it could save my life and both kingdoms.”

Jaymin eyed him scornfully. “Don’t ever make the mistake of thinking we trust you. And none of us would mourn if you lost your life to Korram’s sword. But for Alasia’s and Malorn’s sakes, I’ll write that letter.” He seized the pen and an extra sheet of parchment, jotted a note, and sealed it with wax from the general’s candle. 

After Jaymin had pressed his signet ring into the seal, the general added the folded sheet to the contents of the spy’s pockets. “But remember,” Jaymin added, “if you don’t keep your side of the bargain, I’ll make certain you won’t live long enough to regret it.”

Dannel bowed his head in respectful acknowledgment, but the gleam in his eye made Erik imagine he was thinking, We’ll see about that. 

“If you ever do feel the need to cut my life short, your Majesty, perhaps you would be so kind as to send Erik to do the job. I would truly enjoy another encounter with him. This one has been all too short.” Dannel beamed across the tent at Erik as though he were merely suggesting they meet for tea, but Erik didn’t miss the veiled threat. “Besides,” the spy added pleasantly, “then his friendly countenance would be the last face I see in this world. And that way I would have the pleasure of returning to visit his nightmares for the rest of his life.”

How does he know about my nightmares? Erik stared back at Dannel expressionlessly while Jaymin and the princess exchanged startled glances, not sure quite how to respond to this.

The general rose to his feet. “I expect to receive word in the next few days that Rampus and Heggen are in chains and that King Korram is back on his throne.”

The others stood, too. “I’m certain you will, sir.” Dannel once again bowed to Jaymin and the princess and nodded to General Dirken. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, your Majesty; your Highness; General.” He turned to Erik. “Thanks for the boots.” He smiled. “Until we meet again.”

“Until we meet again,” Erik agreed, looking him dead in the eye and not bothering to keep his face expressionless this time.

Outside, the general gave orders to the four soldiers to escort the spy past the boundary of the camp before they untied him. Dannel glanced around at the cooking fires glowing among the trees and sniffed the aroma of breakfast in the air. He turned back to Jaymin as though he had just thought of something. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to offer me a meal before I go, Sire? I have a long journey ahead of me, after all.”

The princess bristled. “How can you dare to ask that after you made me sit there hungry and thirsty all day?”

Dannel looked surprised. “Why, I beg your pardon, your Highness; surely you haven’t forgotten that I offered you both lunch and supper. As I recall, you chose to turn them down.”

The princess was speechless with outrage. The spy looked on, a puzzled expression on his face, as she turned red with anger.

“That’s enough from you.” Jaymin glared at the man. “Don’t speak to her like that. Ever.” 

Jaymin seldom used that tone of voice, but when he did, the next thing out of his mouth was usually an order to his palace guards to drag someone off to the dungeon. Erik drew himself up, hoping his friend would sense his willingness to execute an equivalent punishment. But Jaymin turned to the four soldiers who were awaiting further orders.

“Get this man out of my sight. If he causes you any trouble or speaks one more word before you throw him out of the camp, you have my permission to cut out his tongue.”

The soldiers drew their swords again, and two of them seized Dannel by the arms. As they began to hurry him away, the general frowned. “Those boots don’t even fit him that well. Look, he’s limping.”

And he wants us to see it. “It was never about the boots,” Erik said. 

As if he had heard him, Dannel turned his head to look back. Their eyes met, and the double agent smiled at the bodyguard once more before he disappeared into the shadows among the trees.











CHAPTER SEVENTY










Lasden strode down to the stream below the campsite to fetch water while King Korram and the two Mountain Folk prepared breakfast and packed up their belongings for their final day of travel. He stretched, a little sore from his recent sparring with Ernth. The Mountain man had convinced him it would be a good idea to learn some spear fighting moves, so the two of them practiced every evening while the king and Thel went hunting. Ernth was a better fighter than teacher, a little too eager to show off his own skills, often laughing good-naturedly at his pupil’s mistakes. Lasden, who had never used a spear before and preferred his sword, made plenty of mistakes at first for Ernth to laugh at. Nevertheless, he found himself enjoying the challenge of learning a new weapon. Just last night, Ernth had grudgingly remarked that he wasn’t bad, for a Lowlander. 

Not that Lasden’s new skills were likely to do him much practical good any time soon. But for the last few days of travel, they had helped take his mind off what was coming. Tonight I have to ask for Father’s help. Tomorrow the fate of the kingdom will be determined. If only so much of the king’s plan didn’t hinge on Father’s cooperation.

Lasden crouched by the stream bank to fill his canteen. Having stood watch through the last shift before dawn, he had seen no hint of anyone else in the area for two or three uneventful hours. So he was startled when he caught movement at the edge of his vision and a voice spoke up from the opposite bank. “Good morning, Sergeant Lasden.”

Lasden dropped his canteen and leaped to his feet, instinctively whipping out his sword. “Who are you?”

The man across the water smiled and held up empty hands to show he was not a threat. He was apparently unarmed, but Lasden knew better than to trust appearances. 

“I’m a friend. Don’t worry.” The stranger had a rugged look to him, as though he had spent some time outdoors. His clothes were well-worn and his black hair hung shaggily over his forehead. By the sound of his voice, he was Alasian. 

Lasden was certain he had never seen the man before. “How do you know who I am?”

“Oh, I know quite a lot about you, Sergeant. As I do about your traveling companions.”

“Who are you and what do you want?” Lasden didn’t lower his sword.

The stranger smiled again. “As I said, I’m a friend. I’m carrying a message from my king to yours. Would you be so good as to lead me to him?”

“King?” Lasden tried to sound confused. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about King Korram, of course. I know he’s back there with the two Mountain Folk in your camp behind those tall rocks. I could have gone straight there, but I didn’t want to startle them.” 

“Well, what message do you have for him?” There was no point in denying anything to someone who obviously knew the truth.

The man pulled a folded square of parchment from his pocket and held it up. “I'll show you. If I come over to your side of the stream, do you mind putting away your sword? As you can see, I’m unarmed.” He turned in a circle, lifting his jacket to show that nothing hung from his belt, and then he turned his pockets inside out.

“All right.” Reluctantly, Lasden sheathed his sword but kept his hand close to the hilt. “Come on over.”

Jumping lightly from rock to rock, the stranger forded the shallow stream and then handed Lasden the parchment. On the front was the name Korram. In the wax on the back, Lasden recognized the unmistakable imprint of the Alasian royal crest. Yes, it certainly looked as though this could be from King Jaymin. So he must be safe with his army, or at least in civilization somewhere, if he had access to writing supplies. That was good news. Lasden supposed this man could be one of his soldiers.

“How did you come by this?” Lasden demanded.

“King Jaymin gave it to me to deliver,” the Alasian replied. “He and the princess are in good health and are safe in the military camp, by the way. They send their greetings and a lengthy verbal message for King Korram along with this letter.”

“I see.” Lasden handed it back, his mind made up. “All right. You’d better come and deliver your messages. Lead the way.” He walked just behind the man, keeping a close eye on him and a hand on the hilt of his sword, just in case.

Ernth was the first to notice them as they rounded the rocks and walked into camp. He looked up and stared suspiciously at the stranger. “Who’s this?”

The king and Thel, who had been slicing leftover rabbit meat for breakfast, glanced up in surprise. Then, as one, they leaped to their feet, snatching up their weapons. Seeing the recognition and alarm on both their faces, Lasden whipped out his own sword once again and seized the stranger by the arm. What have I done?

The Alasian, ignoring their reactions and Lasden’s grip, bowed to King Korram. “Your Majesty, it’s an honor to see you once more. I must say, you’ve been quite difficult to track down this time.”

“It’s you again!” Thel’s voice was accusing, her gray eyes reminding Lasden of the clouds threatening rain overhead. “Borril! I mean — what’s your name — I mean Dannel.” 

The king’s initial surprise quickly turned to outrage. “How dare you come back? I hope you don’t think you’re going to get away this time.”

To emphasize the king’s point, Lasden brought the tip of his sword up to the man’s throat. He had no idea who this Dannel was, but he was obviously an enemy. 

Dannel, however, did not struggle or look in the least alarmed. “Don’t worry, your Majesty; I have no intention of trying to get away. I came to talk to you.”

“Oh, really?” growled King Korram. “How many men do you have with you this time, Double Agent Dannel?”

Double agent?

“None, your Majesty. It’s just me.”

The king glanced at Lasden, who nodded. “I didn’t see anyone else, Sire.”

“Go make sure,” the king commanded Ernth and Thel, who were both standing with their spears pointed at the man now. Though he didn’t usually give them orders as he did Lasden, the two Mountain Folk nodded without question and disappeared around the rocks.

“So you want to talk to me, do you?” King Korram brandished his sword and took a step closer. “Are you sure you don’t mean that you want to talk to my enemies about me? Who are you working for now, spy? Heggen? Rampus?”

“Your sister, Sire.”

That caught the king off guard, and he paused mid-brandish. “What?” 

“Her royal highness the Princess Kalendria, your Majesty. And King Jaymin. I’ve just come from Alasia, where I met with the two of them in the army camp near the border. They asked me to find you and deliver a message.”

The king stared at him incredulously. “You expect me to believe a story like that?”

“I swear on my honor as an Alasian that I’m telling the truth.”

“Oh, so now you’re Alasian, are you?” the king scoffed. “You didn’t sound so Alasian the last time we talked.”

Dannel looked offended. “Of course not, your Majesty. Surely you recall that I was playing the role of a Malornian farmhand. When I take on a character, it becomes who I am. I always put my all into everything I do.”

“So what role are you playing now?”

Dannel shrugged his free shoulder. “That of messenger, I suppose, Sire, if you call it a role. As I said, I have a message for you from your sister and King Jaymin. It’s in the right pocket of my jacket. I didn’t want you to think I might be reaching for a weapon, or I would have brought it out by now.” 

Holding the edge of his sword against the spy’s chest, the king pulled out the folded parchment. Without bothering to look at it, he stuck it into his own pocket and then proceeded to search the man one-handed, sword still held ready. Dannel stood there as nonchalantly as though being frisked were an everyday activity for him. 

The king, finding nothing, lowered his sword a few inches and stepped back, just as the two Mountain Folk reappeared. “There’s no one else nearby,” Thel reported. “We didn’t see a horse, either.”

“All right.” The king handed her the letter, his eyes never leaving the spy. “Do me a favor and tell me if this is really from Jaymin.”

Thel took it, puzzled, and turned it over in her hands. “How would I know?”

“Oh. Sorry; I forgot you can’t read. Give it to Lasden, then. I’m not taking my eyes or my sword off this villain until he’s dead or tied up, and which one I choose will depend on what’s on that parchment.”

Ernth took Lasden’s place at Dannel’s side, seizing the man by the back of the neck and bringing the point of his spear up under his chin. “Move and you die, Lowlander scum,” he growled into his ear. Dannel raised his eyebrows in a look of mildly offended surprise but offered no other response.

Lasden took the letter from Thel and examined the mark in the wax once again. “It does seem to be the Alasian royal seal, your Majesty.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.” The king glared at the spy. “For all I know, you could have assassinated Jaymin and stolen his signet ring.”

Dannel looked horrified. “Assassinate my king, Sire?”

“Well, open it,” King Korram ordered Lasden. “Read it to me.”

Breaking the seal on someone else’s letter, especially a letter from one monarch to another, felt wrong. But Lasden obeyed, unfolding the sheet of parchment and quickly scanning the writing first, just in case it contained anything they wouldn’t want the spy to hear.

Korram,

No, we don’t trust him, but yes, Dannel is working for us now. I know you’re probably shocked, but he knows a lot of useful information, and Kalendria and I are convinced he can help you. We won’t pay him until you succeed, which probably means he’ll do his best for you at least until then. Get him to tell you everything he knows and what we discussed with him.

Jaymin

“That’s insane!” the king exploded. “Is he out of his mind? What was he thinking, hiring a criminal like you? And after all the damage you helped Rampus inflict on Alasia, too.” He glared at Dannel. “How much did he promise to pay you for this, anyway?”

“King Jaymin was quite generous, Sire,” Dannel replied humbly. “Assuming I can help you regain your throne — and I think I can — he promised me four thousand gold coins.”

“Four thousand? It had better not be coming from my treasury; that’s for certain. In any case, I don’t need your help.” 

“Don’t you think we ought to hear his information before we decide that?” Thel wondered.

The king considered this, still scowling, and then shrugged. “Fine. We’ll tie him to a tree so he can’t vanish again, and if he won’t tell me everything I want to know, I’ll cut his throat and leave his body for the crows.” 

Ernth untied the long leather belt he wore wrapped twice around his waist, and Lasden pushed Dannel to a sitting position against the nearest tree. After the unresisting spy had been securely bound, the king reached for the letter again and examined it himself. 

“It does seem to be Jaymin’s handwriting,” he admitted almost reluctantly. “All right, spy. Tell us what you discussed with them, and you’d better not leave out a single detail. How exactly is it you’re supposedly going to help me?”

“It’s quite simple, your Majesty,” Dannel replied. “In the first place, I would be glad to assassinate Rampus, Heggen, and anyone else you please who stands in your way.”

“I’m not interested,” the king growled. “I need them alive so they can tell me who in my palace is working with them. Besides, I don’t trust you enough to hire you as an assassin.”

“Perfectly understandable, Sire,” Dannel agreed smoothly. “Your royal sister said much the same thing, actually, but I thought I would make the offer just in case. There is another way I could help, however. I have reason to believe that High Councilor Tarmarand is on your side.”

They all listened as the spy launched into an explanation of how he could serve as messenger between the king, the high councilor, and Lieutenant Sanjik of the palace guard. “And after you return to your throne, I would be willing to testify against Rampus, Heggen, and the rest of the High Council in court so that you can get rid of them legally.”

The king pondered his offer, frowning. But Thel, who had been staring at Dannel’s feet, spoke up first. “How’s Erik?” 

Everyone turned to her in surprise at the abrupt change of subject. The spy looked up at her, as startled as the rest of them. “Erik? Oh, he’s in fine health. You see this lump on my left temple?” He turned his head to show them. “The moment he saw me he gave me a colossal kick to the head. Knocked me out cold. That was a week ago, and I’ve had a headache ever since. Not to mention my wrists. He almost broke them. I’ve never felt anything like that grip of his.”

Ernth laughed out loud. “From what I’ve heard about you, you probably deserved it.”

“I beg your pardon.” Dannel looked hurt. “I had come to offer my services to the princess and the king, and that was how Erik greeted me before I even had a chance to explain. When I regained consciousness, I found myself tied to a tree, and then some Alasian officer kept kicking me in the ribs while they questioned me. You should see the bruises I’ve got on my side. A nice way to welcome a traveler home, don’t you think?”

“So Erik is well?” Thel pressed. 

“As well as he ever is. He has anger issues, that young man does. And violent tendencies. I suppose that’s what makes him so good at his job, but it’s certainly unpleasant to be on the receiving end of one of his attacks.”

Thel backed away, gesturing for the others to follow her. They stepped around the campfire and past the boulders to the grassy area out of earshot where their horses were grazing. 

“Why are you so concerned about Erik?” the king demanded in a low voice.

“Something isn’t right.” Her voice was equally low. “Dannel isn’t telling us everything.”

“This is Dannel. You didn’t expect him to tell us everything, did you?”

Thel looked worried. “I think he may have killed Erik.”

“What?” The king stared at her. “Why would you say that?”

“Because he’s wearing Erik’s boots.”

They all peered around or over the nearest boulder, craning their necks to look at the spy’s feet. From this range Lasden could see nothing particularly distinctive about his footwear. The boots were black, sturdy looking, and needed a good polish, but nothing else stood out.

The king raised his eyebrows. “Are you sure? They just look like ordinary boots to me.”

“I’m positive. I remember them.”

“It’s hard to imagine even Dannel being able to kill Erik,” the king objected. “And Jaymin would never have written that note if he had.”

“Maybe Dannel got the note first, and then killed him and ran away,” Thel suggested.

Taking matters into his own hands, Ernth marched back toward the spy. The others followed. “Where did you get those boots?”

“These?” Dannel looked down at them fondly. “They used to be Erik’s, as a matter of fact. He and the king and princess received a wagonload of supplies just after I arrived, including new clothes and shoes they had ordered from Almar. My old shoes were falling apart, so as part of our agreement, King Jaymin told me I could have this pair. I must say, Erik wasn’t too eager to share even though he didn’t need them anymore. But they’re exactly my size, and the king was kind enough to insist. I wouldn’t have gotten far in those old worn-out shoes that were part of my last disguise, and King Jaymin knew I might have to travel a long way to find you and offer my help.”

The four of them looked at each other doubtfully, but there was no way to prove or disprove this story. Finally King Korram beckoned the others back around the boulders again.

“Even if he is telling the truth about Erik, we still can’t trust that man.” He leaned against his horse’s flank and folded his arms across his chest. “I don’t care how good his offer sounds. I don’t care how much wealth he stands to gain by helping me get rid of my enemies.” He ran a hand through his hair, staring distractedly between the boulders at the man tied to the tree. “I can’t possibly trust him after everything he’s done.”

Ernth hefted his spear. “Then why don’t we just kill him if he’s really so evil?”

“Korram wouldn’t do that.” Thel’s voice was confident. “You heard what he said to Dannel a moment ago, and the other day in the cabin as well.”

“She’s right. I know I threaten that sort of thing, but I can’t and won’t kill anyone in cold blood.” The king ran a hand through his hair again and started pacing back and forth among the horses. “That would be murder, and as much as I’d like to get rid of him, that’s not the kind of king or the kind of person I am. It would be different if he actually tried to attack me. I almost wish he would so I’d have an excuse, and so I’d know what he’s really up to. I do know he’s not concerned about getting me back on my throne again, regardless of what he says.”

“But how do you know?” Thel wondered. “I mean, I believe you that he doesn’t care who’s king, but I think he does care about being paid. He seems like the sort of person who would do nearly anything if he got enough money for it.”

The king stopped pacing and draped an arm around Clinja’s neck. The mare turned and nuzzled his face affectionately. “I suppose he might, but I don’t like him and I don’t need him. Jaymin will be wasting his money. He didn’t know about that secret Malornian group when he hired Dannel.” 

The king lowered his voice. “Don’t say a word about that in front of him, by the way, any of you. Or about anything that we’re planning. I don’t want Dannel to know that we even have a plan, much less what it involves.”

They all nodded. “But don’t you think it would be useful to communicate with that Tarmarand person before we get there?” Thel asked.

“If High Councilor Tarmarand is really the Insider, he’s going to be doing whatever he can to help us tomorrow anyway,” King Korram reminded her. “That’s what we arranged. We don’t need Dannel to put anything into place. Until I can think of something better to do with him, though, he’s going to come with us — securely tied, of course — so I can keep my eye on him. I may consider taking him up on his offer to testify in court when this is all over, but I don’t trust him enough for anything else. And come to think of it, Tarmarand can probably do that just as well anyway.”

His mind made up, the king strode back between the boulders toward the tree where the spy waited, Lasden and the Mountain Folk trailing behind him. Dannel looked up expectantly as they approached. 

“All right, spy. You’re going to accompany us as my prisoner while I consider what to do with you. In the meantime, give just the slightest hint that you’re even thinking of not being completely trustworthy and that will be the last thought you ever think. Do I make myself clear?”

“Perfectly, your Majesty.” Dannel bowed his head humbly. “I will do all I can to convince you of my loyalty and sincerity. You’ll see it for yourself when you’re back on your throne again with my assistance.”

“Don’t get your hopes up about that,” the king warned. “You might just stay tied up until after I’m back on said throne.”

Dannel bowed his head again, his expression a mixture of meek obedience and resignation. But he didn’t look surprised, Lasden noticed. And certainly not worried. Had he been expecting this?

“I understand, Sire,” the spy assured the king. “In your place, I probably wouldn’t trust me either. But in the meantime, I do have more to tell you. I promised your royal sister I would deliver all my information.”

The king sat down on a rock beside the fire. “Go ahead and tell us whatever else you know. But I warn you, we already know a few things too, so if I hear a single lie ….” He drew his sword and laid it meaningfully across his knees. 

“I have no reason to lie to you, Sire. I’m on your side now. I stand to gain quite a lot if your mission succeeds, so I intend to do all I can to make certain it does.” 

He launched into an explanation of what had been going on in Sazellia. High Councilor Heggen was king now, with Rampus as the real power behind the throne. The High Council had voted in Heggen’s featherbrained son Perciel to replace High Councilor Aybien, and Heggen had high hopes that someday Perciel would succeed him as king. “And just one more thing, Sire,” the spy said. “You need to know that High Councilor Tarmarand’s life is in danger.”

The king stared at him. “What? Why?”

“I’m afraid Rampus has been growing suspicious of him, Sire. He suspects Tarmarand may actually be one of your supporters. Especially since Heggen and Rampus both believe Tarmarand may be in communication with you.”

The secret message, Lasden thought. Did someone intercept it? But surely not, or Tarmarand would have been executed already. Perhaps someone had just caught a glimpse or overheard something and then taken their suspicions to Heggen.

“When is Rampus planning to move against Tarmarand?” King Korram demanded, concerned.

“In the next day or two, Sire, I imagine. There will probably be one of those mock trials that he’s so fond of, and then he’ll have the poor fellow executed.”

The king stood up and began pacing again. Lasden rose respectfully to his feet as he still tried to remember to do every time, even though the king never seemed to notice or care.

“Over here.” The king gestured for them to follow him behind the rocks for a third time. 

“This is bad,” he growled, as soon as they were out of Dannel’s earshot. He ran a hand through his already messy hair. “Very bad.”

“If it’s true,” Ernth pointed out.

“If it’s true, yes. But most of what Dannel told us matches what we found out earlier.” The king ran his other hand through his hair. “I didn’t care much for the ways he said he could help us, and I still don’t trust him, but this changes things. We can’t let Tarmarand be killed.” 

Lasden seldom spoke up in such conversations unless the king asked him a direct question, but there was one possibility that no one else had brought up. He cleared his throat hesitantly. “Your Majesty.”

“You have an idea, Sergeant?” 

“You could simply instruct Dannel to return to Sazellia and try to make sure Tarmarand’s arrest and conviction are delayed for a few days. He needn’t know anything about the plan, and you needn’t give him any message for the high councilor —”

“Since it seems likely now that Tarmarand did receive the original one,” the king agreed.

“And a few days’ delay for Tarmarand would be all we’d need,” Thel jumped in enthusiastically. “By that time, we’ll be there, and we will have defeated Heggen and Rampus anyway.” 

Dannel, when he heard this idea, agreed. “Yes, I’m certain I can keep Tarmarand safe, probably through Perciel. He’s always listened to me. The idiot is easily swayed, and he can convince his father. I’ll make him see that High Councilor Tarmarand is no danger to them at the moment, and that it will be better to wait and turn him in dramatically later. I’ll tell Perciel that I’m in the process of uncovering certain evidence against the man, and that when I have it all ready, he himself can reveal it to the High Council and take the credit. He’s always looking for ways to increase his popularity, and this will suit him very well.” 

“Perhaps,” the king allowed, “but surely even a fool like Perciel would be suspicious if you offered him such an opportunity when you could profit from turning Tarmarand in yourself.”

“Oh, I certainly do intend to profit by it, Sire.” Dannel chuckled. “Believe me, I wouldn’t pass up the chance to do that. No, Perciel will have to pay me well for the privilege. But never fear; he has plenty of money and has never hesitated to spend it on his own glory. He’ll jump at the opportunity.”

King Korram rolled his eyes in disgust. “From what I know of Perciel, he probably will. Much as you always jump at the chance to make money off of everyone you can.”

Dannel inclined his head as though receiving a compliment. “As any good businessman should, your Majesty.” 

“After you’ve arranged to keep Tarmarand safe, come back here and report to me,” the king ordered. I’ll wait here for another three days. I need to know that you’ve done as you said before I return to the city.”

Lasden decided to speak up again. “Before you go, there’s one more thing I want you to explain. How did you know so much about us, about me? Have you been following us? Spying on us?”

“Yes, of course.” Dannel regarded Lasden with amusement, as though wondering why in the world he hadn’t realized it earlier. “I’m a spy, remember? That’s what I do.”

“How long were you following us?” demanded the king.

“Since shortly after I left you in the Impassables as Borril, Sire. I realized that there was greater potential for profit in helping you than your enemies, and I decided to find you and King Jaymin again and offer my services.”

Really? Or were you just looking for a chance to kill the two kings and earn that reward?

“And it didn’t occur to you to step in and do anything when we were captured by those soldiers or the bandits?” the king demanded. 

“I was terribly concerned both times you were captured, Sire.” The spy’s voice was earnest. “I followed at a distance hoping desperately to find a way to help, but what could I do? I was unarmed, and I’m no warrior anyway.”

“That’s a lie.” The king stared at him accusingly. “You fought in the army back during the Invasion.”

“I was disguised as a soldier to aid my spying, your Majesty. I’ve never actually had any real combat training. I can throw a few punches if I need to, but I don’t know much about using a sword.”

“Really.” King Korram looked skeptical.

Dannel met his gaze squarely, his expression sincere. “Really, Sire. My skills lie in running and hiding and sneaking around. I’m much better at tricking or avoiding enemies than at fighting them.”

“Hmm.” The king obviously wasn’t convinced, but he let it go. “All right. So continue. You chose not to help us in our time of need, and then what?”

“When I saw your group split up, I decided to follow the others to Alasia, since I am, after all, Alasian; and since it seemed the Karvasi would be assisting you and Sergeant Lasden for a while. I wasn’t sure how they would respond to the sudden appearance of another stranger in their territory, so I contented myself with following at a distance, waiting for just the right moment to reveal myself.”

A moment when you could kill or capture us one by one, perhaps, Lasden thought.

“It took me some time to find a way across the Telleck, but eventually I caught up with the other three after they had reached the soldiers’ camp,” Dannel finished. “I’ve already told you the rest.”

All four of them stared at him suspiciously. Lasden was amazed that this man could have been close enough to see everything he was describing without them once suspecting it. Unless he was lying about that too, of course, but then how did he know all those details? 

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re telling us part of the truth,” the king admitted, “but I’m sure you’re leaving out all sorts of self-incriminating details that I’d probably cut your throat for if I knew.”

Dannel looked insulted. “I beg your pardon, Sire. As I told you, I’m on your side now.”

“Yes, I know what you told me. And as I told you, I might believe you after you’ve done your job and I’m sitting on my throne once again.” The king crouched down to look him in the eye. “You’d better not give me cause to regret this, Dannel. If you do, I can promise you, you’ll regret it a hundred times as much.”

Dannel nodded soberly. “I understand, your Majesty. Don’t worry; I have no intention of incurring your wrath or losing my reward. I realize you could have killed me today for what I’ve done in the past. And yet you’ve been both gracious and merciful in sparing my life and setting me free to serve you, and I intend to show my gratitude now by my faithful service. Allow me to prove myself, and I promise you won’t regret it.”

“Spare me the rhetoric.” But the king nodded to Ernth to untie the man. As a precaution, Lasden drew his sword, but Dannel made no move to attack the king once he was free. He simply stood up and stretched, rubbing at his arms where the leather had dug into them, and then bowed to King Korram. 

“Now get out of here before I change my mind,” the king said. “Remember, I expect to see you right back here in three days, reporting that you’ve done as I ordered. I’ll decide my next move at that time.”

Dannel nodded. “Three days it is, Sire. Until then.” He bowed again, raised a hand in farewell to Lasden and the Mountain Folk, then turned and strode off through the rocks without looking back.

Ernth climbed a boulder to watch the spy go, reporting a moment later that he had crossed the stream and disappeared among the trees on the other side. Only then did the king shake his head in frustration.

“I hope I don’t end up regretting this. Ernth, stay up there and let me know if you see him again. Thel, Lasden, let’s break camp and get ready to find a new route to Sazellia.” 

“Why did you tell him three days if we’re leaving now?” Thel wondered aloud, gathering up the remains of the cold rabbit as Lasden kicked dirt into the fire to put it out.

“Because I don’t want him to know we have a plan, let alone that we’re carrying it out tomorrow.” The king gazed eastward, toward Sazellia, and furrowed his brow. “And I don’t intend to wait around here for Dannel to bring a company of soldiers to capture me. That’s exactly the sort of thing he would do.”











CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE










Half a dozen possible plans were still circling in Dannel’s mind as he made his way on foot through Sazellia toward the palace. Like ravens wheeling lazily in the air, they drifted around, in and out, trading ideas with each other as he considered options, weighing risks and rewards.

Dannel nearly always had multiple plans in mind, and he was well aware that flexibility was part of what made him so good at what he did. Rarely did he decide ahead of time on just one plan and then carry it out unchanged. No, it suited him better to keep his options open, entertaining all reasonable possibilities, along with some that others might consider ridiculously unreasonable at first. Then circumstances could give their input, and some ideas could be discarded, others expanded, combined or rearranged as need and inspiration might dictate. Until finally by the end — and sometimes not until the spur of the moment — Dannel would seize upon just the right plan and put it into action. 

And profit from it, of course.

He was still considering his options when the guard at the little gate at the northeast end of the palace recognized him and pulled out a key. “Back again, I see. I hope you’ve got good news for his Majesty this time.”

Dannel smiled uninformatively as he strode into the courtyard, silently noting how many and which guards stood at each gate and door; who was alert, who was relaxed; who, if necessary, could perhaps be tackled or tricked or bribed or slipped past or stabbed in the back.

He knew Rampus would be in his chambers at this hour; as he was at nearly every hour, actually. It was a good thing he’d be able to avoid the man for now. Most of his plans, Dannel decided as he entered through the cloakroom, would work best if he didn’t talk to Rampus until later. His employer wouldn’t be happy to see him anyway, not empty-handed. Rampus, who invested so much time and careful effort into laying out his own schemes years in advance, didn’t understand the usefulness of ever-changing plans solidified only when absolutely necessary. He’s about as flexible as a marble post. 

Rampus really wasn’t easy enough to manipulate for Dannel’s tastes. His stubbornness and inflexibility meant he was becoming a bigger and bigger problem. Besides, he knew too much about Dannel. Far too much. The thought of what could happen if Korram captured Rampus and forced that information out of him made Dannel distinctly uneasy. 

Heggen, though, was a different story. Dannel started up the stairs toward the fourth floor, where the new king had his royal apartment. And Heggen’s son Perciel — well, if there was a more easily influenced idiot in Malorn, Dannel had yet to meet him. Yes, Heggen and Perciel made much better employers than Rampus. Much less dangerous, too.

If Dannel did decide to help Korram get his crown back — which was not completely outside the realm of possibility, after all — Rampus would only get in the way. But he found it annoying that neither Kalendria nor Korram had proven willing to pay him to kill Rampus. It went against Dannel’s principles to do anything for free, even something he had his own reasons for wanting to do anyway. Can I get someone else to hire me for that job? 

In the meantime, Dannel was still debating what to do about High Councilor Tarmarand. It all depended on what he decided to do about Korram, which would also determine what he did about Rampus. All of which, naturally, hinged on how much money he could make from each option. 

The first step was to talk to Heggen. And so Dannel strode down the corridor toward the man’s new suite, the plan coming together in his mind with each step.

“Good evening. I need to speak to his Majesty,” Dannel announced to the guard in front of Heggen’s door. 

The man knocked, stuck his head in, said something, and paused for a response. Concealing his scorn, Dannel counted four different ways in which he could have overpowered and killed the man with his own sword while his back was turned.

“Go ahead,” the guard ordered, pulling the door all the way open.

Heggen and his son Perciel had apparently just finished an early supper; a servant was piling dirty dishes from the table onto a tray. Heggen, Korram’s crown gleaming on his head, stood before the fireplace, a flagon of after-supper wine in his hand. Dannel found it amusing that Heggen had taken to wearing the crown all the time, even in private. Korram, he knew, had only brought it out on special occasions. 

Heggen looked tired, and judging by the way he was rubbing his brow, he probably had a headache. From the weight of the gold as much as from the stress of leadership, most likely; but the man would never admit that he was unsuited for either.

Heggen’s son Perciel lounged on a sofa, sipping from his own cup, his clothes almost flashier than the crown his father wore. A flimsy gilded sword hung at his side, the jewel-encrusted hilt glittering in the lamplight. That too amused Dannel. Korram, who had simple tastes, had probably never worn so many gems in his life. 

Unlike his father, Perciel looked relaxed and well content. Then again, he lacked the intelligence to recognize a stressful situation if it came knocking at his door.

Dannel bowed to Heggen and then again to Perciel. “Your Majesty. Your royal Highness. Good evening.”

“Dannel. I need to get to a meeting in a few minutes, so you’ll have to be quick. I hope you’re bringing me good news.” Heggen took a swallow from his cup. “Tell me you’ve finally taken down your target.”

“Not yet, Sire. But I have a plan —”

Heggen swore and slammed the goblet down on the mantelpiece, wine sloshing over the rim. “More excuses! Why do you keep coming back without accomplishing your missions?” 

He turned and glared at the servant as though it was his fault. “Leave us.” The man bowed and hurried out with his tray, probably relieved to have an excuse to get out of there before the king completely lost his temper.

Heggen turned back to Dannel. “I don’t want to keep hearing that you’ve failed!” The king advanced on him angrily, one hand clenched on the hilt of the sword he wore. “I didn’t hire you to keep coming back saying that you haven’t done the job. Last time it was Jaymin and Kalendria you failed to bag, but you told us you practically had Korram in your clutches. What happened now? Did he slip through your fingers the way the other two did? You spent, what? A fortnight tracking them, only to come back twice in three days to tell me you failed?” 

Dannel met his gaze steadily, choosing not to answer. But his insides clenched in fury at the reminder. It was Erik’s fault, not mine, that I didn’t get Jaymin and Kalendria. The lingering headache and the throbbing in his wrists would not let him forget that encounter, as if he ever could anyway. 

But someday Erik and I will meet again, and then things will be different.

“So Korram is still on the loose.” Heggen ground his teeth. “Don’t you know that every moment that man is alive, the rest of us are in danger?” 

“On the contrary, Sire, Korram hasn’t slipped through my fingers at all.” Dannel bowed once again, hiding his anger and remaining carefully unruffled in the face of Heggen’s rage. “I met with him this morning, actually, and convinced him that I’m on his side. I will be delivering him to you in a few days.”

Heggen paused, taken aback. “Delivering him to me?” But then he shook his head. “Korram would never fall for that. How stupid do you think he is?”

Not nearly as stupid as you, and he didn’t completely fall for it, but it was close enough. Aloud, Dannel said, “We will see in a few more days, my king. In the meantime, I need to speak to you and Prince Perciel about a different matter. Something so critical that I dared not delay in bringing you the news.” Dannel glanced from one man to the other, making sure he had their full attention. 

Perciel sat up straight, all ears. “I do look forward to your bits of news. Presenting them to the High Council is always a highlight of my day, and it’s usually the only interesting item of business in those meetings. I love the way the other councilors all wait and listen to me so eagerly. It’s made them start to pay me some of the respect I deserve.” He leaned forward, waiting and listening eagerly himself. “So, what do you have for me this time?”

“Unfortunately, your Highness, this news is not something you will be able to share with the High Council.”

“Why not?” Perciel demanded, obviously disappointed.

“Should we bring Rampus in on this?” Heggen queried at the same moment. 

“Neither would be advisable, your Majesty; your Highness. I’m afraid —” Dannel hesitated and lowered his gaze as though reluctant to say what he must. “My news relates to Rampus himself.”

Both men were frowning now, but intent. Dannel cleared his throat and went on in a low voice. “When I was here in the palace the other day, after I spoke to you, I met with Rampus privately in his chamber. He gave me new orders, orders I was to carry out after I finished tracking down Korram, Jaymin and Kalendria.” 

He paused and swallowed hard, glancing over his shoulder at the closed door as though he were afraid someone might overhear. Then he took a step closer to them. “Orders that I simply cannot obey, now or at any other time, though my own life would be forfeit if Rampus knew that. I’ve been thinking about it for the last two days, and I decided I couldn’t wait any longer to tell you.”

Heggen drummed his fingers on the mantlepiece. “Tell me what?” 

Dannel sighed. “It gives me no pleasure to say this, my king, but Rampus has not been completely honest with you. He is using you as his puppet while he secretly plans to control Malorn himself.”

“Well, I knew that.” Heggen clearly did not appreciate the reminder. “That was the plan all along. And you obviously know that I know it, considering that you were the one who brought me his proposal in the first place.”

“Yes, Sire, but his plan has changed since then. Rampus is tired of waiting in the shadows, hiding from almost everyone. Keeping out of sight here in the palace has been nearly as frustrating to him as the years he spent hiding in the mountains. He’s decided he wants to actually sit on the throne, not just control it in secret.”

“Then why doesn’t he say so? I’ll step aside any time he wants.” But Heggen reached up to adjust the crown on his head, and Dannel knew the new king wouldn’t be willing to give it up that easily.

“You see, Sire, Rampus is afraid that after having tasted the pleasures of your royal position, you might not be willing to settle for anything less again. To be on the safe side, he wants you to simply be removed from the picture. Permanently.”

Heggen stared at him in appalled disbelief. Perciel looked more confused than shocked. “Both of you,” Dannel added for the latter’s benefit, and was rewarded with a look of horror that crept over the young man’s countenance as the realization of what that would mean for him sank in. 

Dannel was thankful that he had almost always been almost completely honest with the two of them in the past; as, indeed, he almost always was with almost everyone most of the time. It made them much more susceptible to the right lies when the right moment came.

“But — but I’m no threat to Rampus.” Perciel was on his feet now, wringing his hands in distress. “I couldn’t be king for years yet, anyway, and he has no children, so why would he care if I rule someday after he’s gone?” 

His father whirled on him. “Is that all you can think about? Rampus wants to have me killed, and your only concern is that now you won’t be king?”

“He wants me killed too, Father. Don’t forget that. There’s more at stake than just your life.” Biting his lip, the young man turned to Dannel. “But you’re not actually going to do it, are you? Surely you wouldn’t!”

You stupid idiot, why would I tell you about it if I planned to do it?

“Certainly not, my prince.” Dannel bowed. “Never fear. As I was saying, this is one order I cannot and will not carry out. But look.” He pulled a copper coin from his pocket. Balancing on his right foot, he raised his left and used the edge of the coin to pry open the narrow compartment cleverly hidden in the sole of the boot he wore. It had been a delightful treat to discover Erik’s little secret, and Dannel had put it to good use. Making sure the two men were watching, he pulled out the tiny knife he had stashed in there and laid it on the table. Both of them stepped forward and bent to examine it.

“What’s this on the blade?” Perciel wondered, noticing the sticky stain from the juice of the apple Dannel had rubbed onto it earlier.

“Don’t touch that!” he cried in warning, and Perciel jerked his hand away. 

“It’s a deadly poison,” Dannel told them, his voice low and serious. “The same kind with which Rampus originally intended to kill Korram and the others. One scratch and you would have been dead in minutes.” 

It was ironic, he thought, that he actually could have gotten more of that very poison just over a week ago. He had been in the right place, or close enough. But it would definitely have complicated that particular business relationship — not to mention compromised his mission — if his quarry and his associates had seen him at the same time. No matter. Dannel didn’t require poison to accomplish what he needed to now. 

Heggen and Perciel both backed away from the knife as though it might have the power to strike at them on its own. “You could have killed us,” Perciel whispered, staring first at the weapon and then at Dannel. “I’ve seen how quick you are. You could wound us both before we could even draw our swords, and then it would be too late.”

Dannel retrieved his knife and slid it carefully back into its compartment beside the other items he had hidden in there. “I could, your Highness, but have no fear. Your lives are safe as far as I’m concerned.”

“As far as you’re concerned.” Fear turned Heggen’s voice angry once again. “That isn’t going to be enough. Once Rampus realizes you aren’t going to assassinate us, he’ll simply hire someone else.”

“And add me to his ‘get rid of’ list as well,” Dannel agreed. He looked Heggen in the eye. “Unless we take steps to prevent that.”

Understanding dawned. Heggen nodded slowly, his anger melting into relief. “Yes. Yes, of course, you’re right. It’s the only way.” 

It took a moment longer for Perciel to get it, but then he brightened as well. “Oh. Yes! Then we’ll all be safe, and I’ll still get to be king someday.” He turned to Dannel, hope in his eyes. “You’ll take care of it for us, won’t you? We can trust you to do the job?”

“Absolutely, your Highness.” But Dannel hesitated. “It will be a dangerous task, though.”

“Of course I’ll pay you well,” Heggen assured him, reading his mind. “Say, five hundred gold pieces?”

“Five hundred?” Dannel allowed an incredulous expression to cross his face. “Is that all your lives are worth to you?”

“Seven, then,” suggested Heggen.

Dannel looked doubtful. “Well, I’ll see what I can do.”

“A thousand,” Perciel announced. At his father’s irritated glance, he crossed his arms stubbornly over his chest. “Come on, Father, he’s talking about saving our lives. If he doesn’t succeed, we lose everything. What’s a thousand gold pieces compared to that?”

Dannel bowed to Perciel. “Thank you, my prince. And well said. You will make a wise ruler someday.” And I pity Malorn if you live to see that day.

Perciel plopped back down onto the sofa, and Heggen picked up his cup and took a gulp of wine. Both looked as though huge weights had just been lifted from their shoulders.

“So how soon can you take care of this?” Heggen wanted to know.

“I must wait for the right moment, your Majesty. Tonight, perhaps, but I’ll have to see. These things can’t be rushed. In the meantime, get my money ready; I’ll expect to be paid as soon as you learn that Rampus is dead.” As much as he would have liked payment in advance, that wasn’t the way Heggen — or Rampus, for that matter — had ever done things. But at least Heggen knew better than to try cheating Dannel.

The king looked annoyed at this order, but he nodded. “Fine. You’ll have the gold as soon as I receive proof of his death. But first I want to know more about your plan regarding Korram. It will do me no good to have Rampus out of the way if Korram comes marching on the palace with some sort of army and assassinates me himself.”

“Yes, Korram.” Dannel paused for a split second, weighing his options. He still stood to gain far more by helping Korram than turning him in. Four thousand gold pieces was more than he had ever been paid for any single job before. And getting Rampus out of the way would be a good first step toward putting the original king back on his throne. It wouldn’t be hard to outwit Heggen and do exactly what Korram wanted.

But on the other hand ….

“As I mentioned, I have a plan whereby I can bring Korram to you in a few days, Sire,” Dannel told Heggen. “But unfortunately, some unexpected circumstances have arisen. I’m afraid it won’t be possible for me to deal with him at the original price. If you were willing to pay, say, five thousand, that would cover it nicely.”

Heggen, who had just been taking another sip of wine, choked and slammed the cup down again, coughing and sputtering. The crown slipped over one eye, and he hastily reached up to save it from falling as he coughed into his handkerchief. Dannel waited patiently until he was able to speak, mentally predicting his exact words. 

“You want how much?” 

Dannel bowed respectfully. “Five thousand gold coins, your Majesty. The price has gone up.”

“That’s the biggest load of nonsense I’ve ever heard in my life. Three thousand is a generous enough offer, and now I’ll owe you an extra thousand for taking care of Rampus. That’s a lot of money from the royal treasury.” Heggen scowled. “If the original offer isn’t good enough for you, then forget it. This isn’t an exclusive assignment. Plenty of people are keeping their eyes open for Korram already. If I need to, I’ll just send for the rest of the army to reinforce the palace guard in case he does come back with a plan to overthrow me.” 

Heggen paused, considering this. “Actually, reinforcing the palace guard with soldiers would be a good idea anyway. I should have thought of it before.” He glanced at his son. “Remind me to send a message to Colonel Bormer at the barracks tomorrow.”

Heggen turned back to Dannel. “So, never mind your plan about Korram. I’ll pay you for dealing with Rampus, but that’s all. Someone else will bring Korram in eventually, and the military will protect me in the meantime.”

“I’m afraid no one but I will be able to bring him in, your Majesty.” Because I’d be guarding Korram myself to make sure I at least got the four thousand I could earn for helping him. But the soldiers could pose a problem. If Dannel were really going to assist Korram, he would have to think of a way around them.

“I’ll take my chances on that,” Heggen snapped. “Malorn can’t afford to make any more extravagant deals with you, spy.”

Dannel bowed. “If you’re sure that’s the way you want it, your Majesty.”

“I’m sure. And now I’m afraid this conversation is at an end. I’m late for my meeting.” The king drained his cup and set it down with a decisive thud. “I’ll look forward to some good news from you soon. Now, if you’ll excuse us ….”

Dannel bowed once again. “Indeed, Sire. Thank you for your time.” He turned and bowed to Perciel as well. “Your Highness.”

The young man nodded absently but didn’t reply. Dannel turned and let himself out, shutting the door behind him and nodding to the guard stationed outside. 

So I may have to settle for the four thousand from Kalendria after all. 

Then again ….

Though Perciel had stayed out of the last part of the conversation, Dannel hadn’t missed his subtle reaction. The prince’s expression had suggested he might not be ready to let the issue go that easily. 

So Dannel kept his steps slow as he strolled down the corridor toward the stairs. Perhaps I still have a chance at earning that five thousand.











CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO










Dannel heard the door open again, and he turned to see Heggen striding down the hall in the opposite direction. Pretending it meant nothing to him, he kept walking, though a little more slowly.

Sure enough, a moment later he heard the door open once more. Eager footsteps hurried after him. “Dannel. Wait.”

I was right. Smiling inwardly, he stopped and turned around, letting a surprised expression cross his face. Though he was growing tired of all the bowing, he bent at the waist once more. “Your royal Highness. What can I do for you?”

“I want to talk to you.” Perciel glanced around, his gaze taking in the guards at either end of the corridor and outside his quarters. “In private.” He opened a door at random. Seizing a lamp from a stand in the hallway, he led the way into an empty conference room, furnished with a polished oak table and six chairs. And a mirror. The conceited idiot had installed full-length mirrors in rooms all over the palace, and he paused before this one now, distracted momentarily by his own reflection. Dannel waited while Perciel set the lamp down, adjusted the jeweled collar of his blue satin tunic, and raised his chin, turning to examine himself in profile. 

Noticing Dannel’s reflection behind him, Perciel started slightly, as though he had just recalled why he was there in the first place. “Ah, yes, Dannel.” The prince waved him to a seat, draping himself regally into the chair at the head of the table. “My father may not be interested in your little proposal regarding Korram, but I am. Five thousand gold coins, though? Do you mind telling me why the price has suddenly gone up so high?”

“I have incurred some unexpected expenses, your Highness.”

“I see.” Perciel ran a thumb thoughtfully over the gems embroidered into his sleeve. “Five thousand is a lot of money, to be sure, but perhaps not an unreasonable amount. Not for the kind of services we’re talking about.”

“I had a feeling a man of your intelligence would be quick to see it that way, your Highness. After all, Korram is the main obstacle standing between you and the crown someday.”

“Exactly!” Perciel leaned back in his chair, nodding self-righteously. “But there’s more to it than that, you know. It’s personal between Korram and me. Last year at a party I told his sister Kalendria that she was the loveliest lady there, and Korram heard me and shoved me away from her. Literally shoved me, and then he put a hand on the hilt of his sword and told me in a most unfriendly voice to stay away from his sister. Just because I was about to kiss her hand. I hadn’t even had the chance to ask her to dance yet. We would have made a spectacular couple out on the dance floor.” 

He stared dreamily into space, remembering. “And I’m nearly certain she was just about to tell me I was the most handsome man present. After all, I was wearing my new purple velvet coat and white satin dancing gloves — you know the kind; they were the height of fashion at the time, though of course I wouldn’t dream of being seen in them now. They’ve been out of style for months.” 

The prince paused, considering. “Of course, the new style is even more elegant. You should see the gloves my tailor finished for me the other day. Well, you will see them. I’m going to wear them to the next formal event, which will probably be the celebration after I kill Korram.”

He turned back to Dannel, his face serious once again. “I want to do it myself. He needs to know that no one shoves Prince Perciel and gets away with it.” He paused again, and a faint smile curled his lips. “Prince Perciel. I love the way that sounds, don’t you?”

“It has quite a ring to it, your Highness.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I thought. Quite a ring.” Perciel gave a self-satisfied smile. “If you ask me, it’s about time there was a Prince Perciel in Malorn. But back to the subject at hand. I took a look in the royal treasury a few days ago, and I must say, there’s quite a stunning amount of gold in it. I don’t know what my father means about Malorn not being able to afford five thousand gold pieces. I mean, there’s enough wealth in there for me to buy a completely new wardrobe with all the accessories every month for the rest of my life!” Perciel laughed in delight at the thought. “Can you imagine? I’d never have to be seen wearing the same clothes twice. Not that I often am now, of course, but you know what I mean. And if the money in the treasury ever does run low, all I’d have to do is raise the taxes.” 

He looked pleased with himself for thinking of this. “Besides, from what I heard in the last High Council meeting before I dozed off, it seems people keep discovering gold in new places in the Impassables. It doesn’t appear that it will ever run out. So, all that to say, I think five thousand is quite reasonable for what I’d be getting. But you have to bring Korram to me alive. Try not to injure him beforehand, either; it would take some of the challenge out of it. I’m not paying you until after I have personally run him through with my sword.”

“A sound financial decision, your Highness,” Dannel agreed. “But be warned: Korram won’t go down without a fight.”

“Please.” Perciel looked offended. “Do you think I don’t know that? Don’t worry about me; I’ve been taking dueling lessons for years. My instructor says I have excellent form.” Standing up, he drew the ornamental sword that hung from his belt, the jewels on the hilt twinkling in the lamplight as he twirled it in a fancy figure 8. He brandished it, freezing mid-flourish and then sliding his eyes to the side to admire his pose in the mirror. Dannel, who had risen respectfully to his feet when Perciel had, silently noted half a dozen ways in which he could have disarmed him in the first three seconds. 

“Besides,” the young man added, returning the sword to its sheath with another flourish, “I don’t have to actually fight the man if I decide not to. It’s not as though he’ll be marching in with a sword of his own. If it comes down to it, you can hold him still while I stab him, can’t you?”

“Certainly, your Highness, if that’s how you’d like to do it.” And how exactly would that provide a challenge?

“Yes, I think that would be a good idea.” Perciel looked relieved, apparently not as sure of his own abilities as he would have liked Dannel to think. “So when will you bring him? I need to know when to expect him so I can dress accordingly.” Smirking, the prince fingered his sword hilt again. “I wouldn’t want to get bloodstains on my best clothes.”

“It will probably be a few days, your Highness. I’ll need to report back to him first and then lead him here.” Or follow him and catch up at the end, as the case may be. 

Unless of course Korram isn’t actually planning on waiting for me for three days as he said he would. Dannel paused momentarily, considering the implications of that possibility. He wouldn’t put it past the true king to set some plan of his own in motion while Dannel was gone. Dannel might arrive back at the campsite among the rocks only to find Korram and the others vanished. They could travel to Sazellia by another route and find some way into the palace without him. If Korram had a good enough plan, he might even succeed, in which case Dannel would receive no reward from anyone. 

So he had two choices: make sure that he was present to help Perciel kill Korram, for a reward of five thousand gold pieces, or personally make it possible for Korram to win, for four thousand. His best hope of success in either scenario lay in setting up a situation that could be turned either way at the last moment. Or is there a way I could do both? Help Korram get his throne back but make sure Perciel is kept safe in the process, and later —

“It’s a pity about Kalendria, though.” Oblivious to Dannel’s pondering, Perciel resumed his seat with a melodramatic sigh. “It hasn’t worked out to bring her in for me yet, eh?” 

The two of them had another arrangement that Heggen, who would have preferred to remove the former princess from the picture completely, knew nothing about.

“Not yet, your Highness, unfortunately.” But only because I underestimated Erik. I won’t make that mistake again. 

“Pity,” Perciel repeated. “Kalendria. Now there’s a lady who understands fashion. Not quite as well as I do, of course; but then, who does? And she’s beautiful enough to be a worthy partner for me, don’t you think?”

“If anyone ever could be worthy of you, it would be Kalendria.” Dannel smiled inwardly at the thought of how the lady in question would respond to this idea.

“We have so much in common,” Perciel mused. “I think she’s one person who could truly appreciate me.” 

After you’ve killed her brother?

“And someday when I’m king, I’m going to need a beautiful woman to sit on the throne beside me. Not only is Kalendria beautiful, she has a head for all that boring government mumbo jumbo that never fails to put me to sleep. If she were my queen, she could take care of all the dull decision making and attend all the pointless meetings, and I would be free to focus on the truly important aspects of leadership. You know, planning elaborate social events, setting fashion trends for the rest of the kingdom to follow, things like that.” He gazed dreamily into the distance, lost in his own fantasy. “What woman wouldn’t want to marry such a man? Besides, she’s only a princess now. She must dream about what it would be like to be a queen. Especially my queen.”

She’s likely to become queen of Alasia at the rate things are going, Dannel thought. Why would she want an idiot like you when she could have Jaymin? 

Aloud, he said, “I still plan to bring Kalendria to you eventually, your Highness.” After I come up with a way to outwit Erik. “But the task of winning her heart will of course be yours alone.”

“Well, of course. And who better to do it?” Perciel leaped enthusiastically to his feet and struck a noble pose before the mirror. “One look at my princely countenance and my new royal garb, and she’ll be swooning in my arms.” The young man placed a hand over his heart and smiled blissfully at this delightful thought. “When can you bring her?”

“Not for a while, I’m afraid, your Highness. And it will take some careful planning by both of us. I’ll probably have to wait till after you’ve killed Korram, which will need to be done in secret. You’ll then send word to her that her brother is in control of the kingdom again and that it’s safe for her to come home.” Then I can nab her on the way, when Jaymin and Erik aren’t with her.

“Yes, an excellent idea.” As always, Perciel was quick to jump at anything Dannel came up with. “Just make sure you don’t hurt her in the process. I want her brought to me alive and unharmed and ready to fall in love.” 

“Of course, your Highness. But back to the issue of your killing Korram. I see two minor obstacles to my bringing him to you alive.” The ideas came together in Dannel’s mind as he spoke. “The first is that Korram has at least two strong supporters in the palace. High Councilor Tarmarand and Lieutenant Sanjik will undoubtedly try to help him if they catch wind of what’s happening.”

“Really? Yes, I suppose I’m not surprised. My father has been suspicious of Tarmarand for a while now. He’s been looking for an excuse to get rid of him. And I know Sanjik has always been loyal to Korram’s family, though ever since he returned from that trip where Queen Aleris was killed, he’s been serving my father and me. I suppose he’s trying to make up for his failure to protect her. He never did say much about what happened out in Pendren or who attacked them, but now that he thinks Korram and his family are all dead, what else can he do?” Perciel paused, considering. “It wouldn’t be hard to get him out of the way. I can just talk to Captain Callium and have him send Sanjik on an assignment somewhere else that day. By the time he comes back, I will have finished killing Korram, and he’ll never have to know.”

That will probably work, Dannel thought. The captain of the palace guard knew about Rampus and had been in on the plot almost from the beginning, so he would certainly be willing to accommodate Perciel’s request. “An excellent idea, my lord.”

“Yes, I know it is. It would be a waste to kill Sanjik; he’s been helpful. It’s just a matter of carefully controlling what he knows.” 

 Dannel was surprised; for an instant there Perciel had almost sounded intelligent. “And I suggest you also use your influence with your father to have Tarmarand tried for treason and executed in the next day or so.” After all, it would be quite convenient if Dannel could make that happen just the way he had lied to Korram that it was about to. “I can help you come up with some charges against him, if you like. Or I could simply deal with him, as I’m going to with Rampus. But one way or another, we don’t want Tarmarand around when I bring Korram to you.”

Perciel considered this for a moment. “I’d rather he go on trial before he’s killed. That would be much more entertaining, and I would so enjoy being the one to present the evidence against him. What exactly shall I say he’s guilty of?”

An idea Dannel had been toying with earlier rose to the surface and presented itself as the perfect solution. “Tarmarand could be found guilty of murdering Rampus, your Highness.”

“But I thought you were going to do that.”

Sometimes Perciel could be shockingly dense.

“I am, your Highness.” He carefully kept all traces of impatience out of his voice. “But I could make it look as though Tarmarand had done it.”

“Oh! Now I see what you mean.” Perciel looked impressed. “That’s a good plan. A really good plan. Then he would be locked up and later put on trial for murder.”

“Yes, my prince, that is the general idea. However, it would complicate my task.”

“Yes, I suppose it would.” 

He wasn’t taking the hint. Time for a direct approach.

“I’m sure you understand that I would require a little extra for that service.”

“What? Oh, yes, of course. How much would it cost?” 

Dannel pretended to consider the matter. “I think an extra hundred gold pieces would cover it, my lord.”

“All right. I’ll get it for you from the treasury as soon as you’ve done the job.”

That was too easy. I should have asked for two hundred. 

“But what’s the second problem? You said there were two obstacles to your bringing Korram to me to kill.”

“The second is your father’s idea of summoning soldiers to reinforce the palace guard. It would be difficult for me to bring Korram in alive with the soldiers in position ready to stop any intruders.” Regardless of which of you I end up helping. “So this is what I suggest. Tell your father that you’ve already sent the message to Colonel Bormer yourself, so he needn’t bother. Meanwhile, I’ll go over to the barracks later tonight and say that the king sent me to order Bormer to march his soldiers over here tomorrow.” 

Perciel looked confused. “But I thought you just said it would be better not to have the soldiers here.”

Dannel paused to let the idea finish taking shape in his mind, continuing slowly as the pieces came to him. “Not exactly, my lord. But I need to be the one to summon them. That way I can tell Bormer that I’ve been tracking the man pretending to be Korram, and that I’m going to bring him in sometime in the next few days. I’ll say that King Heggen is expecting the impostor, so Bormer and his men are to let us past with no questions asked. And then when I bring the real Korram to you to kill, it will likely be under the pretense of helping him retake his palace. He needs to trust me or he won’t come in of his own accord, and finding Bormer there and ready to open the gates for him will convince Korram that everything is going according to plan.” And who knows, perhaps that really will be my plan when the time comes. 

Perciel was obviously impressed. “You mean you might be able to make Korram come back here without even having to tie him up?”

“That is my hope, your Highness. And you can be waiting inside, out of the soldiers’ sight, with sword in hand to welcome him home. After you’ve done the deed, you can call out to Bormer and his men for help and say that someone else killed the impostor to try to earn the reward — name anyone you please — and the soldiers will undoubtedly come rushing over and take that person into custody.” And depending on what I decide to do and whom I choose to work for afterward, I might just let them know it was you — and perhaps even that the “impostor” was the true King Korram — and let you suffer the consequences. 

Unless, of course, I decide to protect Korram by killing you myself first. 

Perciel laughed in delight, though Dannel thought he heard a note of uncertainty in the young man’s voice. “Goodness, that’s a complicated plan. You’re quite the expert at coming up with tricky things like that. I’m just glad you’re on my side.” There was that uncertainty again. 

Dannel bowed. “It is my pleasure to serve you, your Highness. Never fear; you make a far better employer than Korram ever would.” Because you’re easy to manipulate and have very little idea of the value of money. “I would much rather see you on the throne any day.” That was true, and another point Dannel would have to consider in making his final choice.

“I’m glad.” Perciel sounded relieved. “In the meantime, I know what I’ll do. I’ll go talk to Captain Callium and let him know to expect the soldiers tomorrow, and also have him arrange about getting Lieutenant Sanjik out of the way.” He sounded proud of himself for thinking of something so clever, so Dannel raised his eyebrows, pretending to be impressed.

“An excellent idea, your Highness. And now, if you will excuse me, I have much to do tonight as well. Rampus to kill, Tarmarand to frame, Bormer to contact, and Korram’s death to finish planning.” He rose to his feet and bowed.

“Of course, of course.” Perciel stood as well and reached out to shake his hand. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you. I can’t wait to hear from you after you’ve seen to all these tasks.” 

They were both moving toward the door when Perciel paused and cocked his head to one side. “Do you mind telling me what you plan to do with all that money? And with all you’ve earned already? I’ve always wondered. You don’t wear jeweled clothes or ride in a carriage.”

Dannel smiled. “Allow a spy his simple secrets, my prince.” Besides, you wouldn’t believe me anyway. He bowed again and ushered the young man out the door.











CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE










Like the other members of the High Council, Tarmarand had two places he could call home. Dannel knew that the man owned a house not far away in Sazellia, but he also had an apartment in the palace. Considering how busy the High Council had been in the last few weeks, most high councilors had probably been living mainly out of their palace apartments recently. But would Tarmarand be there right now?

His apartment was the second one from the end of the hall, and as Dannel turned the corner, he was relieved to see that no one was in sight. That would make things simpler. As usual, Dannel was considering several possible plans as he strolled down the corridor. His choice would depend on whether Tarmarand was in or not, and how he reacted to a few things Dannel intended to say.

No one answered his knock. Perhaps the high councilor was lingering over supper in the palace dining hall, or maybe he had gone out with friends. No matter. The best of Dannel’s plans called for his absence anyway, as long as he returned later in the evening.

The door was locked, but that was no obstacle. Glancing quickly around, Dannel pulled out his coin, lifted his left foot again, and once more pried open Erik’s hidden compartment. This time he withdrew two narrow strips of steel. In only a moment, the lock turned, the door opened, and Dannel slipped inside.

Tarmarand’s apartment lay in shadows, lit only by glowing coals in the fireplace. So he was here this afternoon, at least. Good. Dannel could make out the shapes of a sofa and two armchairs arranged nearby, and against the opposite wall, a dining room table with three chairs. A closed door stood behind the table, another one in the wall to the left.

On a low stand next to the door he had come in by, a stump of a candle perched in a brass candlestick, stalactites of wax hanging frozen around the handle. Dannel hesitated only a moment. Light would be dangerous, but this task would be much more difficult and take him longer in the dark. And none of his plans would be very effective if Tarmarand came home and caught him sneaking around.

So he lit the candle from the coals and surveyed the room again. Nothing useful here. He tried the door behind the table and discovered that it led to a small kitchen. The first drawer he opened showed a tray of gleaming silverware, but there were no family crests or other identifying marks on the knives. 

The other door led to a bedroom. Dannel’s quick glance took in a four-poster bed, chest of drawers, writing desk, and nightstand.

Instinctively, he went there first. On top lay another candle and a tray with a pitcher and a cup half full of water. Inside stood two leather-bound books whose titles he didn’t bother to peruse, and in the drawer —

Aha. A stack of clean handkerchiefs, a pouch of money, and a small, ornamental dagger.

Dannel peeked into the money pouch as a matter of course — mostly silver coins, with a couple of golds and some coppers mixed in — but decided against taking it. It was too little to be worth the risk that Tarmarand would notice it missing before he ended up in the dungeon.

The dagger’s polished steel blade gleamed in the candlelight, a twisting vine pattern carved into the hilt. Three tiny rubies glittered in the pommel. It was a recognizable weapon, one that anyone who had ever seen it in Tarmarand’s hand, or hanging from his belt, would be bound to remember. Perfect.

Dannel stuck the dagger into his own belt behind his back, careful of the sharp blade since it had no sheath, and made sure his jacket hung low enough to cover it. It wasn’t well enough hidden to withstand any sort of search, but he didn’t plan on being frisked before he could use it. 

He practiced reaching back under his jacket and pulling the weapon out quickly, adjusting its placement until the angle was as convenient as possible. Then, making sure to leave everything else just as it had been, Dannel blew out the candle and returned it to its stand by the front door. 

Now came the riskiest part of this job. He listened for a moment, heard nothing, and stepped quietly back out into the corridor.

And let out his breath in relief. No one was in sight. So far, luck was still with him.

Working quickly, he pushed and twisted his lock picks in the keyhole until he heard the lock click back into place. Then Dannel stowed the tools back in their hiding place and strolled down the hall, his heart pumping in triumph. The first stage of his mission was successful.

Rampus’s living quarters lay at the top of one of the towers in a dusty, little-used wing of the palace. The former regent had barely left the tower since his secret return to Sazellia a few weeks ago. Hardly anyone even knew he was there. A necessary measure, considering that not everyone would welcome the man who had deceived Malorn for years, giving orders in Prince Korram’s name, only to be exposed later as a grasping, devious pretender scheming to murder the prince and take the throne for himself. 

Two of those who did know about him were sitting at the foot of the stairs. Corporal Enggiel of the palace guard was playing dice with a servant apparently trusted enough to be stationed close at hand in case Rampus should want anything.

Dannel raised a hand in greeting as he approached. “Good evening. I have news for the chief. Is he available?” As a security precaution, they avoided using Rampus’s name, even when no one was nearby to hear.

“Isn’t he always available?” Enggiel, recognizing Dannel, rolled out a handful of dice and waved him on by. “He’s in one of his moods, though, so better watch what you say. That’s eighteen points for me,” he added to the servant.

“He threw his supper plate at me earlier.” The other man rubbed his forehead, gathering up the dice in his free hand. “Be careful.”

“Unfortunately, my news isn’t likely to improve his mood any.” Dannel started up the spiral stairs. “But he’ll soon have someone new to be angry with.”

Behind him, the dice rattled across the floor. “Well, whoever it is, better him than us.” All three of them laughed.

Firelight flickered from under the door. Dannel took a slow breath, focusing himself for the task ahead, and then he knocked.

“What do you want?” barked a voice from within.

“It’s Dannel, sir.” 

Footsteps crossed the room. A key turned in the lock and the door was yanked open.

“About time you reported back.” Rampus glared at him. “Hurry up and come in. You’re letting in a draft.”

Rampus was a tall man, nearly a head taller than Dannel. Though he wasn’t especially old, his hair was completely gray now, almost white in places. His face was pale and gaunt, a near-permanent scowl carved into his features. Apparently this was what five years of living in a cave, fearing for his life if he should be discovered, did to a man. Not to mention the cold, and the sometimes sparse diet, and the fact that in all those years he had seen hardly anyone but Dannel and the mining foreman who kept him supplied with gold for bribes and payments.

Rampus strode back over to stand in front of the fireplace. “So did you get him this time?”

Dannel allowed a smile to spread across his face. “I hope you have my three thousand ready, sir.”

Rampus whirled back to face him. “You did it? You finally got Korram? I thought you were going to tell me you failed again.”

Dannel chuckled. “Not this time, sir. He’s in chains as we speak, awaiting your pleasure.”

“You brought him in alive? Excellent! I was hoping I’d get to finish him off myself.” The former regent rubbed his hands together gleefully. 

It had been quite some time since Dannel had seen Rampus this happy. After their long acquaintance, he had decided it would be a nice touch to bring his employer a little joy during his last few moments of life.

“Technically Korram is still alive, sir, though not by much. I’m afraid I had to inflict some serious injuries on him before I could get his, shall we say, cooperation. He barely survived the journey here, but he’s probably got another hour or so of consciousness left.”

Rampus laughed, cracking his knuckles one by one in delight. “Excellent, excellent. Well, where is he? I want him brought up here right away.”

“Of course, sir. I’ll go and fetch him.” 

The moment had come. 

“In the meantime, you can see him right down there.” Dannel pointed to one of the windows.

“Down there? In the courtyard?” Rampus frowned. “Why didn’t you put him in the dungeon?”

“A good question, sir. I know the courtyard isn’t the customary place for prisoners, but if you’d care to take a look, I think you’ll see why I felt it was best this time.” Stepping forward, Dannel gestured to the window once again. Rampus took the bait and turned his back on him, striding over to look out. 

It was the last mistake he would ever make.

Now.

Dannel reached back under his coat.

“So, was the chief angry?” inquired Corporal Enggiel when Dannel descended the stairs fifteen minutes later. 

“That’s an understatement.” Dannel rubbed at his shoulder and grimaced. “He threw a chair at me. Didn’t you hear the crash?”

“Yes.” The servant, counting out the points he had earned from his last roll of the dice, chuckled. “We were wondering if you were going to walk out of there alive or not. We’re all earning those bonuses we were promised with this job, that’s for certain.”

Dannel joined in the laughter. “No doubt about that. Anyway, he said to tell you he’s got a task for you.”

The man’s laughter vanished instantly. “Oh, no. I have to go up there and face him again? Now?”

“Oh, it’s nothing as bad as that. Don’t worry.” Dannel smiled reassuringly. “He just wants you to run a quick errand. You’re to go and tell High Councilor Tarmarand to come up and see him immediately.”

“Tarmarand?” The guard frowned. “He’s never gone up to talk to the chief before.”

“Not yet, anyway.” Dannel chuckled. “Of course, neither would I, in his shoes, especially if the rumors are true. Don’t tell the high councilor this, but just between the three of us, Tarmarand is suspected of plotting to overthrow King Heggen and Rampus and put the impostor claiming to be Korram on the throne. I had the … er … dubious pleasure of reporting what I had learned to the chief just now, and he can hardly wait to get his hands on Tarmarand. That man is one high councilor I would not want to be at the moment, that’s for certain.”

The others laughed in agreement. “I won’t say a word,” the servant promised. “I’ll just tell him his presence is required, and I’ll bring him back here.”

“Good idea,” Dannel agreed. “I’ve been given an errand of my own to run now, so I’ll be off. Enjoy the rest of your evening’s entertainment.” 

He chuckled again to himself as he strode down the hallway, imagining the scene as it would play out later that evening. When Tarmarand returned, he would get the message, make his way here, and then climb the steps to the tower chamber, the servant and guard remaining safely downstairs out of reach of Rampus’s wrath. When no one answered his knock, Tarmarand would eventually try the door, and finding it unlocked, would step inside. The sitting room would be deserted, the fire crackling cheerfully in the fireplace, no hint to be seen of what had happened earlier. Dannel had carefully wiped up every drop of blood, righted the overturned chair, and made it appear as though the room’s occupant had just stepped out for a moment.

Tarmarand would look around, puzzled, and perhaps call out to see if anyone was at home. Sooner or later he would step through the open doorway to check in the other room. The bedroom was dimmer, so he would probably light a lamp or candle before proceeding inside, especially if he glimpsed the still form on the bed. He might wonder why the person who had summoned him was lying there asleep, but soon he was bound to notice the blood that by then would have soaked through the blankets. When he realized he was staring at a corpse, he would either cry out in horror or go rushing back down the stairs to sound the alarm, or both. Either way, the guard and servant would soon come racing upstairs to see what had happened, and they would discover Tarmarand’s bloody dagger lying under the bed. 

Perhaps they would also notice the blood in Rampus’s pitcher of drinking water where Dannel had washed his own hands clean, or the damp corner of the top blanket with which he had wiped up the floor. But those details hardly mattered. Tarmarand would be an instant suspect; the only one, really, after Dannel testified that Rampus had been alive and well when he had left him. The high councilor would spend the night in the dungeon and probably be tried for murder the next day. Then he would be safely out of the way when Dannel brought Korram in for Perciel to kill. 

Or, if Dannel decided to help Korram, they could retake the palace without Tarmarand, which meant that Korram would have to acknowledge Dannel’s assistance, and then he would still get paid.

A win-win situation, Dannel’s favorite kind to set up. Now to head across town to the army barracks and set up another. Then he would return to claim his two rewards from Heggen and Perciel. It had been a good evening’s work so far, and the night was yet young.











CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR










Sazellia was mostly quiet at this time of the evening, doors closed and families at home for the night, finishing their suppers or preparing for bed. Strains of music and voices raised in conversation and laughter spilled from the occasional tavern as Lasden rode by, but he only passed a few people on the streets. Several nodded in polite greeting, but none gave him a second glance. 

Lasden couldn’t help but wonder what Sazellia’s citizens would think if they knew that he was on a mission for the true King of Malorn. A king who had not been killed, as his enemies claimed, but who was about to return to power. Assuming all their plans went smoothly. 

Again, Lasden felt that uncomfortable prickle inside. He had to make sure this worked. King Korram needed it to, and he trusted Lasden to do it. But too much depended on Father, in Lasden’s opinion. He still wasn’t confident that his father would be as helpful as the king hoped. He was just so hard to talk to. At least we still have that Insider as a backup. 

As he rode, Lasden rehearsed the king’s instructions, issued down in the little gully just outside town where they had made camp an hour earlier. First find somewhere to buy rope. We may need it to take prisoners tomorrow. Lasden knew of a market that stayed open late; he had stopped there and purchased a sturdy coil, which he now wore over one shoulder. Later they would cut it into pieces the right length for tying people up. 

When you see your father, tell him he’ll need to talk to Colonel Bormer at the barracks, the king had instructed, and arrange for Bormer to lead all the remaining troops to my palace first thing in the morning. Ask which other officers are currently stationed in Sazellia, and how likely they are to take my side. Tell your father to go talk to those he thinks will help me. I’ll meet them all outside the gates tomorrow and we’ll force our way in and through the palace, subduing any resistance and arresting Rampus and everyone on his side. 

The Insider was supposed to make sure that the way was clear, so there should be few people to arrest, but the king wasn’t taking any chances. He expected a battle, but his allies would outnumber any palace guards and servants not on their side. And the Insider would be there to help the king when the time came. 

They would take Rampus, Heggen, Perciel, and all the other high councilors except Tarmarand prisoner. The soldiers would escort the prisoners to the dungeon, along with any other palace personnel the Insider would tell them were not on the true king’s side. Then all opposition would be squelched and King Korram’s throne would be his again.

It sounded simple enough, assuming the Insider did his part and Father agreed to help. And as Lasden had told the king a week ago, Father was always loyal to the military, to his commanding officers. 

So why did he have this uncomfortable feeling that everything wasn’t going to work out?

The road lay silent in the starlight as he trotted up to the familiar house at the end of the familiar street. Lasden hadn’t been here in almost a year, and he wondered what kind of reception he should expect this time. Peering through the ornate iron framework of the front gate, he saw that the windows were dark, and he guessed that his mother had gone to bed early, as usual. But he could see a light on somewhere near the back of the house, and he knew his father would be up. Father always stayed up late.

Lasden dismounted, set his coil of rope on the ground nearby, and tried the gate, but it was locked. His key was back in his locker at the barracks. So he tied Star to the gatepost and glanced around to make sure nobody was watching. He mounted again and carefully got to his feet, balancing on the saddle. Seizing the top bar of the gate, he pulled himself up and onto it, careful to avoid the spikes at the top. Then he jumped lightly to the ground on the other side. 

Precisely tended flowers stood like guards on duty lining the walkway. Lasden walked slowly past them toward the door, still trying to decide what he should say, how to address his father.

To his relief, the front door was still unlocked. Father usually locked it last thing before he went up to bed. Lasden paused with his hand on the handle, debating whether it would be better to knock or just let himself in. He never knew which would be more likely to irritate Father. Deciding it would be better not to wake Mother, he opened the door as quietly as he could and stepped inside.

The stairway rose to his left, but no light or sound came from upstairs. Before him stretched the wide hallway, portraits of relatives, living and dead, staring sternly down from the walls. As a boy, he had often imagined they were frowning disapprovingly as he went by, thinking of how disappointed they were in him. 

But if they only knew the mission I’m on now, they would think differently. 

The thick carpet muffled his footsteps as he padded past the portraits, past the little stand with the vase his mother kept filled with fresh roses, their fragrance filling the air. Finally he turned the corner into the sitting room. The stiff, dark furniture stood formally in its usual austere arrangement, defying anyone to try to make themselves comfortable in it. Beyond the sitting room, the dining room lay in shadow, its long table and straight-backed chairs waiting solemnly for proper dinner parties with dignified guests. 

Nothing here had changed. It never did. His father wouldn’t have changed either. Lasden knew that, and yet a part of him always hoped. With each new accomplishment, each promotion, he waited for his father’s approval, hoping that this time he would make him proud, wishing that this time it would be different. It never was. 

But this time — oh, but this time, he actually had a chance. Now Lasden worked for the king himself, was on a mission for the King of Malorn. That was an accomplishment that even his father could admire. Possibly — just possibly — the colonel would be impressed with what his son had achieved.

Lamplight glowed from the study, and Lasden approached the open doorway with trepidation. As he drew closer, he could see his father sitting with his back to the door, poring over a pile of parchment on the heavy oak desk before him. He was wearing his dressing gown, his hair sprinkled with a little more gray than last time. But at least from the back, he looked as stiff and formal as ever. He never stopped being Colonel Parlien, even at home.

Never certain how to address him, Lasden hesitated. Other people called their fathers “Father”. But other people weren’t part of this family. In this family, formal was always better, but Lasden didn’t want to set the tone for an official meeting instead of the father-son discussion he hoped this might be. So he broke the silence simply by clearing his throat.

The man in the chair whirled around. Leaping from his seat, he seized the sword that lay in its sheath on the edge of the desk and drew the blade, all in one fluid motion. It took every bit of Lasden’s control not to leap back and draw his own sword as his father’s weapon swung around, whistling through the air in a quick sweep that ended three inches from the intruder’s chest.

For an instant they stood there staring at each other, father and son, Parlien’s blade reflecting the lamplight, Lasden’s hands half raised in self-defense. Then his father lowered the sword with a disgusted sound.

“It’s you. You’re lucky I didn’t run you through. What’s the matter with your reflexes? You should have had your own sword out ready to parry. And why in the world couldn’t you have knocked? ”

“I-I’m sorry, sir.” Sir was usually a safe bet with Father. “I didn’t want to wake Mother.”

“Well, what are you doing here, Corporal? I thought you had been deployed to Bandit Territory.”

“I was, sir. It’s rather a long story, but I’ve been sent to talk to you about something important.”

“Let me guess: it probably has to do with the events at the palace earlier. Quite a situation over there this evening.”

Lasden paused, caught off guard. “What happened at the palace?”

“You haven’t heard? There was a murder. One of the High Council members stabbed someone in the back. The strangest part about it was who the victim was. You remember Regent Rampus from back before Korram was king? No one seems to know where he’s been for the last few years, but apparently he showed up again and was murdered right in the palace. Odd train of events, and they haven’t gotten to the bottom of it yet.”

Lasden’s head spun. Rampus was dead! The man who had caused so much trouble for both Malorn and Alasia. The one who had plotted the Invasion, in which Lasden had committed such shameful deeds in the Almar palace. The man he had stood up to in the High Council Room in the greatest act of courage of his life. The man who had subsequently demoted him, humiliating him before his father and a roomful of the highest-ranking officers in the kingdom. And the man who had recently tried again to have King Korram killed so he could rule Malorn. 

And now he was dead. Well, Lasden certainly wasn’t going to mourn him, and he doubted many others would, either. Rampus’s absence might be convenient for tomorrow’s plans, but Lasden knew King Korram had hoped to capture him alive for questioning. How else would they find out if others in the city were working with him? Perhaps even now, people on the dead ex-regent’s side would continue to plot against the king in secret. And something was strange — not quite right — about the timing of this.

“Do you know who did it, sir?” he inquired.

“It was High Councilor Tarmarand. He denies it, of course, but the evidence all points to him. They’ve got him in the dungeon now, and he’s going to be interrogated in the morning and probably executed.”

No! Lasden would have to tell King Korram right away. Why had Tarmarand done such a thing the day before he was supposed to play a critical role in the king’s plan? Perhaps he thought it would be helpful to get Rampus out of the way, but had it not occurred to him that he could get caught? Lasden’s heart sank as he realized what this meant.

Now we have no Insider to help us tomorrow.











CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE










Lasden’s father frowned. “Why are you here, Corporal, if not about what happened to Rampus?”

Lasden pulled himself together with an effort. He would tell the king what he had just learned about High Councilor Tarmarand soon as he got back to their camp. In the meantime, he still had a job to do, and getting his father’s help was all the more important now that they wouldn’t have Tarmarand’s.

“Corporal?” his father’s voice was tinged with impatience.

The way he kept saying the wrong rank got under Lasden’s skin. He drew himself up. “Actually, sir, it’s sergeant now.” 

“What, is that supposed to impress me? You’ve been a sergeant before. Do you think attaining the same rank two separate times is some sort of accomplishment? The idea in the military is to keep going up, not up and down and up again.” Parlien glanced at the plain brown sleeves of his son’s Karvasi tunic. “No stripes?”

“There hasn’t been a chance yet, sir. It was a battlefield promotion. I saved the life of my commanding officer.” 

Why did I add that part? Father wasn’t likely to be impressed even by that.

“Sergeant Sammins?” Parlien frowned. “I heard he’d been killed.”

“He was killed,” Lasden confirmed, thankful his father hadn’t yet heard the circumstances of the sergeant’s death. Father will never let me live that one down. Never. Of course, it was only a matter of time until the truth came out. 

“I’ve got a new commanding officer now, sir.” This time he really did have something worth boasting about. Lasden drew himself up proudly once more. “I report to the king himself. It was his life I saved.” He paused a moment to let it sink in. “He’s the one who sent me to talk to you.”

Far from being impressed, Parlien laughed scornfully. “You’re delusional. I would know if King Heggen had been in contact with you. I meet with him and the High Council regularly; in fact, I just came from there an hour ago.”

“It’s not Heggen, sir. It’s Korram. Malorn’s rightful king.”

“What are you talking about? Korram’s been dead for weeks.”

“No, sir, he’s alive. I’ve been traveling with him.”

“Are you contradicting me, Sergeant?” His father took an angry step forward.

Instinctively, Lasden snapped to attention. “No sir, Colonel. I-I mean, yes, sir.” He swallowed. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken, sir. King Korram escaped the assassination attempt. He’s alive, and he’s on his way back to reclaim his kingdom.”

The two men stared at each other. 

“You obviously haven’t heard,” Parlien told him finally. “There’s an impostor on the loose claiming to be Korram. Clearly you’ve been duped by him.” 

This conversation wasn’t going as planned.

“Sir, he’s the real King Korram. I’m certain of it.” But even as Lasden said the words, a voice inside him warned him to stop, that coming here had been a mistake, that saying anything more could only endanger the king. 

His father eyed him closely. “Is he here in Sazellia — this man?”

“He —” Lasden hesitated. “Yes, sir.”

“You know he’s an enemy of the crown, don’t you, Sergeant?”

Lasden said nothing.

“You know he’s a murderer. He was part of the plot to kill the royal family. Practically the whole kingdom is searching for him. There’s a reward.”

Lasden still said nothing.

“In fact,” his father continued relentlessly, “if he’s the one who gave you this supposed promotion, it’s meaningless. You know that too, don’t you? This impostor has no jurisdiction over the military, Corporal.”

Lasden felt as though he had been slapped in the face. His father had just demoted him again.

“You know who he is. And you know your duty as a Malornian, don’t you? Deep down inside, you know. You’ve failed your kingdom before. You’ve failed me. And yet against all odds, you actually have a chance now to make up for it. A chance to prove your loyalty to Malorn, your courage. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for you, Corporal.”

Lasden’s heart pounded, though he couldn’t put his finger on the reason why. He didn’t know what to say. 

“How many men does he have with him?” Parlien demanded.

Don’t say anything more! that voice inside screamed. Don’t tell him anything! 

Lasden swallowed. “Only one, sir. Plus me.” And a woman you wouldn’t want to underestimate.

“Only one,” his father scoffed. “The fool. What does he think he can accomplish with one? He’ll be no match for us.”

“Us … sir?” Lasden faltered.

“Of course. You and I are going to go bring him in. A father-and-son team, serving our kingdom and bringing the guilty to justice.”

You and I. 

A father-and-son team. 

Lasden couldn’t remember the last time he had heard his father say words like that. It had been years, maybe decades. Maybe he had never said them. Certainly he had never shown a desire to work together with his son in anything. When other children’s fathers were taking them fishing or helping them with their studies, Lasden’s had been telling him off for laziness or irresponsibility or general stupidity. True, he had taught him to wield a sword, but Lasden had hated those lessons. He never received any praise for doing well, but whenever he made a mistake, his father applied the flat of the blade to his backside and told Lasden what a disappointment he was to him. 

It had been the same all Lasden’s life, in one form or another. No achievement, no promotion he ever earned, was good enough to please Parlien, though Lasden had joined the army and given it his all in an attempt to do just that. And in that fateful meeting five years ago, when he finally dared to speak out against what he knew was wrong and Regent Rampus stripped him of his rank in front of everyone, Lasden knew he had lost all possibility of ever pleasing his father. 

And yet now Father was offering him another chance. A chance to work together. A chance to make him proud. 

“So,” Parlien continued. “We’re going to go out and you’re going to lead me to this man. Since he apparently trusts you, you can convince him to come along without a fight, at least at first. It will be easier that way. When we get closer to the palace and he realizes what we’re doing, then we’ll need to subdue him and the other man. But the High Council has said they’ll take him alive or dead, so it really doesn’t matter either way.” 

Lasden stared at him, his head spinning once again.

“Well, Corporal? Any questions?”

“I — well — I don’t know, sir.”

“You don’t think it will work? He trusts you, doesn’t he?”

“Yes, sir. He trusts me.” That was one thing Lasden did know.

“Good. Then it will work. I should think it’s simple enough for even you to understand. Are you ready, Corporal?”

Lasden blinked. “Now, sir?”

“Of course, now. You know where he is right now, don’t you? Why should we give him time to suspect something and disappear? Just wait a moment while I go upstairs and get dressed.”

Lasden’s mind felt numb. What could he possibly say? What could he do? 

His father brushed past him, sword still in hand. “I’ll be right back. Then you’re going to take me to him, and together we’ll bring him to King Heggen to pay for his crimes.”

Together.

Parlien paused in the doorway. “Is that clear?”

He trusts you. 

Together.

Parlien thrust his face into his son’s. “Is that clear, Corporal?” 

Lasden jumped to attention again. “Yes, Colonel.”

“Then wait here. I’ll be back in a moment.”

His father’s retreating footsteps boomed like thunder. Like martial drumbeats. Like the pounding of Lasden’s own heart. He stood frozen in the study, gulping for air like a drowning man. He had become a little boy again, helpless to resist, terrified to disobey, powerless before the man who ran his home as a military officer instead of as a parent.

He trusts you.

Lasden couldn’t let this happen to King Korram. 

But he couldn’t not let it happen, either. There was no standing against Colonel Parlien. Lasden had never been able to do that. He just couldn’t. And he had little doubt that his father’s plan would work. 

You don’t have to do this, the voice inside told him. You don’t have to take him there. He can’t make you betray your king.

Lasden could hear his father’s footsteps moving around above him. He thought he heard his mother’s voice as well, though it was too muffled to make out the words. She must be asking what her husband was doing, why he was getting dressed again so late at night. Lasden knew what his father would say: military business. That was what he always said. Would he tell her that their son was downstairs? Probably not. She would want to come down and see him, and that would delay them. 

Lasden would have liked to talk to his mother. She was everything Father was not: loving, encouraging, supportive, always welcoming Lasden home and telling him how much she had missed him, how proud she was of him. It had been too long since he had seen her — he tried to avoid visiting when he knew Father would be at home — but now was not the time. Maybe when they got back. Maybe then Father would tell her proudly about what his son had helped to do. 

What are you thinking? the inner voice screamed. You can’t do it!

But he couldn’t say no to his father. He just couldn’t.

Then get out of here!

But he had been given a direct order.

King Korram gave you orders, too! 

But Father would never forgive Lasden if he let him down again.

What about the king? Would you rather let him down? You’ll be failing the whole kingdom if you let him be captured or killed.

But Father would be back at any moment now. There wasn’t time, anyway. Was there?

Get out! Get out! Get out!

Lasden ran. Out of the study, through the sitting room, down the hall, past the silent staircase, out the front door, across the garden, and over the gate. Star whinnied in alarm and skipped to the end of her tether as he landed, stumbling, beside her. Frantically, he snatched up his coil of rope and seized the reins, fumbling with the knot in the dark, knowing his father would have heard him by now. He threw himself into the saddle and kicked the horse’s sides with all his strength just as lamplight came pouring through the open doorway and a voice called his name from the front steps. The mare sprang forward at a canter, but Lasden bent low over her neck and didn’t stop kicking until she was galloping down the deserted street. Never mind the clatter of her hooves; never mind what the neighbors would think. It wouldn’t take Father long to saddle his own horse and unlock the front gate, and Lasden needed to be out of sight and earshot by then.

Down to the end of the street he galloped, wheeling around the corner. He didn’t dare look back, purposely going the wrong way at first just in case he was somehow being watched or followed after all. He steered Star left at the next corner, then right, then left again, then right, then right once more. Finally he pulled the panting horse to a halt in the darkness of an alley and paused to listen.

Nothing. He waited for several minutes, until Star’s breathing had slowed and he could once again hear the soft sounds of the Sazellian night. A musician performing for tips in a tavern down the street. Muted conversation from behind the shuttered window of a nearby house. A door closing. The yowl of a stray cat on the prowl at the end of the alley. But no clattering hooves, no angry voice calling to him. His father was not out there, at least not close by. 

He nudged Star out of the alley, proceeding through the sleepy city at a walk this time. Away from the home that had never truly been home. Away from his father, who had never truly been a father to him. Back toward the city’s edge, where the king and his Mountain Folk friends waited.

Every beat of Lasden’s heart sent relief coursing through him. Relief that he had gotten away. Relief that he had once again done the right thing in spite of the pressure. Relief that he had not betrayed his king. 

He would probably never be able to face his father again. But he could face King Korram. He could face Ernth and Thel. 

He could face himself.

He rode through the silent city until finally he left the last of the buildings behind and descended into the dark little gully where the three of them had set up camp. He rode toward the glow of the campfire and the voices of King Korram and the Mountain Folk. And only then, as they heard the clop-clop of Star’s hooves and looked up expectantly, did it really sink in that although he had escaped his father, Lasden had failed in his mission. He would have to report that the king would not have the army’s help or Tarmarand’s. 

What will we do now?











CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX










“I’m sorry, your Majesty.” 

The king wasn’t blaming Lasden, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t his fault. Lasden was ashamed, not only of his failure to at least find out what officers were stationed in Sazellia, but of the fact that his own father stood ready to turn the king in. Doubtless Parlien hoped to impress Heggen, perhaps to earn himself another promotion as well as the promised reward. 

Lasden had thought he actually had a chance of persuading his father. Maybe Father would have believed the news if someone else had brought it. But Parlien had apparently convinced himself that his worthless son couldn’t possibly be capable of knowing the true king from an impostor. If only I’d proven myself more capable in the past. Then he would believe me. 

Resting his forehead in his hands, Lasden stared into the campfire and sighed. “I’m sorry, Sire.”

“Yes, I know you’re sorry.” The king’s voice was impatient. “You’ve said that four times now. Stop kicking yourself for what wasn’t your fault and help me come up with another plan.”

Thel poked a branch into the fire. “Does your father know where we are now? Are we in danger here?”

Lasden lifted his head. “No more than before. I didn’t tell him anything except that the king was in Sazellia.” 

Why had he even said that much? Dismay filled him at the realization that he had given away a critical detail. “I’m sorry, Sire. I shouldn’t have told him that. I-I wasn’t thinking.”

“I told you to stop apologizing. Anyway, don’t worry about it.” The king gave him a friendly punch on the shoulder. “It’s a big city. If all goes well, I’ll be back in control of it by this time tomorrow anyway.”

Only if we can come up with another plan, Lasden thought glumly. No Insider. No soldiers. How were they going to retake the palace?

“Your platoon might still be here in town,” the king said thoughtfully. “Corporal Enset and the others. They swore loyalty to me, and I told them I might call them into service.”

Lasden nodded, remembering. “Yes, Sire, but Colonel Bormer may have stationed them elsewhere.”

Thel glanced over at him. “If they are here, won’t they have told everyone about meeting Korram?”

King Korram had ordered them not to, but what were the chances that not one of them had let it slip? “Someone would probably tell, and then word would spread among the troops,” Lasden agreed. “Which means my platoon likely isn’t here after all, or the whole city would know the king is alive by now. I’m sure my father would have said something.”

“Why don’t Thel and I go with you to the barracks?” Ernth suggested. “You can get them to let us in, and then we can look around and see if anyone we know is there.” He turned to the king. “Maybe we’ll find some of the soldiers we fought with back in your army that time. If they recognize us, they’ll know that we know you, and they’ll have to believe us if we say the real Korram is here.”

Lasden shook his head reluctantly. “I’m afraid that wouldn’t work. Civilians — even if they’re former military — aren’t normally allowed to just walk into the barracks and go looking around for old friends. Besides, I believe almost everyone was deployed to the bridge area three weeks ago. As far as I know, there are only one or two companies left here in Sazellia.”

Thel placed a hand on the king’s arm. “You could always ask our people to help you again. You know, come to the Mid-Autumn Gathering and recruit an army like last time.”

“The Mid-Autumn Gathering is half a year away,” the king pointed out. “I’ve waited long enough to get my kingdom back already. Besides, it’s possible that Tarmarand managed to make a few preparations for tomorrow before he was arrested. The right people positioned in the palace to help us, and so on. Our best chance of success is to go through with the plan in the morning.” He stared thoughtfully into the fire. “Really, I should just go to the barracks myself. I can tell the soldiers who I am, and then —”

“No,” Thel protested, alarmed. Apparently she had never heard that one simply didn’t interrupt a king. “Korram, you can’t.”

“Of course I can.” But the king didn’t sound irritated at the interruption. “We’re running out of options.”

“But the reward. How do you know the soldiers wouldn’t just attack you?”

“Well, you’d be there to protect me,” he told her, straight-faced.

Thel either didn’t realize he was teasing or didn’t think it was funny. “There could be hundreds of them, and there are only four of us.”

“Yes, but some of them would undoubtedly take my side. It might come down to a fight, but I think we’d stand a good chance. Then we could march on the palace with those who are loyal and arrest Heggen and the others.”

Ernth looked doubtful too. “But what if there are more soldiers against you than for you? I think it’s too risky for you to go to the barracks.”

“I don’t want you to get killed after we’ve come this far.” Thel reached out to take Korram’s hand. “I couldn’t stand it if that happened. Please, Korram, don’t go.”

He hesitated, looking into her eyes for a moment, and Lasden wondered if she actually had the power to sway him. He had never thought of a monarch as swayable once he made up his mind.

King Korram let out his breath and turned away, though he left his hand in Thel’s. “What about you, Sergeant?” he demanded, as though checking to see whether everyone was against him. “Let me guess: you don’t like my idea either?”

Lasden shifted uncomfortably. “I’ll follow your orders, Sire.”

“I know you will, but that’s not what I asked.” 

The king held his gaze until Lasden realized he really did expect an answer. “I beg your pardon, Sire, but I see your going to the barracks as unsafe.”

“Being me is unsafe right now.” The king scowled into the fire. “And I haven’t heard any better ideas. If you’ve thought of one, out with it.”

Lasden hadn’t, but anything was better than the king walking into a place where he could be locked in and surrounded by hundreds of trained, armed men. “Let me go, Sire. I’ll ride over and ask to speak to Colonel Bormer. If he turns out to be on your side, he can lead the troops to the palace.”

“Why didn’t you suggest that earlier?” Ernth demanded. “That sounds like a good idea to me.”

“I’m not sure it is,” Lasden admitted. “The colonel may be on Heggen’s side, or he may not believe me any more than my father did. But regardless, it would be safer for me to go than King Korram.”

Thel frowned. “The colonel might try to get you to tell him where Korram is.”

“Let him try.” Lasden was determined about that point now. “If it comes down to it, I’ll die at my own hand before I betray the king.”

Thel and Ernth both looked startled and impressed, though Lasden hadn’t been trying to impress anyone. But the king frowned. “You’d better not do any such thing, Sergeant. I’m going to need you later.”

“We should at least try Lasden’s plan,” Thel said. “If it doesn’t work, then we can consider yours.” 

The king shrugged. “I suppose it can’t hurt. We’ll give it a shot in the morning, then.” He gently freed his hand from Thel’s. “Now let’s get some sleep. Depending on what happens tomorrow, this could be the last night’s sleep we ever have.”

With that cheerful pronouncement, he flopped down beside the fire and shut his eyes.











CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN










The barracks lay about five miles from their camp. Lasden had allowed enough time to ride through the city at a walk so as not to draw attention to himself. The predawn air was cold and still, everything silent around him except for the clop clop of Star’s hooves on the cobblestone streets. Here and there, lights glowed behind windows where early risers were starting their day, but most of the city still slept. No one, he was sure, had any idea of the kingdom-changing events that day would hold. In the next few hours Malorn’s rightful ruler would probably either be reinstated or killed. And which one occurred would probably hang on how well Lasden carried out this mission.

He tried not to worry. But once again, everything depended on him, and he was afraid he might let the king down. 

He had planned out every word he hoped to say to Bormer during his shift on watch last night and had it all memorized, but of course that didn’t take into account anything unexpected the officer might say or do. Or the possibility that Lasden wouldn’t be permitted to see him in the first place. He had thought of a dozen such potential snags to his plan, both likely and unlikely; everything from not being allowed to leave the barracks afterward to discovering he was wanted for Sergeant Sammins’ murder. He had come up with solutions for some of the snags, but plenty more of them could completely ruin this plan.

But, as was so often the case on risky missions, it was the snag that had never occurred to him that changed everything. 

Rounding a corner, Lasden pulled his horse to a halt and stared in astonishment. Down the street ahead marched row after row of armed and uniformed soldiers, four abreast. 

Left, right, left, right. The rhythm of their footsteps was an old familiar cadence, as fully a part of Lasden’s being as the thumping of his own pulse. Involuntarily his feet twitched in the stirrups, keeping time. Left, right, left, right.

He watched as they marched down the street: a platoon, a gap, another platoon, another gap. Where are they all going so early in the morning? And what should I do now? Even if Bormer had remained behind in the barracks, there wouldn’t be much point in talking to him with everyone else gone.

Lasden dismounted, tied the horse to a fence post beside the road, and hurried closer on foot to see what he could find out. The soldiers, eyes straight ahead, took no notice of him. If they glimpsed him at all, they probably thought him nothing more than a shabbily-dressed civilian watching their parade. The measured tread of hundreds of marching feet always brought curious onlookers to windows and doorways and the side of the road. And so Lasden wasn’t afraid to get close, close enough that he could recognize some of their faces even in the dim light. Yes, there went Company D of the Sazellian Battalion — not his company, but he knew some of the men, had fought beside them in Bandit Territory before. Behind them came Company E, led by Major Almanian. That had been Lasden’s company years ago, until the Invasion. Before he had been demoted and transferred. Now Lasden was in Company A, but he knew A wouldn’t be here. The last of them had been deployed to the Western Wilderness over a fortnight ago. D and E were the only ones left to guard Sazellia, kept behind in case the Alasians somehow got through or a need arose for more troops elsewhere.

But Lasden received another surprise a moment later, and following close on its heels, an idea. 

At the very back came one final platoon, and marching at its head —

He couldn’t do it. He shouldn’t do it. It just wasn’t done in the army. But the original plan was worthless now, and Lasden was running out of options. And the king’s life, he reminded himself, was at stake. 

Before he could change his mind, Lasden took a deep breath and stepped into the street, right up to the man in front of the last platoon.

“Enset.”

The corporal started, turned, and broke step for a moment, then hastily found his pace and kept marching, Lasden now in step by his side. Left, right, left, right.

“Lasden! What are you doing?” He could hear the astonishment in Enset’s whisper.

“Risking everything in one crazy move; what does it look like I’m doing?”

The next platoon was several yards ahead, and the sound of all their footsteps more than covered his whisper. No one was undisciplined enough to turn around even if they did hear his voice. No one would ever guess that a soldier — let alone one who looked like a bandit, as Lasden knew he did — would step right into the middle of a military parade and simply join in for a word with someone he knew. 

Left, right, left, right.

Lasden glanced over his shoulder and saw the twenty-one men remaining in his platoon staring at him in confused astonishment.

“Are you here with — you know — him?” Enset whispered. “Is he still alive?”

“He is.” Lasden chose to ignore the first question. He wasn’t about to give away the king’s location now. “Did you tell anyone about what happened in the ravine?”

“No. We promised we wouldn’t, remember? And we didn’t want to put him in danger. On the way home, we all talked about it and swore to each other again that we wouldn’t say a word to anyone else until he’s — you know — back.”

“And no one did?” Lasden was impressed. Secrets were hard to keep in the military. News and rumors spread fast. If every last man in the platoon had kept his word, perhaps they all really were loyal.

Enset glanced over at him, anxious now. “I know you and I have had our disagreements, but we’re on the same side, after all, and we both want him back in charge. Will you put in a good word for me — for us all? We made a terrible mistake back in the Wilderness, but we none of us would have done it if we’d known. He won’t hold it against us, will he?”

“Not if you’re ready to prove yourselves now,” Lasden assured him. “But tell me, where is everybody going?”

“To the palace. Colonel Bormer received a message last night that Heggen is afraid of some sort of attack and wants soldiers to reinforce the palace guard. The messenger also said he himself might bring in the so-called impostor in a few days, and that we should let him through. Oh, and then later last night, another officer — your father, actually, Colonel Parlien — came and reported that the impostor had been spotted in the city and would probably make a move soon. I was wondering if that had anything to do with the — you know, with him; if he had a plan to come back —”

A messenger. Bringing in the impostor. 

It must be that traitor Dannel. Lasden was sure of it. Dannel was planning to sell King Korram to his enemies after all. 

I have to warn the king! Not that it mattered much at the moment, of course, since they weren’t waiting for Dannel or counting on his help anymore. But he had to tell the king what the army was doing. This would change things. 

“He does have a plan,” Lasden whispered to Enset. Though it won’t be the one we made last night. “If you want to show him your loyalty, be ready to fight for him today.”

Enset’s eyes lit up. “Yes! Just tell me what he wants. I’ll have the men do whatever you say.”

That was the problem. Lasden didn’t know exactly what the king would want or what he might decide to do now.

“Just be ready,” he whispered back. “I might have orders for you when you get to the palace, or he might give them himself. If you see him in danger, you’ll know what to do.” He glanced at Enset to make sure the corporal was taking this seriously. “It might mean defending him against other soldiers.”

Enset nodded, and Lasden knew what he was thinking. Even if Enset survived, that would mean the end of his military career at the very least. That is, if King Korram lost. If the king won, it would guarantee his favor and forgiveness.

“I’ll do whatever I have to,” the corporal assured him, and Lasden was certain he meant it.

Stepping back off the road, Lasden let the next few men go by and then slipped back into their midst, his feet automatically falling into rhythm with theirs again. Left, right, left, right. 

Most of them probably had not heard much of the whispered conversation. He turned to face them. Lasden had served with these men for years. He had fought with them, bled with them, trekked wearily through the Western Wilderness with them, played cards around campfires on freezing winter nights with them. And yet, ironically, he had never completely connected with them as he had with his colleagues before the Invasion. He always had the feeling that they might be looking down on him, ridiculing him behind his back for the choice he had made and for his demotion. 

But he had witnessed their vow of loyalty to the king, and they had witnessed his promotion. They were all on the same side now, as Enset had said: the true king’s side. Looking into their faces, he saw respect that hadn’t been there before. The king had chosen him, commended him, promoted him, assigned him. And they knew it.

“Listen to me, all of you. Did you mean it when you swore loyalty back in the ravine?”

There were nods, a few whispers of, “Yes!”

“Well, today you have a chance to prove it, to make up for what you did.” Listen to me. I sound like my father. “You can live the rest of your lives knowing you were traitors, or you can make the right choice the second time, and stand with him today. He’s going to need good men on his side. Can he count on you?”

“Yes!” In unison this time.

“Good. Then be ready when you get to the palace.”

Lasden broke away and ran back down the street to where he had left Star. He knew of other ways through the city. Longer ways, it was true, but he had a horse and the soldiers didn’t. 

The streets had grown much lighter now. Lasden bent low over Star’s neck, dug his heels into her sides, and galloped.











CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT










Lasden paced among the trees in the little grove where the king had brought him and the Mountain Folk. They were running out of time to decide on a plan.

Ernth fingered his spear thoughtfully. “Maybe we can sneak in with the soldiers.” He peered between the branches toward the palace just down the street.

“We don’t look like soldiers. Someone would be sure to notice us.” Thel glanced in the other direction, the one from which they all knew the troops would appear at any moment now. The four of them could only wait here in this cluster of trees for so long. They needed to make a plan, and fast.

“We don’t have to look like soldiers.” Judging by the king’s expression, he had just thought of an idea. “We only have to take advantage of the distraction and slip in when the guards aren’t paying attention. Hundreds of troops pouring into the palace courtyard will cause quite a commotion. Telling them all where to go and what to do will take time. Meanwhile, Captain Callium or whoever’s in charge now will be preoccupied, and I’d wager that practically every guard out there will have his eyes on the soldiers — perhaps resenting their intrusion, perhaps tasked with explaining what’s expected or showing them to their new posts. If we’re careful, we four can probably slip in through a side entrance unnoticed.”

“But won’t everything be locked?” Ernth wondered.

Instead of replying, the king chuckled in an I-know-something-you-don’t way and bent to unlace his boot. The others watched, puzzled, as he pulled it off and turned it upside down, shaking it as though to dislodge a pebble. A small metallic object dropped out, and he caught it in his other hand.

“I’m sure every gate will be locked, but it doesn’t matter.” The king laughed in triumph as he jammed his foot back into the boot. “I’ve traveled across farmland and mountains and rivers and wilderness and city, I’ve had my pockets searched and their contents confiscated twice, I’ve been capsized and nearly drowned and lost all my supplies to the Grenn, I’ve fallen from a rope halfway up a cliff, I’ve fled on horseback and on foot and by boat, I’ve crawled under a bridge over a river, I’ve run into farmers and miners and Mountain Folk and soldiers and bandits, and I still have it. Tell me that isn’t an accomplishment! Where’s Jaymin when I need someone to boast to?” 

“What are you talking about?” Half laughing, herself, at his glee, Thel peered at the object in his hand. “What is that?”

“It’s the key to our success this morning!” The king held it up to show them, and Lasden saw that it was indeed a key. “I’ve been walking around with it hidden in my boot for — what’s it been now? A month, almost. I’ve got calluses on my foot where it’s been rubbing, and I never knew if I’d even have the chance to use it again, but it’s worth it.”

“Where did you get it?” Ernth wondered.

“From Patoran, the head groom, on the night we left. I used it to open the stable gate, and then I held onto it. Earlier, Jaymin had been ribbing me about not carrying around keys to my palace when he had that whole big clanging bunch, not that they’ve done him any good as far as I know. But now this little key is going to get me back home.”

He gazed through the trees to where the gray stone towers of his palace loomed against the clear morning sky, far above any other structure in the city. “So. We’ll let the soldiers pass first, and when the main gates are open for them, we’ll slip along behind and enter through one of the side gates.” The king turned back to the Mountain Folk. “You two will wait behind the stable with me while Lasden goes around into the main courtyard to fetch Corporal Enset and the rest of his platoon.” He turned to Lasden. “While you’re out there, have a quick word with anyone else you think would be on my side. We can use all the allies we can get. Bring them back around to where I’ll be waiting.”

They all heard it at that moment: a distant rhythmic tramp as the first of the soldiers rounded a corner onto their street. Left, right, left, right. Not much longer now.

Thel took the king’s hand. “Just in case this doesn’t work, Korram …” But then she hesitated, glancing at the other two. “Never mind. It will work.” 

“Yes, it will.” The king closed his fingers around hers and smiled. “But let’s have that conversation afterward anyway.”

Ernth snickered. “And you’ll make sure to have it in front of us, right?”

Or not. Lasden turned away, but not before he saw both the king and Thel turn red.

He checked to make sure Star’s reins were securely tied around a branch. If they didn’t make it through this, he hoped someone would find the horses and give them a good home. 

He loosened his sword in its sheath. The fate of the kingdom was about to be decided.

Strolling down the street just behind his own platoon, the king and the two Mountain Folk behind him, Lasden felt terribly conspicuous. None of the soldiers turned around, though Lasden knew Enset and his men had seen them. There’s no reason to be nervous yet. This was a public road, and indeed, other people were traveling along it too. There was really nothing suspicious about three men and a woman ambling along behind the soldiers. 

Walking up the gravel drive that led to the palace was the most uncomfortable part of this little trip. There certainly was something suspicious about three men and a woman, two of them barefoot and carrying spears, walking right up to the palace gate behind the troops. Those at ground level might not notice, but Lasden counted three guards up on the walls. Though most palace guards carried only swords and daggers, he knew that the ones on the walls would have bows and arrows. At any moment they would notice him and his companions. 

Sure enough, one of the guards looked directly at him. But to his surprise, the man turned away, focusing his gaze on the soldiers pouring through the gate below. Then another guard turned his head, and there could be no doubt that he, too, had seen Lasden. Their eyes actually met. The guard glanced beyond him to the king and the Mountain Folk, and Lasden thought he saw his face light up with the start of a smile, but only for an instant. Like the first, he turned quickly aside. And this man even nudged his companion and pointed to something in the courtyard, directing the other man’s attention away from them.

They’re on the king’s side. Lasden could think of no other explanation. Tarmarand must have been able to make a few preparations before he was arrested. Perhaps they would have help when they got into the palace after all. 

Or are we walking into a trap?

Keeping the massive stone wall to their right as per the king’s instructions, he left the soldiers behind and led the way to a small, solidly barred gate. From behind him and on the other side of the wall, Lasden could hear quite a hubbub: confused voices, people asking where they were supposed to go or telling each other to move out of the way, officers trying unsuccessfully to make themselves heard as they called out orders. The great courtyard must be quite crowded.

The king produced his key. “All right, everyone, you know what to do. Stay low and get behind the stable as quickly as you can.” He stuck the key into the lock, turned it, and pulled the gate open. 

A quick glance showed no one close by. Lasden sprinted inside, bent nearly double to present as small a target as possible. To his right lay an open space, guards and soldiers mingling noisily in the main courtyard beyond. Just ahead rose the stable, a sturdy wooden building with a thatched roof. He ran for it, acutely aware that the palace itself loomed further on, and that anyone looking out a window on this side would see them clearly.

But he heard no cries of alarm, no running footsteps, when the four of them stopped with their backs to the stable wall. So far, so good. Lasden waited just long enough to check that the king had made it before he turned back, preparing to round the stable into the main courtyard. Now he had to find Enset somewhere in that chaos, and also keep his eyes open for anyone else who might be willing to join the king’s side. 

Mentally Lasden raced through names, considering some and discarding others, as he strode toward the corner of the building. He hoped he would have a chance to actually find and talk to someone before anybody noticed him and sounded the alarm. If I just had my uniform ….

Unexpectedly, a door opened right in front of him and a man stepped out of the stable, nearly colliding with Lasden. The stranger’s eyes widened and then flicked beyond him, taking in the other three.

Lasden whipped out his sword and seized the man by the collar. “One sound and you’re dead!” He hoped Ernth or Thel would hurry over with the pieces of rope they were all carrying. Belatedly it occurred to him that they should also have brought strips of cloth to use as gags.

“Don’t hurt him!” ordered the king. “That’s Patoran. He saved my life earlier.”

Lasden lowered his sword and stepped aside as the king and the groom clasped hands. “Your Majesty!” The man’s face filled with joyful relief. “I’m so glad to see you’re still alive. Welcome back. How can I help you?”

“Do you have an extra groom’s uniform Lasden can borrow?” the king questioned.

“Yes, Sire. Come on in.” Patoran ushered them all into the stable, which was dimly lit and full of the comforting smell of horses. Lasden took the jacket and breeches the groom handed him and pulled them quickly on over his Karvasi clothes. They were a little too big — the groom was both taller and wider than he — but they would do. 

Then he hurried out the doorway again. There was no time to spare, but he was thankful that now he could walk out there without his clothes instantly proclaiming him an intruder. 

No sooner had Lasden rounded the corner than he caught sight of Enset in the crowd, his platoon clustered around him, jostled this way and that by milling soldiers and guards. As Lasden pushed toward them, Enset saw him coming and hurried over to meet him, a question in his eyes.

“Behind the stable,” Lasden murmured. “With your men. Quickly.” 

That’s taken care of. Now who else could he find?











CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE










The sight of a familiar face in the crowd caught Lasden’s attention. Major Almanian. 

Almanian was one of the most patriotic soldiers Lasden had ever met. Surely anyone as committed to serving Malorn as he was couldn’t help but be loyal to its true ruler. And there was the added advantage that the major knew him. Lasden had served under him during the Invasion, back when he was a lieutenant and Almanian a captain. He suspected that Almanian disapproved of what they’d been commanded to do in Alasia, though his superior followed orders without question and insisted that those under him do likewise. But the major was a fair and decent man, and unlike many others, he had never ridiculed Lasden or subjected him to additional humiliation after his demotion.

Lasden fought his way through the crowd toward him. He took a deep breath. “Excuse me, Major.”

The officer, who had been talking with one of his men, turned around, annoyed at the interruption. “Yes?” Then his eyes lit up in recognition. “Corporal Lasden?” Almanian’s gaze took in Lasden’s unkempt appearance, from his uncombed hair down to his unpolished boots, and disapproval flickered across his features. “What in the world?”

“Sir, I need to speak with you. It’s urgent.” Not that there was any way to talk privately. Lasden would just have to hope that no one on Heggen’s side would overhear them amidst the noise of the crowd.

The officer frowned. “What are you doing here dressed like that?”

Lasden lowered his voice. “I’m on a mission, sir. It’s a disguise.” That was probably obvious. “Sir, King Korram is alive, and he needs to know if he can count on you to take his side against his enemies.”

The major stared at him in shock. Of course. “What?”

Lasden took another deep breath. There wasn’t much time for explanation. “The king wasn’t actually killed, sir. That was part of Heggen’s plot to put himself on the throne. But Korram has returned and needs to know who’s on his side.”

The major was still staring at him, perhaps wondering if he was actually insane or just lying. Lasden met his gaze steadily. 

“No one could expect a person to believe such an outrageous lie,” the major said finally, “so I’m left to conclude that you must not be lying. All right. Yes, of course I’m on the true king’s side. What does he need me to do?”

“Will you order your men to stand with him, sir?” Three captains served under Major Almanian, each with his echelon of lieutenants, sergeants, corporals, and privates. Altogether, at least a hundred fifty men. 

“Of course I will, if I can get their attention. Discipline seems to have completely disintegrated.” The major glanced around at the disorder, scowling. On top of the general chaos, a few of the palace guards seemed to be engaged in a heated argument with a group of officers. Around them, soldiers and guards were arranging themselves in the manner of men taking sides. Somebody had obviously not planned the soldiers’ arrival very well.

Either that, or somebody planned it just right. The chaos was certainly the perfect cover for the king to sneak in and make his move.

Almanian turned back to Lasden. “What are my men and I supposed to do?”

“Bring them all behind the stable for orders if you have a chance, sir.” It felt strange to be issuing instructions to a superior officer like this, much less for the officer to be listening respectfully. Respect from his superiors was something Lasden had not been used to for years. 

“If it takes too long, he might come out here first.” Lasden kept his voice low. “In that case, just be ready to defend him against anyone on Heggen’s side. He’ll instruct you from there.”

“Understood.” 

About to turn away, Lasden had another thought. “Sir, what about Colonel Bormer? Do you think he would stand with the king?” He knew General Dorralon was with the troops by the border at the moment, which left Colonel Bormer as the one of the highest-ranking officers remaining in Sazellia. If he and the men under him would side with the king, they would have very little to worry about.

The major hesitated, and Lasden saw his loyalty as an officer battling against the urgency of protecting the monarch. He had felt the same way when the king asked him about Father. “I don’t think we can count on his help,” Almanian said finally. “The colonel’s in tight with Heggen. He could very well have been part of the plot.” 

In which case this would be the perfect chance for Bormer to prove his loyalty to his new king, Lasden thought, by killing Korram just in time to save Heggen’s life. Not to mention earning that reward. Which meant they would have to watch Bormer carefully when King Korram made his move. Perhaps Almanian could take care of that.

“If Colonel Bormer was part of Heggen’s plot, Major, he could be a danger to the king now.” Lasden could tell by the major’s face that he knew it was true. “Could you — would you — make certain he isn’t?”

The officer held Lasden’s gaze for a long moment. They both knew what Lasden was asking him to do, and what the repercussions could be.

“If you’re lying about any of this ….” Major Almanian warned finally.

“I’m not, sir.” Awkwardly, Lasden dug inside his groom’s uniform to pull a piece of rope from the pocket of his Karvasi breeches. Without a word, he offered it to the major, who took it in the way of a man accepting what he knows could be his death sentence. Or summons to a court-martial. Or demotion. 

“I hope you’re not lying, Corporal, for both of our sakes. Otherwise you’re dead. Dead. And so am I.”

“I know, Major. We may end up that way anyway. But this is a cause I’m willing to die for.” 

The officer stuffed the rope in his own pocket and dismissed him with a nod, turning to address the man he had been speaking to earlier. “Captain, listen carefully.”

Lasden looked around again to see who else he could talk to. He stood on tiptoe and craned his neck to peer above the crowd, wondering if anyone else he knew was nearby. 

But what caught his eye was a palace guard who stood staring suspiciously at the corner of the stable. Guards wore different uniforms than soldiers — tan and black instead of red and black — but they used the same system of colored sleeve stripes to indicate rank. Lasden saw by the light green stripes the man wore that he was a lieutenant. Twisting to see what he was looking at, Lasden spotted the last couple men from his own platoon squeezing through the edge of the crowd and disappearing around the corner. Frowning, the lieutenant began to shoulder his way after them.

He’ll see the king back there and sound the alarm. Lasden pushed through the crowd, trying to intercept the man. But the guard was closer to the stable, and though it took some time for both of them to get over there, he vanished around the corner of the wooden building before Lasden could stop him.

Shoving frantically, Lasden finally broke free and ran. Rounding the corner himself, he saw his platoon clustered around the king. The guard approached cautiously, his sword half drawn. “What’s going on back here?” he called.

The cluster parted as everyone turned. Enset and the others drew their swords. The guard stopped short, whipping his blade out in response. Lasden, his own weapon in hand, caught up with the man as he stood staring at the king.

King Korram stepped forward from among the soldiers. “Hello, Lieutenant Elliond. I haven’t seen you in a while.”

The guard turned pale. He took a step or two backward on shaky legs and then froze. “Y-your Majesty?”

Lasden saw a flicker of amusement in the king’s eyes as he approached, one hand on his sword hilt. “What’s the matter? Haven’t you ever seen a ghost before?”

The man dropped to one knee, gaping. “You’re not dead!” 

Lasden could identify with his shock. He had felt the same way back in the Western Wilderness when he realized Sergeant Sammins had taken the King of Malorn prisoner. A king whose funeral procession Lasden had marched in just a few days earlier.

“No, I’m not dead,” the king agreed. “What are you going to do about it?” 

Recovering from his shock, the man dropped his sword at the king’s feet. “Command me, Sire.”

King Korram smiled. “That’s what I like to hear.” His eyes met Lasden’s over the lieutenant’s head, and they shared a quick look of relief. “Stand up and tell me who among the palace guard is on my side.”

On his feet again, the man looked perplexed for a moment. “I’m not sure, Sire. Everyone thinks you’re dead.”

“Well, give me your best guess. Who’s mourned my death? If they knew I was alive, who would give up the chance at three thousand golds to stand with me against my enemies?”

The lieutenant considered. “Sanjik would, for certain, your Majesty. He’s not out here, though. Captain Callium must have had a task for him elsewhere. But I can think of perhaps a dozen other men who would probably be on your side, and there could be more.”

“Go fetch the ones you’re sure about. Quickly, before they establish order out there. Bring them back here on the double.”

The man bowed, retrieved his weapon, and turned, nearly colliding with Lasden. Then he sprinted back around the corner.

“So, perhaps we’ll have a few more in our little invasion force than we thought.” The king ran a hand through his hair. “Either that or the whole palace guard will come racing around that corner in a moment to kill me. Are you ready to die for me this morning, Sergeant?”

“As ever, Sire.” Though he knew the king was joking, Lasden was not. Spears in hand, Ernth and Thel came up and stood beside their friend, their faces serious and determined. Lasden suspected they would both be willing to fight to the death for his safety as well. 

Quickly, Lasden summarized his conversation with Almanian. He had just finished when the first of the dozen guards began to round the corner of the stable.

They had obviously not been told what to expect. The men approached cautiously, curiously, in ones and twos, most reaching for their swords as they saw the little party that awaited them.

“Sheathe your blade,” the king said to Lasden. 

Though the order went against all his soldier instincts, Lasden obeyed. Ernth and Thel set down their spears, and the approaching guards relaxed a little in response. 

King Korram stepped forward to meet them, and they peered at him as they drew closer, trying to identify him in the shadow of the stable. Behind them, Lieutenant Elliond came hurrying around the corner once more, just as the foremost of the guards stopped short and stared at the king.

“On your knees before King Korram!” the lieutenant ordered, and Lasden saw jaws drop and eyes widen as they realized just who stood before them dressed like a bandit. In a moment they had all obeyed, including Elliond himself. 

In the hush that followed, Lasden noticed that the noise beyond the barn was not as loud as it had been. Someone must finally be starting to establish order. He could hardly believe how long it had taken.

“On your feet,” the king commanded the guards, “if you’re willing to stand with me against Heggen and help me take back what’s mine.” Lasden saw by his glance that he, too, had noticed the commotion dying down. They didn’t have much time. Already they had received far more than they had any right to expect.

“Tell me about your captain,” King Korram ordered as the men rose to their feet again, their eyes wide. “Will Callium pose a problem?”

“I think Captain Callium may be on Heggen’s side, Sire,” the lieutenant confessed. “He’s been meeting with Heggen every day, and I remember he didn’t seem surprised at word of your death.”

The king scowled. “I never really trusted that man anyway. I didn’t like the way he used to look at me when he thought I didn’t notice. I’ll have him questioned later, but in the meantime we’d better assume he’s an enemy.” He glanced at Lasden. “If he suspected I was coming, I would think he’d have prepared more of a welcome for me. But we’ll be careful just the same.”

The king turned to include Enset and the rest of Lasden’s platoon, who had been waiting behind him, in his next instructions. “When we go around that corner, it’s your job to make sure that no one who wants to kill me succeeds. Lieutenant Elliond, you’re responsible for disarming and tying up Captain Callium.” He tossed the lieutenant a piece of rope. “Afterward you’ll stay in the courtyard and help Major Almanian guard whatever prisoners we end up taking. I need to know that no one will come after me when I go confront Heggen in the palace.” He glanced around at the others. “The rest of you will come with me inside. Sergeant Lasden here will be in command, so you’re to follow his orders.” 

Lasden was surprised, though he didn’t show it. If he were the one making the plan, he would have put Elliond in charge, since a guard would know his way around the palace better than a soldier. But perhaps that didn’t matter. The king would be leading them, after all. Lasden just had to tell the others what to do.

The guards and soldiers all nodded, eyeing Lasden with new respect. They must think he had done something impressive to distinguish himself in the king’s service, if King Korram was putting a mere sergeant in command at such a critical time. Lasden hoped he would prove worthy of the honor.

The king drew his sword. “What are we waiting for? Let’s do it!”











CHAPTER EIGHTY










Dannel stared out the window at the soldiers and guards mingling in the palace courtyard. I knew it. I knew it!

Something was going on that had nothing to do with his plans. Korram wouldn’t be waiting back at his campsite if or when Dannel returned. He had a plan of his own, and unless Dannel could figure it out quickly and fit himself into it, none of his own plans would likely work well.

Everything was going so smoothly. Dannel had killed Rampus last night, after all, which would make everything easier regardless of whom he helped. He had framed Tarmarand, who was sitting in the dungeon at this moment awaiting trial and execution. He had instructed Colonel Bormer to bring his troops to the palace, which was happening right now. And he had informed the colonel that he, Dannel, would bring in the impostor in the next few days and that the two of them must be allowed to pass. 

In other words, Dannel had done all he could so far to make his plans succeed. His plans that he still hadn’t actually finalized. He had intended to wait a little longer, possibly until the last moment, to decide whom he would actually help and which reward he would actually earn. But now, events were moving without him, and he wasn’t certain exactly what was happening.

Nothing obvious had gone wrong yet. But something was about to, Dannel was certain. He frowned at the uniformed men milling down below. Had Perciel done what he promised? Dannel wondered if the idiot had forgotten to alert Captain Callium that the soldiers were coming. That could explain the chaos, the raised voices, the lack of order. Resentful palace guards who didn’t expect or appreciate soldiers showing up to “help” them do their jobs might be expected to react this way.

But Dannel hadn’t seen Sanjik yet today, and under ordinary circumstances, surely Lieutenants Elliond and Sanjik would both be down there helping Callium establish order. Did Perciel or Callium arrange for Sanjik to be stationed elsewhere? But that was supposed to happen on the day Dannel brought Korram in for Perciel to kill, not today, and he had yet to confirm with Perciel exactly when that would take place. 

So where is Sanjik now? Had the empty-minded prince gotten the days mixed up and made his arrangement too soon?

Of course, there was also that rumor that an officer had started last night: apparently the so-called impostor had been seen in Sazellia. If Korram was in town, he could very well be behind the situation in the courtyard.

In any case, something was going on down there that had nothing to do with unwanted soldiers intruding on palace guards’ territory. Why were those people congregating behind the stable? Had someone set things up for Korram’s return? Perhaps Tarmarand had made arrangements before his arrest. That could explain the chaos that was enabling more and more people to gather on the other side of the stable without most of the soldiers or guards realizing it. 

Not to mention the fact that the whole front wing of the palace was practically empty this morning. It seemed that nearly everyone was either part of the chaos down below, or was working in the rear section of the palace where they probably had no idea what was going on. Someone had obviously arranged their schedules that way on purpose. 

So is that Korram down there, and are he and his followers about to come marching in to confront Heggen? Dannel suspected so. I should have known Korram wasn’t being honest with me. As annoying as that was, he had to admit it was amusingly ironic, even though the irony came at his own expense.

The question was, what should Dannel do about it? Was there a way he could still help Korram and earn those four thousand golds? No, Korram probably doesn’t need my help at this point. Not if he’s gotten this far. Besides, Tarmarand was in the dungeon, which was exactly what Dannel had assured Korram he would prevent.

Then I have to kill Korram, or make it possible for Perciel to kill him. But Perciel wasn’t expecting the opportunity to come up today and might very well panic at the last minute. In any case, the young man was currently in a meeting with his father and the other high councilors, and it was very unlikely that Dannel would have the chance to draw him aside before Korram made whatever move he was about to make. Besides, killing Korram would be hard for anyone to accomplish as long as the true king had his friends around him, not to mention any other guards and soldiers who might join them. 

Reluctantly, Dannel set aside his hopes of earning either the four or five thousand gold pieces. He was running out of options. But I could still earn some kind of reward. My best option now is to keep Heggen and Perciel alive and get them safely out of the palace. They’ll have to reward me for saving their lives.

He had better go and interrupt that meeting. If Korram couldn’t win over enough people to storm the palace, perhaps Dannel could even make Heggen believe that he had brought Korram here sooner than planned, at a time when he knew Korram would be stalled in the courtyard. And if Korram did get in, Dannel might be able to get Heggen and Perciel out through a back door before they met justice at the true king’s hand. Of course, they’ll have a hard time paying me without access to the treasury. But it was useful to have people indebted to him. Dannel kept a long mental list of people who owed him money and favors. He sometimes let the debts sit for months or even years, but he always returned eventually to claim what he was owed. It was just a matter of waiting for the right time, either when he needed it the most or when it served him best to put someone in a difficult position.

Dannel turned and strode out of the empty guest chamber from which he had found a convenient view of the courtyard. For security reasons, the High Council Room had no windows. Heggen, Perciel, and the rest of the high councilors wouldn’t have any idea what was going on outside until someone came to inform them, and Dannel intended to make sure he was that someone. 

As he had observed earlier, this part of the palace was deserted. But as Dannel approached the northern wing far from the noisy courtyard, he began to notice a few more servants scurrying here and there, cleaning or running errands. A few more guards paced the corridors on their usual rounds.

But he was surprised to see a guard standing by the mouth of the corridor that led to the High Council Room. The conference rooms and the small dining hall nearby were seldom used and not usually guarded. Two guards did normally stand on duty just outside the High Council Room when meetings were in session, to make sure the high councilors were not interrupted except in emergencies and to send for anyone the High Council might decide they needed to speak to. But Dannel had never known a guard to be posted in this spot, blocking the only access to that whole area.

When he drew closer, he realized the man was Lieutenant Sanjik. Interesting. Why is he here? But Dannel wasn’t worried. Sanjik had seen him around but only knew he was a messenger for King Heggen. It wouldn’t be the first time Dannel interrupted a High Council meeting to bring news. 

His best strategy was to act as though nothing out of the ordinary was going on. Nodding politely to Sanjik, he made as though to walk around him.

But the lieutenant blocked his way. “You’re not passing here.”

“I beg your pardon, Lieutenant.” Dannel made sure to look and sound confused. “I have a message for his Majesty and the high councilors.”

“Your message will have to wait. They are not to be interrupted.”

“Sir, I was ordered to report the moment I had news about a certain issue. They’ll want to discuss my news in their meeting.”

“It will have to wait.” The guard laid a hand on the hilt of his sword to emphasize his point. “I’m under orders not to let anyone pass this morning.”

“Under orders from whom?” Not Heggen, Dannel was sure of that. 

Sanjik didn’t reply, but he kept his hand on his sword hilt. 

Dannel paused, considering his options. Does Sanjik know Korram’s on the way? Is he purposely stopping anyone from warning Heggen or whisking him off to safety? And is he the only guard I’ll have to get past, or are the usual two waiting around the corner as well?

If Dannel couldn’t help Heggen, should he switch to a different plan and try to help Korram after all? Probably not practical. No, his best bet was still Heggen. That option had just grown more complicated, though. Sanjik had a sword, after all. Dannel, who needed to avoid suspicion when entering the palace in his guise of simple messenger, had only a dagger hidden under his clothes and that tiny knife in Erik’s boot.

Erik would have no problem disarming a man and then using his own sword against him. The thought came unbidden, and Dannel seethed inwardly at the reminder. He knew what skills he needed to work on before he and Erik met again.

“Very well, sir,” he said aloud to Sanjik. “I’ll speak to his Majesty another time.” He turned as if to walk away.

It wasn’t just the desire to prove he was as good as Erik. Really. It was the only way to get to Heggen before Korram did.

Dannel whirled around and shot his foot out, aiming his most powerful kick at Sanjik’s sword hand.











CHAPTER EIGHTY-ONE










The noise had almost completely died down now. As Lasden rounded the corner of the stable with the king and his companions, he saw Colonel Bormer of the military and Captain Callium of the palace guard standing together atop the front steps of the palace. 

“You should be ashamed of yourselves for this racket,” Bormer bellowed at the crowd. “Now settle down and listen to orders.”

King Korram leaped lightly up the steps to stand beside him. “Thank you, Colonel; I’ll take it from here.” He smiled as though the officer had merely been quieting the audience so the king could address them. 

Bormer’s mouth fell open as he stared at him, dumbstruck.

Lasden stopped halfway up the steps and turned to survey the crowd. Though not exactly lined up in neat ranks, the soldiers did seem to be grouped mostly in their platoons again. Palace guards, their tan uniforms standing out from the soldiers’ red, were clustered together at the front to his left. Just below the steps stood Major Almanian, sword already in hand. He stared at the king and then shot a quick glance at Lasden, his expression clearly saying, so you were telling the truth. 

Yes, thought Lasden, but how many others will believe it, even now? Most of the faces he saw in the crowd looked puzzled. Probably they were wondering who this stranger in bandit clothing was who dared to interrupt the colonel. Not all were close enough to see the king’s face clearly, and those who didn’t know him personally probably wouldn’t recognize him anyway, dressed as he was. 

But the palace guards obviously recognized him. They, too, were staring at the king from their corner of the courtyard, some in delighted disbelief, others in alarm. Lasden stared back, trying to memorize each man’s expression and features. That could be a useful clue as to whose side they had been on all along. 

“Good morning, my friends,” King Korram greeted the crowd. A few gasps rose from his audience as some who had not recognized his face apparently recognized his voice. 

Lasden turned sideways on the step so he could keep an eye on the two probable enemies up there beside the king as well as the hundreds of possible ones down below. Elliond, he saw, was now standing beside Callium, whose expression could best be described as horrified.

The king turned to address the cluster of palace guards. “I’m glad to see you again, though apparently not all of you feel likewise. But then, I didn’t expect all of you to, considering that some of you tried to shoot me down as I was leaving a few weeks ago.” He turned to the courtyard at large, but as he drew breath to speak again, Bormer cut him off.

“I don’t know who you are or what you think you’re doing, but that’s enough from you. Drop your sword and prepare to be taken prisoner.” As he spoke, Bormer drew his own weapon.

“What a coincidence, Colonel; that’s almost exactly what I was about to say to you. I hoped you wouldn’t be foolish enough to pretend that you think I’m some impostor posing as your king. You’re in serious enough trouble as it is. Now drop your weapon and tell these soldiers who I am, and I may be inclined to be a little more lenient with you.”

Instead, Bormer backed away a few steps and raised his voice to address the crowd. “King Heggen has offered a reward for this man. Who’s going to join me in earning three thousand gold pieces?” 

From the front of the crowd, Major Almanian nudged the captain beside him, and the two of them leaped up the steps. Lasden saw relief on Bormer’s face, and the colonel smirked at the king. But the man’s triumph was short-lived as Almanian and his companion each seized one of Bormer’s arms and forced them behind his back. Taken by surprise, Bormer dropped his sword, struggling and threatening as they shoved him to the ground. Out came the rope, and in a moment the colonel lay face-down, his wrists and ankles bound.

Lasden kept a wary eye on the audience, many of whom were murmuring to each other, unsure of how to react. Ordinarily the sight of soldiers attacking a superior officer would elicit indignation, anger, a quick rush to the officer’s defense, and of course later a trial and quite possibly execution for the guilty parties. But when the soldiers were acting in defense of the King of Malorn, everything was different.

The major and the captain knelt before the king, placing their swords at his feet. King Korram nodded his gratitude. “Thank you, Major. Captain.” He gestured for them to rise and reclaim their weapons.

The major bowed. “At your service, your Majesty.” 

“So I gathered. Now, in case there’s still any doubt, tell these people who I am.”

Almanian turned toward the breathless crowd. “Korram, King of Malorn, has returned! Anyone who raises a weapon against him is guilty of high treason and isn’t likely to survive to stand trial. Now kneel and pledge him your allegiance before you’re counted among the enemies of the crown.”

With another murmur and a rustle, soldiers dropped to their knees in the courtyard, just a few at first, then a few dozen more, then a hundred or so all at once. Even those who weren’t truly on King Korram’s side — and Lasden knew there must be some — obviously had no desire to make themselves targets by remaining the only ones standing. In a moment the whole crowd was on its knees, soldiers and guards alike. 

Up at the top of the steps, Lieutenant Elliond and several of his men stood between the king and Captain Callium. Callium seemed to be thinking fast, trying to decide how best to play his cards. No doubt he was picturing those three thousand golds slipping away, weighing them against the danger to his own life, considering the risk of making a move against the king if no one joined him. 

Then, without warning, Callium took off running — not toward the king, but toward the double doors that stood open behind him.

“Stop him!” King Korram shouted. Lasden, who was closest, sprinted toward the man. From the corner of his eye, he could see Ernth and Thel both raise their spears to throwing position, but they lowered them again, frustrated. Too many people stood in the way. 

Lasden was still several steps behind Callium when the captain disappeared inside the palace. Lasden hesitated only an instant. Ernth and Thel and plenty of others out here could protect the king if necessary. But if Callium got away, he could hide somewhere in the palace, lie in wait, or rally anyone in there against Korram. Or warn Heggen that Korram was coming, in the unlikely event that Heggen hadn’t heard by now. 

Drawing his sword, Lasden dashed through the open door. Callium tore across the entrance hall, glanced over his shoulder, saw that Lasden was still coming after him, and turned down a smaller corridor. Lasden followed, past colorful tapestries hanging from the walls and carvings perched on pedestals. Callium reached out and swiped at a wooden statue of a young girl playing a flute. It toppled over right in front of Lasden, who didn’t manage to dodge in time. He stumbled, tripped, and couldn’t quite catch himself before he sprawled across the floor. Scrambling to his feet, he saw that Callium had gained several more yards and was rounding a corner up ahead. 

Lasden had the good sense to let his sword round the corner before he did. He skidded to a halt as its tip made contact with a wooden display case in the process of toppling to the floor. Smaller carvings and ornamental vases bounced and shattered, and he drew back until everything finished clattering around him. The shelving had tipped forward and was now leaning against the opposite wall. Lasden ducked through the triangle of space underneath, seizing a cracked vase from the floor by his feet as he ran.

Callium was halfway down the corridor now. Lasden drew back his arm and flung the vase at him as hard as he could. The jewels at its rim twinkled in the light of the hanging lamps as it flew through the air, striking the guard squarely between the shoulder blades. Callium stumbled, and Lasden closed a little of the distance between them before the guard regained his footing.

Making a sharp right, the guard darted up a staircase, mounting the steps three at a time. Lasden pounded after him, alert for any objects about to be dropped or thrown from above. He followed Callium up two flights of stairs before the man started down another hallway. 

He was surprised that they had not seen anyone else so far. Where were all the palace workers? Perhaps that secret Organization’s Insider had, indeed, managed to rearrange the duty schedules and keep most of the servants busy in other parts of the palace. But Callium couldn’t just keep running indefinitely without someone seeing him. I have to catch him. No one who worked in the palace knew Lasden, but they all must know the captain of the guard. Surely anyone who saw Callium being pursued by an armed stranger would try to come to his aid or at least call for help.

Callium seized a golden candelabra from a stand. Without even turning to look, he hurled it over his shoulder as he ran. Lasden ducked the flaming missile and heard it hit the bare floor behind him with a thud. The light in the corridor flickered and dimmed. 

Lasden bent to seize the heavy wooden stand the candelabra had perched on. Slinging it underarm, he half threw, half slid it down the hall ahead of him.

It struck the captain on the back of one calf. He stumbled, tripped over it as it rolled between his feet, and fell headlong. Gathering his strength, Lasden put on a burst of speed and flung himself onto the prone man.

And nearly got skewered. The captain rolled over onto his back and raised his sword, and Lasden twisted aside just in time to keep from impaling himself. He rolled, expecting at any moment to feel his enemy’s blade come slicing across his flesh. Sword brandished, he leaped to his feet just an instant after Callium did.

The captain lunged, and their blades met with a crash that rang through the quiet corridor. Somebody’s going to hear us and come running. Panting from the chase, Lasden fought desperately. The king’s safety depended on this.

“What’s going on?” demanded a voice. 

Lasden didn’t dare turn, but he saw his enemy’s eyes flick briefly toward someone behind him. “Call the guards!” Callium yelled.

“I think most of the guards got sent out front,” the voice replied.

Lasden used the distraction to press forward once again, this time angling his attack a little to one side. Callium was forced to step backward — right into the candle stand lying on the floor.

He tripped, flailed, and fell, and Lasden flung himself onto him again — more carefully this time. In a moment his enemy was pinned, sword arm gripped in Lasden’s hand, Lasden’s blade to his throat. 

“Drop your weapon!”

Swearing, the man obeyed. Without relaxing his hold, Lasden cast a quick glance over his shoulder to see if someone was about to attack him from behind. A middle-aged man in a servant’s uniform stood there staring at them, wringing his hands in horror.

“Captain Callium here is a traitor to the true king,” Lasden shouted. “King Korram is alive, but the captain was part of a plot to kill him and put Heggen on the throne. Whose side are you on?”

“Liar.” His enemy began to struggle, but Lasden pressed his sword a little more firmly against his neck, and the struggling stopped. The servant backed away, open-mouthed, and then turned and ran, disappearing around the corner. Was he going to check out this claim or summon reinforcements? Pity. Lasden had hoped to enlist his help in tying the captain up. He couldn’t exactly bind his wrists with one hand.

“Get up.” He gripped the man by the collar of his tunic and hauled him to his feet. “Call out again and I’ll cut your throat. The king would prefer that I take you alive, but if you don’t cooperate, I’ll have to tell him it didn’t work out.”

They marched back along the corridors and down the stairs, avoiding the debris on the floor. Callium grew more reluctant as they crossed the entry hall toward the front door. “Don’t even think of trying anything,” Lasden warned as his prisoner’s steps began to drag.

Outside, King Korram was nowhere in sight. The palace guards who had been out here earlier were gone too. Major Almanian stood on the top step issuing orders to a courtyard now only half full of soldiers. 

Lasden saw the relief in Almanian’s eyes as the major turned and spotted him with the prisoner. Almanian gestured to two of his men. “Tie the captain up and take him down to the dungeon with the rest.” Turning to Lasden, he added, “The king just left to go up to the High Council Room. You know the way?”

“Yes, sir.” That route led through the one part of the palace that Lasden was familiar with. He remembered it well from the days when he had served as his father’s aide during the Invasion.

“Good. He wants you to join him.” 

Lasden saluted and then turned and ran back into the palace. It didn’t take long to catch up. Rounding a corner, he came upon a crowd of soldiers and guards making their way down the hall: Enset and his platoon, the guards Elliond had brought over earlier, and a couple dozen others. They whirled around, weapons in hand, as he dashed toward them.

“It’s just Lasden,” he heard Ernth say, and the weapons were lowered. 

“Did you take Callium alive?” called the king’s voice from the other side of the crowd. 

“Yes, Sire.” Lasden skidded to a stop at the edge of the group. “Major Almanian has him now.”

“Good. Now come on; I want you to lead the way to the High Council Room.”

The others stepped aside for Lasden, and he hurried to the fore. Time to find the real impostor king.











CHAPTER EIGHTY-TWO










Lasden would never forget the dull sense of dread that had filled him the last time he walked through the king’s palace, carrying the satchel with Father’s map and parchment and ink and the quill pens for taking notes. He had endured four meetings with officers and government officials already, and each one sickened him more than the last. He knew he could no longer stand by and listen to the men speaking of Alasia as though it were an orchard full of ripe fruit, theirs to devour. His conscience was stronger even than his military discipline, and he knew he would have to speak up, though it would probably mean the end of his career. Possibly even the end of his life. 

Walking the same route now, Lasden felt no dread, though he was apprehensive about what might wait around the next corner. He had no regrets about his choice that day five years ago, and he knew that whatever happened today, he was doing the right thing once again. 

Rounding a corner, he came upon two guards on patrol. Spotting him and the group he led, they drew their swords. “Stop! What are you doing here?” exclaimed one of them.

But before Lasden or the king could reply, the second guard grabbed his companion’s arm and raised his sword to the man’s throat. “Don’t stop them. It’s King Korram.” This man didn’t seem in the least surprised; in fact, he might almost have been expecting them.

“What?” The first guard struggled a little, but stopped when he realized his companion was serious. “Let go of me! What are you doing? King Heggen will —” 

Korram stepped forward. “King Heggen, as you call him, is not your rightful ruler. Drop your weapon and prepare to be taken prisoner until I can ascertain your true loyalties.”

The color drained from the guard’s face, and he obeyed. His companion let go as Lasden stepped forward and bound the man’s wrists. 

The king gestured to two of his men. “Take him to the dungeon.” He turned to the second guard, who had dropped to one knee. “Are you truly on my side now?”

“I always have been, Sire. Jemmis, at your service.”

“Good! Then come with me and prove yourself. Every guard in the palace is going to be questioned thoroughly as soon as this is all over. I need to be certain who was involved with Heggen and whom I can trust. But I’ll remember what you did just now, and if you’re willing to fight for me, that will be a point in your favor as well.”

“Yes, Sire.” Grinning in excitement, the young man fell in with the others.

They continued through the palace, Lasden still in the lead. A moment later they came across another pair of guards patrolling a different corridor. Once again, one of them held his sword to the other’s throat and ordered him to surrender to the king. Another prisoner was sent down to the dungeon; another man joined their ranks.

Climbing a stairway, Lasden heard the sounds of a struggle just ahead. As he arrived at the top, he saw two men fighting furiously down the hall. Only one seemed to be holding a sword. Even from here, he could see the blood on the black and tan uniform of the other man, who was struggling to grab the weapon and to keep his armed enemy from passing.

Ernth pointed. “Isn’t that Sanjik?”

“Yes, and he’s fighting Dannel!” Thel cried.

Lasden sprinted toward them, the rest of the group close on his heels. Hearing their shouts, the two men broke apart and turned their way. The man with the sword, who he recognized now as Dannel, glanced in one direction and then the other as though considering his options, and then he turned and ran.

Lasden gestured to the soldiers. “After him!” Four of them took off down the hall after the spy, while the others stopped by the guard, who crumpled to the floor.

The king dropped to his knees before his friend. “Lieutenant Sanjik!”

Thel gasped. “Is he all right?”

Lasden wasn’t sure how the man had managed to remain on his feet that long. He was bleeding from a dozen wounds, most of which looked serious.

“I didn’t let him pass, Sire,” the injured guard managed. “Heggen — the High Council — they haven’t been warned.”

“Well done, Lieutenant.” But the king’s voice was worried. 

Two guards knelt by Sanjik’s bleeding form. Pulling off their uniform jackets, they used their daggers to slice off strips of cloth, pressing them over the worst of the wounds in an attempt to stop the bleeding. 

“Go find the palace physician,” Lasden ordered another guard. “Bring him here as quickly as you can.” 

The man dashed off, and the king hesitated once more by Sanjik’s side. “Thank you for what you’ve done. I have to go confront Heggen, but I’ll check later and see to it that you receive the best care possible.”

The man nodded weakly. “There are two more … guards on duty … outside the door, Sire. They … they serve Heggen.”

“We’ll deal with them.” The king rose to his feet, the others following. At a word from Lasden, one guard stayed behind with the injured officer.

As they hurried down the long hall, Lasden wondered if the guards outside the High Council Room had heard the commotion. With no clash of swords, the skirmish a moment ago had probably stayed fairly quiet. Voices might or might not have carried all the way down the hall, round the corner, and down the next hall. But as they drew closer, the guards would hear the sound of approaching footsteps.

Rounding the final corner, he saw a pair of guards standing by the heavy oak door at the end of the hallway, chatting casually. Their eyes widening at the sight of the little army advancing, they both whipped out their swords. 

Lasden broke into a sprint, determined to reach them before they could alert the high councilors. But he was too late. One of the guards leaped forward to meet him, sword raised, while the second turned and pounded on the door. “Your Majesty! Councilors! Beware!”

From behind Lasden, Thel’s spear streaked through the air. The man fell back against the door, sliding down it and slumping to the floor with the spear protruding from the middle of his back. At the same moment, Lasden’s sword met the other guard’s with a clash. But the next instant Ernth glided between them, interrupting the duel before it had really begun, and the man crumpled to the ground at their feet. Lasden leaped over his body as Ernth tugged his spear free, and they both lunged for the door again.

If it hadn’t been locked originally, it was now. Of course. The guard’s warning had served its purpose, and someone had bolted the door from the inside.

“That’s all right.” The king appeared at Lasden’s shoulder. “There’s no other way out. We have time.”

Thel retrieved her spear and dragged the guards’ bodies out of the way, avoiding looking at the men’s faces. “You could try kicking the door down.”

“I’m going to.” Lasden backed up a step or two, the others moving aside to make room. He put all his strength into it, and as his boot impacted with the wood, he heard a faint crack. Encouraged, he backed away and came at it again, and then again, and then a fourth time. Each time it gave a little more; each time the cracking was louder.

The king stooped to examine the splintered wood around the handle. “Once more should do it.”

Lasden glanced over his shoulder to check that the remaining soldiers and guards were in place. All had weapons out, faces grim and intent. They were ready.

He gripped his sword, bracing himself for whatever he might meet on the other side of that door, and kicked again as hard as he could. 

The door flew open and he leaped through it, ducking, spinning, and rolling to one side just in case anyone was waiting with a blow ready for his head. He ended in a defensive crouch with his sword up and his back to the wall, eyes scanning the room for danger.

A score of men faced him, huddled together against the opposite wall. Their expressions ranged from fear and alarm to indignation and outrage. 

And the most outraged of all was his father.











CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE










Lasden’s heart seemed to lodge in his throat and freeze there. What’s Father doing here? That was one scenario he had never anticipated.

But he should have. Father had mentioned meeting with Heggen and the High Council regularly. He must be here to give a military perspective on current events in Malorn, or perhaps to help plan an offensive against Alasia. No other officers were present; everyone of equal or higher rank must be out on the field — or in the courtyard below — at the moment. But as a colonel, Father was certainly qualified to advise the High Council on his own.

Colonel Parlien was not the only man in here with a glare fixed on Lasden, but none of the others looked as furious as he did. None of them looked as betrayed.

Lasden swallowed hard, trying to force his heart back into its normal position, trying to dispel the stab of panic that threatened to paralyze him in Father’s presence. You can’t stand against him. You’ll never be able to oppose Heggen with him in the room. You tried to run away from him last night, but now he’s found you again. 

He drew a deep breath, clenching sweaty fingers more tightly around his sword hilt. I can do this. I stood up to Rampus in this very room right in front of Father. I can stand up to Heggen in front of him now. 

He forced himself to break away from the paralyzing grip of Father’s glare and sweep the room with his eyes. Today’s confrontation wasn’t a family issue. It was about the king’s right to his throne, and Lasden needed to assess the dangers that still stood in King Korram’s way.

In the middle of the clustered high councilors stood Heggen — Lasden refused even to think of him as “king” — Malorn’s royal crown resting a little askew on his head. The jewels winked brightly in the lamplight as he turned from side to side, sword clutched anxiously in both hands. His flamboyantly dressed son Perciel stood beside him, brandishing a sword more in the manner of a man concerned about striking a handsome pose than one preparing to fight for his life. With his free hand, Perciel reached up to adjust the lace at his collar. If there was anxiety in his expression, it seemed to be due more to the possibility that he might rumple his clothes than that he could lose his head. At least no one would need to worry about that fellow if it came down to fighting.

Although many of the high councilors held weapons, as Colonel Parlien did, Lasden saw no palace guards in here. He had half expected the men to have barricaded the door and filled the room with warriors ready to defend Heggen against the king he had robbed. But no, it seemed that this truly was nothing more than an unexpected interruption to an ordinary High Council meeting. He even saw sheets of parchment and pens and glasses of water on the long table in the center of the room. The only things out of place were the chairs pushed back at crazy angles, as though the men had leaped up from their places at the guard’s warning a moment ago.

All this took only a couple of seconds to process. Behind Lasden, the two Mountain Folk and the rest of the loyal soldiers and guards sprinted in to spread out around the room. King Korram strode in behind them, sword in hand. “Drop your weapons, traitors! Surrender now and no one has to die!”

The high councilors glanced anxiously at the invaders and each other as though wondering what they should do. “It-it-it’s the impostor,” stammered Heggen. “Seize him!” 

But nobody moved. With fifty weapons raised against them, none of them was foolish enough to try anything. And even if they weren’t all part of the plot, everyone on the king’s High Council would know Korram well enough to recognize him. What about Father? Does he realize now that this is actually Korram? Shooting him a quick glance, Lasden saw a slight frown on Parlien’s face. But he could have been frowning for any of a dozen reasons, not least of which was the fact that his son had just broken down a door and interrupted a private meeting.

“Surrender, Heggen,” the king warned the true impostor from across the table. “You don’t stand a chance. I’d prefer not to have to kill anyone, so I hope you aren’t about to leave me no choice.”

Heggen scowled, knuckles white around his sword hilt. Lasden saw his jaw clenching and unclenching. The man was obviously struggling between fear for his life and determination not to give up what he had planned and worked so hard to attain. 

Thel marched fearlessly around the table toward him, spear brandished. “You’re wearing something that looks like it probably isn’t yours. I’d guess that shiny gold hat you’ve got on must belong to Korram. Time to give it back.”

She strode right up to him and thrust her spear out, the tip scarcely a foot from Heggen’s face, and gestured for him to place the crown on it.

The room fell silent, all eyes on the impostor king, as Heggen hesitated. His gaze flicked from Thel’s grim face to her spear to King Korram to his son Perciel and back to Thel. 

Then, slowly, Heggen lowered his sword. His hand shook as he reached forward, eyeing the spear warily, and laid his weapon on the table before him. With that gesture, tension ebbed from the room. Heggen’s supporters seemed to sag, their own weapons drooping in their hands, as they watched their leader set aside his blade.

Heggen reached up even more slowly, bowing his head as he lifted the crown off of it. He gazed wistfully at the jeweled headpiece for a moment, and his shoulders slumped in defeat as he held out the crown to place it over the tip of the spear.

But Lasden felt cold all over. His instincts were screaming, Something’s wrong! But what? 

Where had he seen a gesture like this before? When had something like this happened to him?

Not to him. To King Korram. With a flash of recollection, the memory snapped into place. The cliff rising to his left, the canyon winding away to the right, his platoon clustered by the stream, Sergeant Sammins eager and angry at their forefront. Everyone watching as Dallan lowered his blade to place it at King Korram’s feet.

And instead brought it up in a slash that almost dismembered the king.

“Look out!” Lasden yelled. He threw himself across the room in a burst of speed.

He was too late. Heggen dropped the crown and seized the shaft of Thel’s spear, yanking it toward him with a jerk that unbalanced her. She stumbled forward as Heggen lunged for her, twisting the spear out of her slackened grasp. Before anyone else could react, he spun her around and wrapped an arm about her, pinning her arms to her sides.

He pressed the spear’s steel tip to her bare neck. “Nobody move!”

The fallen crown rolled into a corner as Lasden skidded to a stop before Heggen and his hostage. He could have kicked himself for not realizing what was happening an instant earlier. 

Silence fell in the room once more — a different type of silence now. King Korram and his men were alarmed, uncertain. The high councilors had raised their swords once again, looks of hope and even triumph on their faces. 

“Drop your weapons!” Heggen shouted at the king and his men. 

Thel’s eyes flashed with fury. “I can’t believe I fell for that,” she exclaimed, almost to herself. “Let go of me, you disgusting Lowlander!”

She stopped struggling when Heggen pressed the weapon harder into her skin. A drop of red pooled on the bright steel and hung suspended on the spear’s razor-sharp edge for an instant before plunging to the floor.

“You villain.” The king’s voice was low and dangerous. “Unhand her this instant. For every drop of her blood that you shed, you forfeit a cup of your own. But let go right now and I won’t run you through. This is your last warning.”

“And this is your last warning not to move.” Heggen tightened his grip on Thel. “I see you inching forward. Come one step closer and I pierce her throat. I mean it.”

From the corner of his eye, Lasden saw the king freeze, and once again the room fell silent.

“Now drop your weapons,” Heggen repeated smugly. 

Lasden was closer to him than anyone else, had a greater chance of disarming him than anyone else. But can I do it before he kills Thel? Probably not. But if we lay down our weapons and surrender, we’ll likely all be killed in the end anyway. So perhaps it would be better to keep fighting. That way King Korram, at least, would have a good chance of surviving, though Thel probably wouldn’t. It would give Lasden no pleasure to see her die, but better her than the king.

The king, apparently, felt otherwise. “If we lay down our weapons, will you let her go?” 

Lasden cringed inwardly. If King Korram sacrifices himself to save Thel, that will mean disaster for Malorn.

“Of course I’ll let her go.” But Lasden knew Heggen must be lying. Surely the king knew it too. Why would he let any of us go once he has us in his power?

“Don’t do it, Korram!” Thel was indignant. “That would be stupid! Don’t worry about me.”

Korram spoke through clenched teeth, ignoring Thel’s words. “Promise you won’t hurt her.”

“Of course.” Heggen smiled reassuringly. “Once the rest of you have surrendered, I’ll let her go. I’m not worried about one young woman.”

“Don’t listen to him!” Thel pleaded. But the king bent over and placed his sword on the floor.

“Good.” Heggen probably meant his smile to look encouraging, but to Lasden it just looked slimy. “Now everyone else.” 

Lasden didn’t move. 

“Do it,” the king snapped. “All of you.”

From every side, his men dropped their weapons or stepped forward to set them on the table. Still, Lasden hesitated. If we’re all going to die anyway, what does it matter? Shouldn’t he at least try to kill Heggen first? He was the only one close enough to have a chance, though he knew he wouldn’t live long enough to enjoy his victory. Not with so many enemies still armed and ready. 

Will Father be the one to take me down? Once again, Lasden’s eyes flicked toward where his father stood at the side of the group. The colonel was watching the action with eyes narrowed, fingers tapping the hilt of his sword the way he did when he was calculating something.

“I’m waiting.” Heggen’s growl snapped his attention back. The man scowled at Lasden, looking meaningfully down at the sword in his hand. Thel winced silently as another drop of her blood trickled down the spear and over the back of the hand that held it.

“I gave you an order, Sergeant,” the king gritted out. 

Reluctantly, Lasden bent to set his sword on the floor. He was careful to place it at a convenient angle, the hilt close enough that he could snatch it back up again at a moment’s notice if an opportunity presented itself.

Heggen’s eyes darted around the room to make sure all the intruders were now unarmed. “Step away from your weapons.”

Slowly, they obeyed. 

“Further!” 

Lasden took another step back along with the others. 

The king glared at his enemy. “We’ve done as you said. Now let her go.”

“Not yet, you fool.” Heggen laughed scornfully. “I’ve got to make sure you haven’t still got any tricks up your sleeve.” He turned to his son, who was watching the proceedings with interest, looking impressed at his father’s management of the situation. “Perciel, some of these people seem to have rope hanging out of their pockets, brought no doubt to tie us up. Why don’t you take a piece and go bind Korram’s wrists together?”

Perciel suddenly looked nervous. “Me?”

Heggen gestured to Lasden. “You, Sergeant or whoever you are. Slide some of that rope across the table toward us. And don’t even think of doing anything else or the woman dies.”

Lasden hesitated again, glancing at the king for confirmation. How could he possibly obey an order that would leave his monarch bound and helpless?

“Do it.” King Korram’s voice was resigned.

Slowly, Lasden pulled out a piece of rope, his mind spinning as he tried to think of a way to use it, to use this opportunity, to free Thel before the king was tied up.

“Don’t step forward,” Heggen warned as though reading his mind. “Toss it.” 

Reluctantly, Lasden wadded up the rope and tossed it onto the table.

“Go ahead,” Heggen urged his son, jerking his chin toward the king.

Perciel followed his gaze, glancing anxiously at King Korram. Though unarmed now, the king was bristling with anger, the teeth he wore around his neck jutting out as though sharing his fury. Fists clenched and feet firmly planted, he glared ferociously at Perciel from under lowered brows. 

The young man fidgeted uncomfortably. Lasden didn’t blame him for not wanting to do the job, even with a drawn sword in his hand.

“Father, I — well — it’s just that you’re so much better at this sort of thing than I am.” He shifted his feet and bit his lip. “You remember I had to skip my dueling practice yesterday when we had that long meeting. And I missed it last week, too, for an urgent appointment with my tailor. So I’m feeling a bit rusty this morning, and besides, my sword is more ornamental than practical. If he were to try anything —”

Heggen rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Fine. You come here and hold your blade to the woman’s throat, and I’ll go tie up Korram.”

Perciel was visibly relieved. “Yes, all right. Good idea. Excellent idea. I should have thought of that myself.”

Lasden tensed, ready to leap into action if he saw the slightest window of opportunity. But the young man stepped into position before Heggen loosened his grip, seizing Thel by the arm and bringing his sword to her throat.

The impostor reached over to seize the piece of rope from the table. Exchanging the spear for his own sword, Heggen stepped toward the true king.

And then everything changed so fast that Lasden barely had time to react.











CHAPTER EIGHTY-FOUR










The moment his father’s back was turned, Perciel slid his grip down from Thel’s upper arm to her wrist, flipping his sword around at the same moment and placing the hilt in her hand. Then he threw himself at Heggen from behind in a flying tackle that knocked his father face-first to the floor. 

Lasden had no idea what was happening, but it didn’t matter. He used the distraction to dive forward, snatching up the closest weapon, which was Thel’s spear. King Korram and the others scrambled for their own weapons as Heggen’s supporters leaped toward them, swords brandished. 

Catching movement out of the corner of his eye, Lasden spun around just in time to duck a sweeping blow from someone’s blade. One of the High Council members was trying to get past him to Heggen and Perciel, doubtless to defend the fallen fraud against his apparently crazed son. The man raised his sword again, and Lasden, off balance, had no choice but to drop to the ground and roll. Then the guard who had introduced himself as Jemmis leaped forward, and his blade met the high councilor’s with a crash.

Before Lasden could regain his feet, another of Heggen’s men tripped over him, knocking the spear out of his hand. On his knees, swearing, the man struck out with his sword. Lasden groped behind him and closed one hand around the leg of a chair. He swung it forward just in time to block the blow and knock his enemy flat. Flinging himself forward, he grabbed the spear again and scrambled to his feet.

I have to get to the king. This chaos would be the perfect opportunity for someone on Heggen’s side to try a quick assassination. And I need my own weapon. Lasden spotted his sword a few yards away, but at least two separate duels were taking place in between.

And then he spotted his father, his own sword in hand, dodging fighters — and making for the king.

Lasden’s heart lurched. No!

You can’t beat him. He’s the one who taught you how to fight.

But Lasden couldn’t stop to think about it. He sprinted forward, swinging the point of the spear up in a two-handed arc. 

His father saw him coming and dodged in time to keep from being skewered, the spear tearing a rip along his sleeve. He responded with a furious yell and a quick slash of his own blade. 

Lasden wasn’t used to parrying with a spear. At the last instant he remembered to shift his grip as he raised it, sliding his hands further apart. He wrestled with the panic, the feeling of helplessness, that could defeat him faster than any human opponent. The sword bit into the fire-hardened shaft in a blow that might have sliced right through his chest if he hadn’t recalled the blocking technique Ernth had taught him. He shoved with the spear to throw his father’s weapon aside, aiming a kick at the same time. Parlien twisted easily out of the way and dashed toward the king once again. 

I need my sword! But if fighting with a spear was awkward for Lasden, defending against one must be even more awkward for his father. He’s never faced a weapon like this. He doesn’t know the techniques I’ve learned.

Shouting to try to distract him, Lasden flung himself after Parlien, swinging the spear like a club. His father spun around, bringing his sword to bear.

With too much momentum to stop, Lasden dropped to avoid the blow. Skidding on his side on the polished floor, he swung the spear again and whacked his father behind his knees with the shaft. The colonel lost his balance and toppled forward, Lasden barely rolling aside in time to avoid another slash as he fell. 

He spun the spear around, rising to his knees as he aimed a jab at his foe’s chest with the butt end. But Colonel Parlien rolled aside too, and it barely made contact. He and Lasden both leaped to their feet, and the colonel raised his blade once more.

Then Ernth appeared, his own spear raised. He slammed the heavy butt end down on Parlien’s head, and the man slumped to the ground, his sword sliding from his loosened grasp. 

Panting, Ernth grinned at Lasden. “I see you remembered those lessons.” 

Did he just kill my father?

If so, I’m responsible for Father’s death, too.

Shoving the thoughts aside, Lasden whirled around to check for more danger. Half a dozen frantic duels raged around him, but much of the combat was dying down. The room was still full of the clashing of steel on steel and occasional cries of defiance or pain. But the king’s men had their enemies outnumbered and surrounded, and several were already tying up some of the traitors. Thel had apparently just beaten one of the high councilors, who knelt at her feet, bleeding, hands raised in surrender. King Korram was dueling another of them, but before Lasden could sprint to his aid, a twist of the king’s sword sent his enemy’s blade flying across the room. Two guards who had been waiting for the chance to help leaped forward and seized the man by the arms. 

Lasden turned back to the still form at his feet, cold with horror at what he had helped to do. But he realized Father was breathing, his eyelids already starting to flutter open. Lasden kicked his sword out of reach as Ernth produced a piece of rope and pulled Parlien’s wrists into position.

Knowing he wasn’t needed here anymore, and dreading what his father would say to him once he fully regained consciousness, Lasden left the Mountain man to the task and stepped away to reclaim his own sword. Glancing around again to make sure no one else needed his aid, Lasden joined King Korram and Thel, who were watching another father-and-son scene playing out. 

Heggen still sprawled face-down on the floor. Perciel crouched over him, holding a sword against the side of Heggen’s throat. With his other hand, the young man gripped the back of Heggen’s neck to keep him down.

“You stupid idiot, what are you doing?” screamed Heggen, struggling to rise.

“Only what I’ve seen you do, Father,” Perciel replied calmly, pinning him down with a knee on his back. “What’s that line you like? Oh, yes.” Without shifting his grip, he raised his head to look around at the other High Council members. “Drop your weapons, all of you.” 

Some of their weapons had already been confiscated, but realizing their leader’s plight, one or two of those still fighting obeyed. The rest ignored Perciel’s command, perhaps unable to hear him over the noise of battle; perhaps unwilling to give up without a final fight even when they no longer had any real hope of winning. Or perhaps assuming Perciel wouldn’t, couldn’t kill his own father.

Would he? 

Would I kill mine, if it came down to it?

“What is wrong with you?” raged Heggen. But he stopped struggling when his son pressed the blade against his neck. A single drop of blood trickled to the floor.

“Nothing at all, Father.” Perciel’s voice was calm. “I’ve simply grown tired of pretending I think what you’re doing is right, and this seemed an appropriate time to make my true allegiance public. I’m sorry it’s come down to this, but you and I both know you would never have listened to me otherwise. I would really prefer not to hurt you, though, so please don’t struggle. Blood is thicker than water, as they say, and I have no interest in staining my new breeches with yours.” 

He glanced over at Lasden, who crouched beside him, ready in case Heggen managed to overpower his son. “Sergeant, would you be so good as to bind my father’s wrists?”

Lasden picked up the rope that Heggen had dropped when he fell and seized the man’s arms, bringing them together behind his back. The would-be king growled in wordless rage and started to struggle once more, but stopped abruptly when Perciel’s blade poked into his flesh a second time. Just for good measure, Lasden pulled out another length of rope and tied Heggen’s ankles as well. 

“You traitor,” Heggen cried out in fury as his son rose to his feet. “How could you do this to me?”

Lasden couldn’t help glancing over at where Colonel Parlien lay bound not far away. His eyes, fully open now, met Lasden’s, and his jaw clenched with anger.

Looking hastily away, Lasden stood guard over Heggen while Perciel set his father’s weapon on the table. Stepping over to the corner where the crown had rolled earlier, the young man stooped to pick it up. He brushed off a speck of dust and examined the gleaming circlet at arm’s length. “No offense, Father, but gold was never your color.” He breathed on the crown and rubbed it on his sleeve to polish it before holding it out to examine again. 

“Everything I’ve done was for you,” Heggen cried out from the floor in anguish. “You could have been king. You’re throwing away your future!”

“Honestly, Father, gold really isn’t my color either.” Perciel turned the crown around to examine the other side in the lamplight. Satisfied, he walked over to King Korram, who was watching the proceedings in bemused astonishment. Perciel dropped to one knee before him, offering up the crown in both hands. “My liege.”

King Korram accepted the crown and placed it on his own head. It fit perfectly, and somehow the gold and jewels did not look in the least out of place with his unruly hair or travel-stained Karvasi clothing. 

Around them, everyone watched silently, the fighting finally over. Exultation showed in some faces, glum despair in others. It would have been easy to tell what side each man was on, even without the ropes or weapons.

We’ve won. Choosing not to look at Father again, Lasden reminded himself that today’s conflict wasn’t simply a family issue … even though it was. His kingdom’s future had just been decided. 

Taking a deep breath, he raised his voice. “All hail King Korram, rightful ruler of Malorn!”

“King Korram!” echoed the soldiers and guards. They dropped to their knees, some pushing their captives down to kneel as well. In an instant Ernth and Thel were the only ones still standing, both grinning from ear to ear. Thel, who had wiped the blood from her neck and looked none the worse for wear, squeezed the king’s hand proudly.

King Korram squeezed back, gazing around at the men kneeling before him. His expression was relieved, grateful, tired. “Well done, all of you. Now get up. We’ve plenty of work to do yet.” 

He nodded at Lasden, who turned to his men as everyone stood up again. “Take the prisoners down to the dungeon, and keep your eyes open for any trouble on the way. Corporal Enset, you’ll take the lead.” The king might have other tasks for Lasden, after all. “After that, report to Lieutenant Elliond and see if he needs reinforcements to help search the palace. And find out whether anyone caught Dannel.”

The soldiers and guards seized their prisoners and began herding them toward the door. Two privates helped Colonel Parlien up, their body language an awkward combination of respect for a superior officer and indignation that the officer would betray his king. 

Lasden turned away before he had to make eye contact again. Taking his time to let them get ahead of him, he bent to haul Heggen to his feet, waiting to find out what King Korram wanted done with him. 

But the king stopped him with a gesture. “Just a moment, Sergeant. I want Heggen in here for now.”

Lasden kept a firm grip on the man’s collar, his sword ready in case their enemy should try anything, bound hand and foot though he was. 

Motioning to Perciel to take a seat at the table, the king plopped himself down at the head in what must have been his accustomed spot. The two Mountain Folk took up positions on either side, spears in hand. Lasden dragged Heggen over to stand before them.

They waited while the room emptied, and Lasden breathed more freely after his father’s back disappeared through the door. All the while, Heggen glared down at the king, who ignored him, watching as the others filed out. Finally, the six of them were alone.

King Korram looked up at Lasden. “Well, Sergeant, it seems we’ve accomplished my return to power with hardly a casualty on our side. I’d call that a job well done, wouldn’t you?”

“I would indeed, your Majesty.” Despite the complication of his father’s presence, the morning’s events had gone better than Lasden had dared to hope, thanks largely to Perciel’s unexpected contribution.

The king reached for a glass of water that someone had left on the table and drained it in one long, thirsty draft, setting the empty cup down with a thud. He leaned back in his chair in satisfaction. “Now, we have some matters of business to finish up. You, Heggen, will be given parchment and ink so that you can make a few arrangements from your cell.”

“I’m not doing anything to help you.” Heggen’s eyes were full of hate. 

The king shrugged. “Just as you please. However, when you go on trial for your recent crimes, I’m certain the court will have no problem convicting you of attempted assassination and conspiracy against the crown, especially with the testimonies of your fellow former High Council members.”

“No one on my High Council will dare testify against me.”

“Tarmarand will,” Perciel offered from his seat halfway down the table.

“Tarmarand is about to be convicted of murder. No one will believe his testimony.”

“Actually, Father, Tarmarand is innocent. I arranged to have him locked up for his own safety, otherwise Dannel might have killed him. It was Dannel who killed Rampus, as you must suspect after our conversation last night; and I’ll gladly testify to that in court myself.”

Heggen swore under his breath. The king and everyone else in the room regarded Perciel in surprise. 

“And I’m afraid, Father, that I, too, plan to tell both the king and the judge all I know about Rampus’s and your plot — which is, after all, pretty much everything. I’m sorry events had to turn out this way, but as I’m sure you now realize, I’ve been on King Korram’s side all along.”

“You ungrateful whelp,” Heggen seethed. “I trusted you. I sacrificed for you. All your life I’ve given you everything you wanted.”

“Except a purpose worth living for and an example worth following. I had to look elsewhere for those. But forgive me.” Perciel gestured graciously to the king. “The two of you were conversing.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, excusing himself from their conversation.

The king nodded and turned back to Heggen. “As I was saying, you will be convicted one way or another, as will your fellow conspirators.” He paused, his lips twitching in an ironic smile. “For years I’ve searched for a legal way to get most of you off my High Council, and I must say, you’ve provided that means for me rather handily. But in any case, I don’t think I need to remind you of the usual punishment for crimes like yours. No, you undoubtedly counted the cost before you undertook this venture, so I’m sure you’re willing to pay the price now. However, should you decide you’d rather not visit the executioner after all, I would be willing to consider lightening your sentence a little.”

Heggen’s brows lowered suspiciously. “In exchange for what?”

“Several things. First, of course, you would have to keep your word about the reward.”

“What reward?”

“Why, the reward you offered for anyone who could kill or capture the impostor pretending to be the King of Malorn, of course. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten. People all over my kingdom have been talking about it. And now that Sergeant Lasden has led the way in here, successfully overseen this operation, and personally taken you captive, you owe him three thousand gold coins.”

It took several seconds for his words to fully sink in, both for Heggen and Lasden. For a moment the two of them stared at the king blankly, and then both their jaws dropped. They turned to each other, captor and captive, sharing a look of equal astonishment. 

But Heggen shook off his shock and glared at the king. “That’s outrageous! You can’t expect me to do such a thing!”

“That is exactly what I expect you to do,” the king informed him calmly, “unless you prefer to face the court without my intervention.”

“But — but — I don’t have that kind of money!”

“You should have looked at your budget before you made the offer.”

“I wasn’t offering a reward for my own capture, you —” Heggen caught himself mid-sentence, reconsidered his choice of words, and began again. “I wasn’t planning to pay it from my own pocket, either. It was going to come out of the royal treasury.”

“My treasury?” King Korram laughed as though he had just heard a good joke. “What an absurd idea! I don’t recall granting you permission to access my treasury. No, you made the offer, so you will pay the full amount out of pocket. If you don’t have the sum in cash, you’ll of course need to make arrangements to sell your estate, which is what the parchment and ink will be for. And I recall hearing you boast some time ago about investing in what turned out to be two or three of the most profitable gold mines in the Impassables, so I’m sure you’ll be able to come up with the amount somehow. One has only to look at your son’s spending habits to know you have plenty of money to spare.”

Perciel nodded, not appearing in the least embarrassed. “Feel free to sell off a few of my carriages if that will help, Father. I’ll gladly do my part.”

Heggen closed his mouth, apparently out of arguments.

“And then, of course, you will give me all the information I require about who else was involved in your little plan,” the king continued. “However, since Perciel has promised to do that anyway, I suggest you think long and hard about how else you can be helpful to me. If there’s anything you know that no one else does, for example, you might consider how sharing that information could save your life. If I find that you aren’t useful after all, I will have no reason to keep a traitor like you around.”

“Now, really, Sire, I must protest,” Heggen began, but he sounded more nervous than defiant, and Lasden noted that he had used the respectful title for the first time. “After all my years of faithful service —”

“Don’t argue with me.” There was a dangerous edge to the king’s voice that suggested he had come to the limit of his patience. 

Heggen closed his mouth again as the king rose to his feet and advanced toward him, arms folded across his chest, his face like flint. “Faithful service, indeed. I could possibly forgive the years of standing against me on the High Council, of turning others against me, of hindering almost everything I ever set out to do for my kingdom. I might even forgive your attempt on my life, though it would be harder to forgive the attempted murders of my mother, and my sister, and King Jaymin.” With each word King Korram stepped closer, until his face was only inches from the prisoner’s. Heggen made an involuntary backward movement, but Lasden, still holding him by the collar, gripped tighter and kept him in place.

“But what I find most difficult to forgive,” the king told him coldly, glaring straight into his eyes, “is seeing someone I care about held captive at weapon point, threatened, hurt, and used to control me. The last person who tried that is lying dead at the bottom of a ravine right now, and the man who dispatched him is standing ready to do the same to you at my command. You have your son’s loyalty to thank for the fact that you’ve even lived this long, but if you want it to be much longer, you will never talk back to me again, and you will spend the rest of your life racking your brain for ways to be as useful to me as possible. Do I make myself completely clear?”

Lasden brought his sword a little closer to emphasize the king’s point. Heggen swallowed, looking into King Korram’s angry dark eyes, and then lowered his gaze. He licked his lips, and his voice shook a little as he replied, “Yes, your Majesty.”

“Good.” The king turned abruptly and resumed his seat at the head of the table. He gestured to Lasden. “Get this man out of my sight.”











CHAPTER EIGHTY-FIVE










The stairs and hallways were nearly deserted as Lasden marched Heggen, sullen and silent, through the palace. On the first floor, he met Lieutenant Elliond on patrol. “Which way to the dungeon, Lieutenant?”

Elliond glanced at Heggen and smiled grimly. “Follow me.” He unlocked two separate doors and then led the way down a set of narrow steps. 

Wishing he had a handkerchief to clamp over his nose, Lasden propelled Heggen down the long staircase into the reeking cold of the dungeon. Torches placed every thirty feet or so flickered against cold stone walls and steel bars and reflected off the shiny backs of roaches skittering across the floor. Elliond unlocked a cell crammed with grumpy High Council members, who grumbled all the more when Lasden shoved Heggen into their midst.

Relieved he hadn’t seen his father in there, Lasden was just turning to go when a familiar voice caught his attention. “Sergeant Lasden.”

His heart sank as Colonel Parlien’s face appeared in the narrow window in the door of the next cell over. A nearby torch turned his features to a red-orange mask of fury, striped with shadows from the bars. 

I could just ignore him and go right back up those steps. But no, Lasden couldn’t do that. Resigning himself, he turned to face his father. “Yes, Colonel?”

“You must be the least observant soldier in Malorn. Could you not tell I was trying to protect the king?”

Lasden raised his eyebrows. “Which king?”

“The king.” Parlien shot a scornful glance toward the cell where Heggen had been taken. “Not that fraud. Korram, of course.”

Lasden frowned. “That doesn’t exactly fit with what you said to me last night.”

Parlien glared at him. “That was before I saw King Korram and realized he was alive. Considering that I attended his funeral not long ago, I had every reason to believe Heggen was the legitimately chosen successor to the throne.”

If you’d just believed what I told you, that wouldn’t have been an issue. But Lasden didn’t quite dare to say that to his father, even under these circumstances. “The king could have used your help up there, if you were really on his side.”

“I tried to give him my help!” Parlien looked genuinely furious. “But you attacked me before I could get to him!”

Lasden paused, a retort on the tip of his tongue. Could it be?

“High Councilor Jandor was coming at Korram from behind. I would have gotten there in time to save him if you hadn’t attacked me on the way! Fortunately that Mountain woman the king fancies saw the fellow sneaking up on him and was able to disarm him, no thanks to you.”

Lasden’s head spun. Could it be true? “You almost cut me down.”

“I was attempting to get past you in time to save the king’s life, Sergeant. Believe it or not, I wasn’t trying to kill my own son, however incompetent and insubordinate he might be.”

Around and behind him, soldiers in the cell pricked up their ears at the revelation that the two men having this argument were family. Lasden saw a couple of them grin.

He turned away. Though he wasn’t sure what to believe, Father’s explanation made a certain amount of sense. Yes, he is the type to follow Heggen’s orders blindly. But no, he’s not the type to knowingly oppose Malorn’s true king, let alone try to assassinate him. Neither is he the type to lie about his actions, whether right or wrong. Lasden was sure of that much. Father was too proud to defend himself with a falsehood. If he had really tried to kill Korram, he would stand by his choice, dignified and silent, all the way to the executioner’s block.

The executioner’s block.

Lasden turned to look back at the man who had raised him, standing with a bruised head, a torn tunic, and the bearing of one suffering a grave injustice, imprisoned among people who could have been part of the plot to kill the true king. “I’ll tell King Korram what you said, and he’ll decide what to do. For your sake, I hope he believes me more than you did last night.”

It was a relief to climb the stairs out of Colonel Parlien’s presence, not to mention the stench of the dungeon. On his way back up to the High Council Room, Lasden bumped into Enset. 

“No word on Dannel,” his friend reported. “The men who went after him said he gave them the slip. We’ve been searching the palace, but no luck yet.”

Lasden was not surprised. Catching Dannel so easily would have been too much to hope for. The man would probably disappear completely and turn up again months or years later to offer his services to someone not in a position to refuse. “And what about Lieutenant Sanjik?”

“He’s in the palace clinic now, under the physician’s care. Apparently he’s in critical condition but will probably live. Whether he’ll walk again remains to be seen.”

Lasden hurried back up the stairs to report what he had learned and see what else King Korram needed him to do. On his way up, he finally had time to reflect on everything that had happened. He still could hardly believe that Perciel, of all people, had saved the day.

And the king is awarding me three thousand gold coins. Three thousand! Lasden had never seen, let alone handled, a tenth of that amount at once in all his life. Apart from the king himself, he had never even met anyone who owned that kind of wealth. What in the world was he going to do with such a sum? He wasn’t a big spender. He didn’t have many expenses, after all. He lived in the barracks, where lodging was free and meals were provided. Even when his rank would have allowed him to live offsite, even during time off when he wasn’t on active duty, Lasden had always preferred his bunk in the barracks to his old bedroom in his parents’ home, or to the thought of buying or renting a house of his own. He had seldom spent much of his salary, preferring to keep most of it in savings against some future occasion when need might arise. It never had. 

He supposed anyone else would be thrilled at the prospect of receiving three thousand golds. But Lasden just felt overwhelmed. Perhaps I can think of a worthy cause to which I can donate the money. Yes, that was it. He would give the matter careful thought, and of course make sure the king didn’t mind, and then present the gold to someone who would put it to better use than he could.

Returning to the High Council Room, Lasden found the king deep in conversation with Perciel. Ernth and Thel sat opposite the young man at the long table now, all of them laughing at something Perciel had apparently just said. 

“After all, Sire, I thought I could help you most by being eyes and ears on the Inside,” Perciel confided.

Lasden felt jolted. ‘On the Inside’? Does that mean what I think it means?

The king shook his head incredulously. “I still can hardly believe it was you, not Tarmarand, all along.” 

Lasden could hardly believe it, either. Beneath the role of featherbrained, fashion-obsessed nobleman’s spoiled son, could this young man actually be a reasoning, planning, intelligent member of the secret Organization? 

Perciel chuckled. “Who better, Sire? No one would suspect an extravagant idiot whose deepest concern is showing off the latest fashions and impressing the ladies. Jemmis was the only one in the palace who knew the truth, at least until yesterday. Then I had to tell Lieutenant Sanjik so he could help me clear the way for you by rearranging the guards’ assignments and such. I believe even Dannel was fooled. Rampus and my father were going to pay him to bring both you and the lady Kalendria in dead or alive, but I made a different arrangement with him, pretending to want to kill you myself and marry her. A little precaution in case today’s plans went wrong.”

“Good idea.” But the king frowned at Perciel. “You don’t really want to marry my sister, do you?”

Perciel chuckled again, ruefully this time. “I won’t say it isn’t a tempting prospect, but I know better than to hope she’d be interested in me.”

“You’re right about that. And I would put my foot down in any case. However, under the circumstances, I suppose I can forgive you for being so annoying for so long.”

King Korram turned to Lasden. “Anything to report?”

Lasden summarized what he’d learned but decided to save the matter of his father to bring up in private.

“Good. And now I have a question for you, Sergeant,” the king said. “Have you ever considered a change in career?”

Lasden blinked, caught off guard at the unexpected inquiry. “Not really, your Majesty.”

“Well, I’d like you to consider it now. There are lots of positions available on the palace guard at the moment. Perciel is going to give me a list of those he knows are on my side, and I’ll talk to Sanjik about that too, assuming he survives. But it seems there aren’t as many as I’d hoped. I don’t want a single person working in my palace whose loyalty I’m not absolutely certain about, which means I’ll need to start again almost from scratch. In fact, if you have any soldier friends you trust who might be interested, let me know.”

Lasden nodded. “I’ll give the matter some thought, Sire.” 

Guard instead of soldier. There could be worse choices. Father would never approve of his leaving the army, but then, when had Father ever really approved of anything Lasden did anyway? And surely even Colonel Parlien would see the honor in being personally offered a job by the king.

But King Korram wasn’t finished. “One of my biggest problems at the moment is that Captain Callium was apparently in cahoots with Rampus and Heggen all along. When he eventually comes out of the dungeon, it won’t be to resume his former position as head of the palace guard. If Sanjik survives, he’ll probably need a long recovery, and I believe that Elliond, while a good lieutenant, is best suited to remain in that position for now. So I need someone to replace Captain Callium, take charge of training the new recruits, get palace security up to scratch, and so forth. You don’t have to decide right away, but let me know after you’ve thought it over.”

Lasden stared at him, his mind spinning in shock. “I-I beg your pardon, your Majesty. Did you say — do you mean — captain of the palace guard?”

The king smiled. “I know it’s a bit of a jump from sergeant, but you were a lieutenant not so long ago, so it really isn’t such a big leap for you. You’ve proven yourself capable, and just as important, trustworthy. I’m confident that you aren’t going to try to kill me, and that the next time somebody else tries, you’ll do anything necessary to stop him. That’s the kind of person I want in charge of security in my home, not someone who will collaborate with the first High Council member or ex-regent who wants my throne.” 

He turned to Thel. “And as long as we’re talking about new jobs, if you’re still interested in staying in Sazellia for a while, I’d like you to be one of my new high councilors. I would ask you too, Ernth, but I know you want to head back to the mountains.”

Ernth nodded. “As soon as possible.” He looked about in distaste. “I can’t stand having walls all around me, and no sky. It just isn’t natural. I’m glad I could help you fight another battle, but now I’m ready to go home.”

Thel chuckled. “I think I could get used to walls and roofs. I wanted to stay awhile anyway, but since I saved your life earlier, I have to stay at least until you can repay the debt.” She smiled at Korram, her eyes reflecting the gold in the crown he wore. “Even my family couldn’t object to that.”

He smiled back. “Yes, that’s convenient, isn’t it?”

“And of course I’ll try to help however you’d like me to,” she assured him. “As long as you tell me what I’m supposed to do.”

The king chuckled. “Don’t worry, it’s easy. We discuss what’s going on in the kingdom and how to improve things. If you don’t have ideas of your own, just vote for mine.”

“Is that all? I can do that.”

“Good. I’m going to ask Kalendria to join, too, and our mother, once they return. I don’t know why it hasn’t been done before, but there’s nothing that says women can’t sit on the High Council, and I think the three of you alone could do a better job of helping me rule than the original twenty put together. But there has to be a quorum of five besides me, so I’ll see about letting Tarmarand stay, and you too, of course, Perciel.”

Perciel bowed from his seat. “I’m honored, Sire, but in all honesty, I’m not sure I’d be your best choice. I’m a better actor than councilor. Now if you needed a fashion advisor or wardrobe manager ….”

The king shuddered. “Don’t ever suggest such a thing to me. I can’t stand that Perciel.”

The young man chuckled. “I’m afraid there’s more truth to that Perciel than the one who sat on the High Council, Sire.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll find some other high councilors eventually, but in the meantime, I can get off to a good start as long as I have five who won’t stand against me and vote down all my plans. If you really want to, you can resign as soon as I find someone more suitable.”

“If that’s what you wish, Sire.” Perciel bowed again. “However I can be of service. It will of course be useful to the Organization to continue to have me on the Inside, just in case.”

“As grateful as I am to your Organization, I don’t plan to need its services again,” the king told him. “There had better not be any more attempted assassinations or midnight flights or quests to seek asylum in other kingdoms. I’m beginning fresh with only people I trust, and now I’m going to start making Malorn the kind of kingdom I used to dream it could be back before I was jaded by reality. I have five years’ worth of ideas I can hardly wait to implement.”

“And if I may say so, Sire, that will probably be the best way you could protect yourself,” Perciel told him seriously. “By becoming the kind of king no one would want to replace, you eliminate a great many potential threats to your life and throne.”

“You see? I told you you’d be a good advisor.” King Korram pushed back his chair and stood up, the others rising to their feet after him. “Now I’m going to go see what kind of damage Rampus and Heggen have done to my palace. Come along, all of you, and let’s get started putting things right.”











EPILOGUE










Korram’s mother smiled at him as he flopped into the seat beside her. She raised her voice so he would hear her over the waltz the musicians were currently playing. “Tired of dancing, dear?”

“I was tired of it before I started.” He tugged at his too-tight collar and flicked weary eyes around the ballroom. “Have I ever mentioned how much I hate balls?”

“Only ten or twelve times in the two weeks since I’ve been back, though I’ve noticed you’ve been careful not to let Kalendria hear. It was sweet of you to plan this one for her sake. And you’ve done very well this evening, dear. I told you all those dancing lessons would come in handy.”

A white-gloved attendant stopped before them with goblets of wine on a tray, but Korram shook his head. “Water,” he ordered. “I don’t drink red wine anymore.” The man bowed and backed away. 

“Well, I’ve done my duty.” Korram raked his fingers through his unnaturally slicked-down hair. “I’ve danced with half a dozen boring flirting over-dressed young ladies who couldn’t make intelligent conversation if their lives depended on it, and now I’m done. I’m going to sit right here for the rest of the evening, eat the refreshments, listen to the music, and hope no one else boring comes over for the honor of a conversation with the king.” 

The servant reappeared with a glass of water, and Korram accepted it with a nod. He took a sip and set the cup down on the next chair so no one would come and sit there. Leaning back in his seat, he crossed his legs with a sigh.

His mother smiled. “It will all be over in a couple more hours. Meanwhile, you can enjoy the fact that at least Kalendria is having a good time.”

“Well, we all knew she would.” Korram peered between the couples on the dance floor, Alasians and Malornians dressed in bright silks and satins, a few Karvasi standing out in their browns and grays. Finally he spotted his little sister in her glittering lavender gown on the other side of the room. 

“If you ask me, she’s far too comfortable in that Alasian’s arms.” He scowled, watching his sister glide gracefully across the floor with her partner.

The queen chuckled. “Ever the protective brother. Really, though, would you rather your sister fell in love with anyone else? I don’t know about you, but I can’t think of anyone more suited for our Kalendria than King Jaymin. And it’s obvious he returns her feelings.”

“Very obvious.” Korram glared at them, bothered, for some reason, by the tender way the Alasian king smiled as he gazed into Kalendria’s eyes. “He’d just better make sure he treats her right, or he’ll have my army to deal with.”

His mother laughed softly. “I don’t think we need to worry about that, dear. Just look at how happy they both are.” 

Korram ran his fingers through his hair again and picked up his glass for another sip. “Yes. They are happy, aren’t they?” He found himself sighing once more.

Mother’s gaze was as perceptive as ever. “You wouldn’t happen to be a little jealous, would you?”

“Jealous?” Korram turned to her indignantly. “Of my own sister? Of course not!”

But his mother smiled knowingly. “Don’t worry, dear. Your turn will come.”

Korram slumped back in his seat, watching the dancers, not looking at her. “Honestly, Mother, it probably won’t.” That issue had been weighing heavily on his mind of late. “Nobody who’s likely to make a good queen has ever been even the remotest bit appealing to me.” 

The queen mother regarded her son thoughtfully, and he knew she understood what he had not put into words. And nobody who appeals to me is a realistic candidate for queen. Mother seldom missed much. 

“I think you’re looking at the issue from the wrong angle, dear.”

“What other angle is there? My first duty is to my kingdom. I have to look out for Malorn’s best interests. Anything less would be selfish and irresponsible.”

She patted his hand. “You’ve always been so dedicated, just as your father was. But that doesn’t mean you have to abandon all hope of personal happiness.”

Korram indicated the dancing ladies in their swirling gowns and elaborate hairdos. “I’m not going to find happiness with any of them, that’s for certain.”

“Just because someone has noble blood and proper palace manners doesn’t mean she’d make a good queen. No, dear, you’re looking at it all wrong. Don’t go trying to find queen material. Find the person you love, and if need be, we’ll help her learn to become a good queen.”

Korram frowned, taken by surprise. Could it really be that simple?

On a sudden impulse, he rose to his feet. “If you’ll excuse me, there’s someone I have to go talk to.” 

Couples drew aside to let him pass, fabric rustling as ladies curtsied and gentlemen bowed. But Korram ignored them all. Two servants pulled open the carved double doors as he approached, and as he swept out of the room, he felt his lips twitch in his first genuine smile of the evening.

Anya looked up as an attendant paused before her with a silver tray laden with delicacies. “Are you enjoying the ball, my lady?”

Anya helped herself to one of the crunchy treats — something expensive-tasting, full of nuts and sugar and a delicate hint of spices — and smiled back. “Yes, thank you,” she replied, telling herself that it was partly true. 

She had been so excited when Kalendria, newly returned from Alasia, had invited her to attend her first ball in celebration of Korram’s return to the throne. But now that the long-anticipated evening had arrived, it wasn’t turning out to be quite like Anya had dreamed it would be. True, the refreshments were delicious and the musicians talented, and it was fun to see so many people wearing such beautiful jewelry and clothing, some of which she herself had helped to make. 

It would be more fun if she actually got to dance, but so far nobody had asked her. And so Anya stood to one side watching the dancers, smiling and pretending she didn’t care. 

But she knew why she hadn’t been asked. She recognized quite a few of the guests as regular customers in Farlen’s shop, and she could tell that a lot of them recognized her too. Though several people had greeted her with polite words and smiles, it was obvious that the young men were reluctant to take a mere seamstress as a partner. After all, she was a member of the working class, and most of them were nobility. Furthermore, although she worked at the finest tailor shop in Sazellia, Anya was only an apprentice; and without an actual salary, she couldn’t afford any of the fine clothes she made. So her gown was simple, sewn in the latest style with all her skill, but of inexpensive fabric. It featured no jewels, no gold or silver thread. She knew she didn’t look as magnificent as the other ladies. 

But it doesn’t matter, Anya told herself firmly. She really didn’t care about any of the men here, and of course she had not the tiniest chance of dancing with the one person she actually did have feelings for. 

Anya glanced up again. Above the heads of the colorful couples swinging in circles on the polished dance floor hung the second-story observation balcony that overlooked the high-ceilinged ballroom. Though guards from both palaces stood unobtrusively around the edges of the room, Erik still stood up there, one forearm resting on the railing, keeping a watchful eye on King Jaymin and everyone else from above. Anya wondered if he would come vaulting over the rail if he spotted any danger. His solitary black-cloaked figure was nearly invisible in the shadows beside the marble pillar where he stood, but to Anya, he was the most noticeable person in the room. 

Probably assuming no one would see him, Erik had apparently let down his guard. Anya wasn’t used to seeing emotion on his face, but he looked so wistful as he watched the dancing couples that her heart ached for him. He’s lonely too. She was sure of it.

She wondered where the stairway was that led up to that balcony. Perhaps she could slip out of the ballroom and find her way up to where he stood with such longing in his eyes. Perhaps she could finally talk to him. Perhaps the two solitary people in this room full of romance and happiness could keep each other company for the evening — and even begin a friendship.

As though sensing her gaze, Erik turned his head, and their eyes met. 

Anya froze. For years she had wished he would notice her, and she had imagined what she might say to him in different situations if he ever did. But they couldn’t exactly carry on a conversation at this distance.

She smiled up at him. “Hello.” She knew he wouldn’t hear her over the music, but he might read her lips.

Surprise crossed his features, but he quickly smoothed his face back into his usual expressionless mask. Was he startled that she had even noticed him up there in the shadows? Or was he surprised that an invited guest at the ball would care to greet a bodyguard? He didn’t smile back, but after a moment, Anya saw his lips form the word Hello.

Her heart gave an extra thump or two. She was finally having a conversation with Erik! Well, sort of.

“Anya! Good evening.”

The voice made her jump. Anya spun around. There stood the last person in the world she wanted to see at that moment. Perciel, resplendent in scarlet and white, rubies flashing from his collar and sleeves, stood beaming at her with his aren’t-I-handsome smile.

Anya wanted to push him away and turn back to Erik. But aside from that being rude, she didn’t want the spoiled young nobleman to notice the bodyguard up there. She was sure Erik didn’t want to be seen, and she had no interest in trying to explain who he was and why she was gazing up at him instead of dancing with someone.

So Anya forced a polite smile at Perciel in return. “Good evening to you.” Noticing what he was wearing, she realized he had not ordered new clothes from Farlen’s for the ball. She recognized the tunic and breeches as ones Farlen had designed for him for a party two months ago. 

Noticing her glance, Perciel smiled self-consciously. “I know, I know. Old clothes, on me of all people. But I’m afraid my budget is rather tight at the moment.” A shadow seemed to cross his face.

Anya nodded. Though she wasn’t clear on the details, rumor had it that Perciel’s father had recently been ordered to pay three thousand gold coins for something or other, and that he and his son had sold their home and most of their possessions to come up with the money. She had also heard that Heggen was now in the dungeon, and that Perciel himself — the Organization’s palace Insider, of all shocking revelations — had helped to put him there. 

Anya hadn’t quite worked out how she felt about Perciel now, but after the humiliating scene in his quarters a few weeks ago, she had hoped never to have to face him again.

“But things could be worse.” Perciel smoothed down his jeweled tunic. “After all, this style is still in fashion for now, and I have it on good authority that red is definitely my color.” He winked.

Anya felt her cheeks flame. He knew her role — must have known it since the moment she told him she designed the lace herself — and yet he had still stood there that day and listened to her pretend to fawn all over him with that horribly embarrassing speech. 

She glanced around to make sure no one was close enough to overhear. “How could you have let me go on and on like that?”

Perciel chuckled. “I apologize for allowing you to embarrass yourself so thoroughly, but I must admit I quite enjoyed that conversation. The thought of interrupting such flowery flattery seemed dreadfully rude.”

So the real Perciel was apparently just as annoying as the role he played. Anya glared at him. “I hope you know I didn’t mean a word of it.”

Perciel’s teasing smile faded. “I know, I know. No one ever really does, especially now that I’m no longer either a prince or wealthy. It’s truly amazing how many women have stopped flirting with me in the last couple of weeks. Not that I can blame them. It isn’t as though I don’t know how people see me.” 

His voice had turned rueful, which made Anya feel even more uncomfortable, though in a different way. She didn’t know how to respond to this new version of Perciel, and for the first time, it occurred to her that — whether because of the role he had chosen to play or from his real personality — the man probably had very few genuine friends. On top of that, his father had just been sentenced to a lifetime in prison, and as far as Anya knew, Perciel had no other family. He was probably lonely too.

And while he was definitely still annoying, at least she could see that he was not the complete idiot she once thought. And he had helped save Malorn. Something inside her wanted to reach out in sympathy, but what could you say to someone you had once made a fool of yourself in front of?

“At least now that we both know who the other is, we won’t ever need to have any more conversations like that.” As an afterthought, Anya added, “And I’m glad you helped King Korram the way you did. I heard about what happened.”

“Thanks to your message.” His voice was serious, and so low she could barely hear him over the lively strains of music. “I’m sorry we can’t make your role public. You deserve some honor for that.”

Anya shrugged it off. “I don’t want honor. I’m just glad I could help.” 

“As are we all.” He hesitated and glanced over his shoulder at the dancing couples. “Anyway, Kalendria promised me one dance as thanks for what I did, but she and King Jaymin look so happy together I don’t have the heart to claim it. You seem to be between partners yourself; would you be interested?” With a practiced flourish, he presented a white-gloved hand.

Anya stared at it and then up at him. “Don’t take this personally,” she began, “but I really don’t have those kinds of feelings for you. I think it’s wonderful how you helped the true king get his throne back, and I’m glad you’re not quite the person I used to think you were, but ….” her voice trailed off.

Perciel laughed. “Don’t take this personally, but I don’t have those kinds of feelings for you either. I mean, you must be, what? Ten years younger than I am, at least? But the two of us have a lot in common that few others share. An appreciation of fine fashion, for one thing.” His voice turned serious as he lowered it once more. “A father in prison, for another, not to mention involvements we shouldn’t discuss in public.”

Anya wondered how Perciel knew anything about her family. She wasn’t sure what kind of relationship he had with his own father, but perhaps the young man was starting to miss him, to realize how empty the coming years would seem. Perhaps he understood how she felt.

“So, I thought it would make sense for us to at least be friends,” he suggested. Seeing the hope in his eyes, Anya was sure she had been right about his being lonely. In any case, he did have a point.

“I suppose it would make sense.” She smiled. “As long as you don’t try to flirt with me again, or expect me to come up with any more insincere flattery.”

He laughed. “I suppose I can manage without that. If you ever get the urge to flatter me sincerely, though, feel free.” He winked again. “Now, how about that dance? Just as friends, of course.”

Anya glanced back up at the balcony, but the shadows beside the pillar were empty now. Erik must have found a better vantage point somewhere else. 

I missed my chance to talk to him. She felt her shoulders slump. But the practical part of her mind pointed out that they weren’t likely to have much of a conversation anyway. The bodyguard wasn’t going to just open up to someone he didn’t know, especially when he was on duty. 

He’ll see me dancing with Perciel, she thought, and she wasn’t sure why the idea bothered her. 

What does it matter, anyway? He doesn’t even know who I am, and he probably wouldn’t care if he did. Besides, she could always try to find him later. King Jaymin was planning to stay in Sazellia for several days, after all. She might have another chance.

She turned back to the young nobleman waiting expectantly beside her. “Why not?” 

Kalendria was exhausted but radiantly happy. She had never danced so much in one evening in her life before, and she wanted to be out on the marble floor right now dancing with Jaymin again, but she just had to sit down for a moment and catch her breath.

The two of them found chairs together at the edge of the room where they could enjoy the music and watch the other couples. An attendant came by and offered them tiny iced cakes on a silver platter, and Kalendria smiled contentedly as she bit into hers. Like everything else tonight, it was perfect. 

“So is this evening turning out to be all you’d hoped?” Jaymin asked.

“It’s all I hoped and more. Even better than my birthday would have been. Now that we’re all safe, our enemies are gone, and Korram is back on his throne, we really have a reason to celebrate.”

“Both our kingdoms do,” Jaymin agreed. “And hundreds of Alasians will be celebrating something else in the next few days. Did you hear that Captain Lasden has arranged to send three thousand gold coins back with me? They’re a gift for the families of those killed in my palace on the day of the Invasion.”

Kalendria smiled. “I heard about that. Korram was surprised, but he approved.” She glanced around. “Speaking of Korram, where has he disappeared to?”

“I don’t know.” Jaymin scanned the crowded hall. “I saw him earlier, sitting with your mother on the other side of the room. She’s still there, and I see that Arden has joined her, but your brother seems to be gone.”

“He doesn’t enjoy dancing or socializing,” Kalendria told him. “He must have slipped out. He’s probably gone to spend the rest of the evening with his horse. As if no one would notice his absence.” 

“I didn’t used to think I enjoyed dancing much either, but now I know I just never had the right partner before.” 

Kalendria felt herself blush as Jaymin smiled at her. She smiled back. “It’s good to be together again, even though it’s only for a few days. I missed you.”

“I know; you said so in every letter.” They both laughed. In the two weeks since Kalendria had returned to Malorn, they had kept the Courier System busy.

A stir on the other side of the room caught their attention. In the momentary silence between songs, a collective gasp went up from guests close to the door. Too many people stood in the way for Kalendria to see what they were reacting to, but she could hear murmurs of surprise. 

Curious, she rose to her feet. “What’s happening over there?”

Everyone else seemed to be asking each other the same question. “I’m not sure.” Jaymin was tall enough to see over most of the crowd, and he craned his neck, peering across the room. “Korram just came back in.”

Kalendria was surprised. “Why would he come back after he managed to escape?”

“Someone’s with him.” Jaymin stood on tiptoe as people began to drift in that direction, all eager to see what was going on. “Oh. It’s Thel.”

“Are you sure? I invited Thel to the ball, but she said she wasn’t interested. She said she didn’t know how to dance and didn’t want to wear dancing shoes.” Over the last two weeks, Kalendria had attempted to introduce her friend to Malornian fashions. While Thel enjoyed trying on Lowlander garments and admiring their designs and colors, she still preferred her comfortable and far more practical Mountain Folk clothing and bare feet. 

Jaymin chuckled. “Oh, I’m sure it’s Thel. See for yourself.” He led Kalendria toward the far end of the hall. Snatches of conversation jumped out at them along the way. 

“Who in the world …?”

“Why would the king …?” 

“… such absurd clothing.” 

“… some sort of joke?” 

“… would never have believed it.” 

Jaymin nudged his way through the crowd. “Excuse us, please.” As soon as people realized who he and Kalendria were, a path opened ahead of them. 

As the two stopped at the far end of the hall, Kalendria’s mouth fell open in disbelief. Korram had indeed brought Thel into the ballroom, and Kalendria was positive that no one had ever entered this stately hall dressed like that before. Thel was wearing her deerskin breeches and long tunic tied in at the waist with a leather belt. Her thick dark hair hung loose around her shoulders, though at least it was no longer matted since she had started using the hairbrush Kalendria had given her. As usual, she was barefoot.

From all around, Malornians and Alasians in jeweled satin and lace-trimmed silk stared in shocked silence. Their appalled expressions suggested they had never imagined anything so dreadfully inappropriate. The Karvasi guests, on the other hand, stood grinning at the sight. But neither Korram nor Thel paid the slightest attention to the ring of spectators who had drawn up around them. 

The musicians on the little stage were valiantly playing a lively scintillian, even though no one was dancing to their music anymore. Well, that wasn't quite true, Kalendria realized. Her brother and Thel were dancing. That is, he was teaching her how to dance.

“Now you step forward with your left foot.” Korram led her through the steps, one hand holding hers, his other at her waist. “And one and two and three and four … yes, like that. And now the other way. And one and two and — all right, now you step back and spin in a circle while I keep hold of your hand like this.”

Thel spun a little too vigorously and lost her balance. She stumbled into Korram, who caught her just in time. They both laughed, staggering and nearly falling over.

“Wait, let’s try it again from the beginning.” Thel regained her balance and brushed her hair out of her face. “I can do it this time. Don’t tell me how it goes.” 

They repositioned themselves and began again. But the musicians had moved on, and the steps she and Korram were practicing now weren’t the right ones for this section of the music. On top of that, Thel moved through her new steps a little too quickly and they got off the beat. Korram increased his own pace to try to keep up, with the result that she ended up first stepping on and then actually tripping over his foot. Once again they both stumbled and almost fell, and once again he caught her as they burst out laughing in the middle of the dance.

“All right, one more time. I know I can get it now,” she said. “But don’t go so fast this time.”

“Me?” Korram exclaimed. “You were the one dancing too fast. I could barely keep up.”

“I wasn’t dancing fast. You were racing through it. Look; this is what you were doing.” Thel pulled back and performed a sort of jig, her bare feet pattering rapidly in an exaggerated imitation of his movements.

Korram roared with laughter. “That’s the silliest thing I ever saw. I’ve never danced like that in my life.”

“Then I suppose this was your first time.” Thel held out her arms. “Come on, let’s try it again.”

“All right, but we have to stay in time to the music.” Korram drew closer and took her hand once more. Kalendria didn’t miss the way the two of them looked into each other’s eyes for just a moment before they began again. 

This time they made it through perfectly, not missing a step. The music ended in a crescendo and Korram stepped back and bowed to his partner with a dramatic flourish. Thel, who didn’t know how to curtsy and wasn’t dressed for it anyway, clapped her hands excitedly. “I never knew dancing would be this much fun!” Her eyes sparkled with delight. Kalendria had never quite been able to pinpoint what color they were, and judging by the way her brother was gazing into them now, he was fascinated by the way they seemed to reflect a dozen different hues from the silks and jewels around them. 

“Oh, dancing can be great fun.” Korram’s voice was so earnest that Kalendria covered her mouth to stifle a laugh. 

The musicians had paused and were watching the couple, uncertain what was expected of them now. “What are you waiting for? Play another one,” the king called. “A slow one this time.”

They struck up a lagano, and Korram turned back to Thel. “Slow dances are easier. I’ll show you.”

“Are they as much fun? It doesn’t sound very lively,” she objected.

“They’re every bit as fun.” Korram stepped closer and took her in his arms.

Jaymin cleared his throat, and when Kalendria turned, he half-bowed and extended a hand in a courtly gesture. “Would you care to join me for this dance, my lady?” 

Kalendria hesitated. No one else was dancing anymore. All eyes were fixed on the Malornian king and his Mountain Folk partner, who were oblivious to anyone but each other. 

But what did it matter if everyone stared at her too? The man she loved was asking her to dance. Why should she care what anyone else thought?

Kalendria smiled and took his hand in hers. “It would be my pleasure.”

He led her out into the open in front of the crowd. As he placed his arms around her, she saw another couple stepping out together, and then another. A moment later, the crowd of onlookers had turned into a ballroom full of dancers once again.

“So what were you saying about Korram not liking to dance?” Jaymin murmured in her ear.

Kalendria chuckled, turning to glance over her shoulder at her brother and Thel, who seemed completely unaware that anyone else was in the room. “I think he’s finally found the right partner too.”

I hope you enjoyed King of Malorn! If you did, please would you leave a review on Amazon? Even one or two sentences would be a big help. Thank you!

If you liked King of Malorn, you’ll love Prince of Alasia. Read on for a peek at the story that started it all!

 

Prince of Alasia

Twelve-year-old Prince Jaymin, heir to the throne of Alasia, barely escapes with his life when invaders from neighboring Malorn attack. Accompanied by his young bodyguard, Jaymin flees to a nearby town to live in hiding. There, surrounded by the enemy soldiers searching for the missing prince, his life depends on his ability to maintain his disguise.

As the danger intensifies and the Malornians’ suspicions grow, Jaymin seeks desperately for a way to save his kingdom and himself. Then he stumbles upon a startling discovery that will challenge his assumptions and forever change his view of Malorn and the events that altered his life. 

Read on for a Preview of Prince of Alasia

No matter how old he lived to be, Jaymin knew he would never forget that terrible night.

He was sound asleep in his room in the palace when Erik, his bodyguard and closest friend, shook him awake.

“Jaymin! Jaymin, wake up! Something awful is happening,” Erik hissed in a frantic whisper.

Groggy and disoriented, Jaymin sat up in bed, clutching the heavy woolen blankets to his chest. At first he couldn’t understand what Erik was talking about, and then from somewhere in another part of the palace he heard muffled shouts and the metallic clash of swords.

Fighting? In the palace? Suddenly wide awake, Jaymin shoved back the blankets and sprang out of bed, fumbling in the chilly near-darkness for his clothes. The fire in the grate across the room had died down to glowing embers, and at this time of year the air had a bite to it, even indoors. He shivered as he snatched up the garments a servant had laid out for him the evening before.

“Hurry,” Erik whispered, yanking a coat on over his night clothes and gliding over to listen by the door. Outside, the sounds of battle were growing louder.

Why hasn’t anyone come to tell me what’s happening? Jaymin wondered, tugging his tunic over his head. Where were the guards who always patrolled the corridor at night? “Guards!” he called out just in case. He jammed his feet into his shoes. “Guards?”

“Shh!” Erik gestured frantically at him to be quiet, his ear still glued to the crack by the door. There was no other response.

Suddenly Erik leaped back, and the next instant the door flew open, making Jaymin jump. Erik slipped into a defensive half-crouch with both hands in front of him, ready for action. He had no weapon, but he needed none. Erik had been thoroughly trained in unarmed combat techniques, and though just a boy, his skills made him the perfect bodyguard for the young prince.

Those skills were not needed now, however. Into the room swept Sir Edmend, a loyal member of the king’s Council of Advisors. He, too, wore only a coat over his night clothes, and his graying hair stuck out in all directions. He was followed closely by a nervous-looking young guard with a drawn sword, his blue-and-white uniform damp with sweat in spite of the night’s chill.

“Your Highness!” Sir Edmend, out of breath and looking anxious but relieved, hurried up to Jaymin as Erik slid aside. “Thank goodness you’re still safe. I thought for certain they’d be in here before now. Quick, come with us.”

The guard flourished his sword with a dramatic flair. “Don’t worry, your Highness, I’ll protect you.” Though Jaymin couldn’t recall his name, he recognized the young man as the newest member of the palace guard. He had taken the oath of allegiance only last week, and was full of that enthusiasm and eagerness for action that young guards often displayed.

Jaymin and Erik followed Sir Edmend through the bedroom door, half-running to keep up with his swift strides. The guard paused to quietly pull the door shut and then hurried after them, boots thudding in a staccato rhythm on the hard stone floor. “What’s happening?” Jaymin demanded. “And where are we going?”

“This way.” The old advisor led them rapidly down the wide hallway, which was strangely deserted. But from just around the corner they could hear shouts and screams and crashing noises, as if doors were being broken down. His heart pounding, Jaymin hastened after Sir Edmend away from the sounds, following him into a smaller hallway used mainly by servants. The alarming noises grew fainter as the four of them hurried down back staircases and little-used corridors, lit only by the occasional smoky lamp and by moonlight streaming through the windows. Now and again they passed frightened servants scurrying about, but aside from the young man behind him, Jaymin didn’t see a single guard anywhere. Had they all deserted? Been killed? Left their posts to go fight whoever was breaking down the doors? Or were the guards themselves the ones causing all the commotion?

From somewhere ahead and to the left came the bang of a door being flung open. Bellowing voices and heavy footsteps burst forth, startlingly close. Sir Edmend stopped in his tracks so abruptly that the others nearly plowed into him. Jaymin grabbed Erik’s arm for balance as the guard bumped into them both, almost knocking them over. They all glanced around frantically for somewhere to hide as the shouting voices drew nearer.

“In here!” Erik yanked open the door of a closet on their left and pushed Jaymin inside. The others crowded in after him, stumbling against mops and brooms and bundles of dusting rags as they squeezed into the tiny space. Jaymin knocked his head on a shelf in the closet’s dim interior as Sir Edmend backed in against him, trying to pull the door shut. But the little closet was not designed to hold four people, and the door wouldn’t quite close. They all held their breath and watched through the crack as half a dozen soldiers charged by brandishing swords and torches, shadows fleeing before them and sweeping after as they passed. Jaymin was hardly surprised, at this point, to see that their uniforms were not the familiar blue-and-white livery of the palace guard, nor the dark green of the Alasian army, but wine-red and black.

Finally the shouting faded and Sir Edmend let the door swing open. “They’re Malornians, aren’t they?” Jaymin guessed as they all stepped out. 

His father’s friend swatted at a couple of brooms that had toppled over against him and gave a brusque nod. “Yes, I think so.” He peered both ways before stepping back out into the hall. I don’t know how they got in, but there seem to be more of them than of our people in the palace now.”

The young guard pulled his boot out of the mop bucket it had been wedged in. “And outside in the city, too.” He ushered Jaymin out of the closet ahead of him. “Have you looked through a window lately? Almar seems to be swarming with Malornian soldiers. We have to get you away from here, your Highness.” 

A volley of screams from the direction in which the soldiers had disappeared punctuated his words, and he glanced around, gripping his sword hilt with white knuckles.

The four of them set off down the corridor once more, their steps even faster now. As he followed Sir Edmend down another narrow staircase, Jaymin tried to puzzle out what was happening. Malornian soldiers in Alasia? Was this the beginning of a war? But why would the Malornians attack his kingdom? Alasia and Malorn had no official alliance, but they had gotten along peacefully for decades.

The neighboring kingdom had been ruled by King Kerman until his death several years ago and was now under Kerman’s son, Prince Korram. Jaymin knew that Malornian law prevented the teenaged ruler from actually being crowned king until he turned eighteen, but he didn’t know much else about Korram. He had met the other prince only once, four years ago, but Jaymin would never have predicted Korram would someday send his army to attack Alasia for no apparent reason.

Sir Edmend paused before a door that stood ajar on the right, spilling torchlight into their corridor. “Careful now.” Motioning for the little group to stand back, he leaned forward and peered in cautiously. “We have to get through the banquet hall without being seen.” 

The banquet hall was the largest room in the palace, with seating for over three hundred. Last night at supper it had been nearly full, but Jaymin knew it would be empty now. The room had five doors: this one, a matching one in the opposite wall, two small servants’ doorways leading to a kitchen, and the large double doors in the western wall, which stood open to welcome guests on feast days. They might be able to hide under the long wooden tables, he thought, if anyone came in before they got through. 

Sir Edmend drew back out of the doorway. “There are soldiers in there,” he whispered tersely. “Six of them. We’ll never get through.”

The guard cast anxious glances around him. “Can’t we go a different way? If we just wait here in the hallway, someone’s sure to come along.” He was obviously a little excited as well as scared, though he was trying hard to cover it, Jaymin thought. He looked young: probably no more than eighteen, and now facing a crisis his first week on the job. Jaymin would have to recommend later that Captain Talifus give him a commendation for this.

“There’s only one other way around, and it would take too long. We have to get the prince out, and we have to do it now. They must be combing the palace for him already. It’s just a matter of time until ….” He glanced at Jaymin and let his sentence trail off.

Jaymin was still confused. “But why —”

“I know!” whispered the young guard, in his excitement probably not even realizing he had interrupted the prince. “We need a diversion. I know what to do. Wait here if you please.” Quickly but quietly, he pushed them all forward past the door, through which Jaymin caught a brief glimpse of tables and benches and a brightly tapestried wall. He stopped them just beyond the doorway, where the angle of the open door blocked their view into the room. His face was paler than it had been a moment ago, and he shifted his sword from hand to hand, wiping sweaty palms on his tunic. He paused, licked his lips, and glanced at Jaymin, looking as though he wanted to say something but couldn’t quite find the words. Then he forced a grin and bowed. Straightening his shoulders, he gripped his sword and pulled the door wide open, stepping boldly around it out of their sight.

“This way, your Highness,” he exclaimed in a loud voice, and then stopped short. “Oh, no! There are soldiers in here! Quick, go the other way! I’ll be right behind you.” He turned and they could hear him sprinting back down the hallway in the direction from which they had come.

Jaymin held his breath, frozen in place beside Erik. A voice roared from inside the banquet hall: “Did you hear that? He’s got the prince with him! After them!” Then they heard the crash of a bench overturning and the thud of boots pounding across the floor. Jaymin, Erik, and Sir Edmend shrank back as the soldiers poured through the doorway and turned left, sprinting down the hall. Jaymin risked a quick glance around the door and caught a glimpse of the young guard disappearing around a corner, half a dozen red-and-black-clad soldiers in hot pursuit, before Erik grabbed his arm and jerked him back out of sight again.

Sir Edmend drew a deep breath as the booted footsteps faded in the distance. “Well, he’s cleared the way and bought us a little time, and I hope he lives to tell of it. Now let’s go.” 

They hurried into the banquet hall, staying around the edge to avoid having to weave between tables, and darted through one of the smaller doors into a shadowy kitchen. Then Sir Edmend led them out of the kitchen through a back entrance. They followed him along a dark corridor through which they felt their way to an even darker staircase, stumbling down its narrow, creaky steps.

Finally, the trio arrived at a low door in the wall of a cellar somewhere below the palace kitchens. Sir Edmend fished out a bunch of keys from his coat pocket and inserted one into the keyhole. It turned reluctantly, as though the lock had not been touched in years, and the door finally opened with a grinding creak. Jaymin peered in, seeing only a low, narrow hallway, or possibly a tunnel, stretching into musty-smelling nothingness.

“It’s a secret exit.” Sir Edmend gestured for them to enter. “It will take us out into the forest on the other side of the hills.” He groped around on a shelf just inside the doorway. “There should be candles in here somewhere.…”

“But we can’t just leave the palace,” protested Jaymin, belatedly realizing that they had not come here to meet his parents and make some sort of plan or at least escape together. “Not if everyone is in danger. We’ve got to stay and help. I should be fighting beside my father.” Of course, Jaymin’s sword was unsharpened, and though he practiced every day, he had never actually used it against an enemy. But that wasn’t the point. “Where are my parents, anyway?”

Sir Edmend did not reply. He wouldn’t meet Jaymin’s gaze. “Your parents would have wanted you to leave, your Highness. There’s nothing you can do here.”

And then Jaymin knew. He drew in his breath, and the world seemed to reel about him. Erik caught his arm to steady him, and Sir Edmend placed a compassionate hand on his shoulder.

“No,” Jaymin heard himself whispering hoarsely. “It can’t be true. It can’t. No!”
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Bensin, a teenage slave and martial artist, is desperate to see his little sister freed. But only victory in the Krillonian Empire's most prestigious tournament will allow him to secretly arrange for Ellie's escape. Dangerous people are closing in on her, however, and Bensin is running out of time. With his one hope fading quickly away, how can Bensin save Ellie from a life of slavery and abuse?
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Everything was quiet in the next room, had been quiet for at least half an hour. Bensin pressed his ear against the wall again, and this time he heard the sound he had been waiting for: faint, rhythmic snores. Perfect. Mr. Creghorn always slept the soundest when he was snoring, and that meant that Mrs. Creghorn would probably have her earplugs in.

Bensin rose from the mattress he had been kneeling on, stretching his stiff limbs. Fishing in his pocket, he pulled out the two paperclips he had straightened and then re-bent near the ends. He felt his way across the dark room to the door, ran his hands over the handle till he found the keyhole, and inserted the first paperclip. Though he could hardly see anything anyway, he closed his eyes to concentrate as he inserted the second one, raking it in and out to work his makeshift lock pick the way Ricky had taught him. The metallic clickety-clickety seemed horribly loud in the quiet house, but there was nothing to be done except hope his owners were truly sleeping soundly.

Finally he felt the last pin rise out of the way. With the first paperclip, he turned the lock, and with a quick twist of the handle, the door swung open.

I did it! Grinning in triumph, Bensin tiptoed through the doorway, down the carpeted hall, past the bedroom where Mr. Creghorn was snoring away, past the baby’s room, and into the living room. As softly as he could, he slid back the deadbolt on the front door and found the keyhole. The clickety-clickety seemed even louder now, and he held his breath, wondering if anyone would hear.

But the only other sound was the ticking of the clock on the wall above the couch. Turning the handle to make sure the front door was really unlocked, Bensin dared to breathe again.

Pocketing his paperclips, he tiptoed back into the bedroom and pulled the door shut once more. Then he hurried over to the other mattress and shook his little sister gently by the shoulder. “Ellie, wake up!”

In the darkness, Ellie rolled over. “Hmm?”

“Wake up,” he repeated softly. “We’re leaving!”

She sat up, catching the urgency in his voice. “What do you mean?”

“We’re escaping. Here, put your shoes and sweater on.” He was already wearing his own sneakers, uncomfortably tight at the toes since the Creghorns didn’t believe in buying shoes for slaves very often. He bent to pick up the light jacket he had left at the foot of his mattress. Though it still got warm in the middle of the day, nights were cool at this time of the year in Jarreon.

“The Creghorns are asleep,” he told his sister as he thrust his arms through the sleeves, “and I’ve got the door open. You’re going to be free tonight!”

“But it didn’t work last time,” she protested, fumbling in the dark to put on the clothes he handed her. “And they were really mad.”

“I know, but I have a better plan this time. And with it being New Year, I figure most of the City Watch will have the night off, so we won’t be spotted as easily.”

“But what if they catch us again?”

“Then you just look small and cute like you’re so good at, and you’ll have nothing to worry about. You’re too little to lash.” He hoped.

“Can I bring Bunny?” She reached for the stuffed rabbit Mom had made before Ellie was even born.

“Of course. Here, I’ll carry him in my pocket for you. Now come on, and be quiet.”

Her little fingers tightened around his as he led the way out of their bedroom, pausing to close the door silently behind them. They tiptoed down the hallway and through the living room, and he eased the front door open. Outside, he led her down the steps and along the walkway.

The front gate creaked loudly, and Bensin winced. Ducking, he pulled Ellie down with him into the shadows behind the low fence and then froze again. But there was no sound from the house, and no lights went on behind the Creghorns’ bedroom window. Last night they had stayed up past midnight to welcome in the New Year, so he knew they had been extra tired tonight. Good.

Bensin rose to his feet and he and Ellie slipped out onto the sidewalk, a cool breeze ruffling their hair. From the tight clutch of her fingers around his, he could tell that his sister was scared, but she knew better than to make a sound.

The street was still and empty, but that didn’t mean anything. You never knew when a City Watch officer might pass by on patrol. The moon was hidden behind a thick layer of cloud, but the street lamps gave plenty of light. Strings of colorful New Year’s lights twined their way along fences and around the trunks and lower branches of trees, making it harder to find dark places to hide in.

Trying to avoid the light as much as possible, Bensin steered Ellie along the edge of the sidewalk, hugging the shadows of the neighbors’ hedges, darting across the well-lit areas. At the end of the block, he turned left. Partway down the street, he crossed to the opposite side, quickly pulling Ellie across the open space. There were fewer shadows to hide in here, but he knew a couple of the families on the other side kept dogs. The last thing he needed was for them to start barking and alert the neighborhood to the presence of two runaway slaves. When he was sure they were well past, he led his sister back across the street, thankful for some unadorned trees that gave some protection from the street lights.

“Where are we going?” Ellie whispered, breaking the silence.

“To the park, first,” Bensin whispered back. “We can talk there. Now shh.”

They hurried on in silence, Bensin darting wary glances at the houses on either side. In addition to the glowing New Year’s decorations, many had porch lights on for safety, with an occasional nightlight gleaming through bedroom curtains. But as far as he could tell, no one was awake; no one heard them pass. Probably they were all dead to the world in their beds, sleeping off their New Year’s dinners, dreaming about the gifts they had received from friends and family and their hopes for the coming year.

I know what the year 154 will hold. Freedom for Ellie. Bensin could endure anything himself if only his little sister could be free and safe. That was the best, the only New Year’s gift he wanted.

Turning a final corner, they saw the neighborhood park at the end of the block. Ahead, street lamps and houses gave way to dark open space. “Almost there,” he whispered encouragingly.

They crossed the street one more time to avoid another dog. Beyond the last of the houses, concrete became grass beneath their shoes. There wasn’t much cover here, with trees standing only around the edge. Bensin pulled Ellie after him at a run, aiming for the playground in the center. He was thankful there were no lights, but anyone looking out a window in one of those last few houses would see them darting across the grass.

The playground loomed before them, beckoning like the safe haven he hoped it would be. He led Ellie past the swings, drifting back and forth a little in the night breeze, to the tallest slide. The platform at the top was covered; they could rest there for a few minutes and not be seen.

“I don’t want to play right now,” his sister objected, panting, at the base of the ladder. “I’m too scared.”

“We’re not going to play. I’m going to explain our plan up there where no one will see or hear us.”

He followed her to the top, pulling his feet out of the too-tight shoes as they sat across from each other on the narrow platform. The twisty slide spun away to his right and the ladder dropped down to the left, but here at the top stood a sheltered island of safety. The City Watch, if they passed by on patrol, wouldn’t see them in the shadows under the domed plastic roof.

Lightning flickered from far off across the city, and Ellie scooted closer to him. “Is it gonna rain?”

“Probably not.” Rainstorms were rare in Jarreon. Only slightly less rare were the dry storms that sent dark clouds roiling across the usually clear sky, bringing thunder and lightning and unfulfilled threats.

And change. Mom had told him that stormy skies were a sign that change was coming. The weather had been just like this the day Ellie was born.

“Your life is about to change,” he told his sister as thunder grumbled in the distance. He grinned, knowing she would hear it in his voice even if she couldn’t see it. “We’re going to make you free! You’re going to live with a mom and dad who love you, and maybe some brothers and sisters too; and you’ll get to go to school — real school, not slave school — where you’ll not only learn how to read and write, but all sorts of other fun things. You’ll never have to wear a collar or be lashed, and no one will ever force you to wake up early to feed the baby or change his diapers, or yell at you if he cries. And someday when you grow up, you’ll be free to get a proper job — whatever kind you like — and earn money, and buy whatever you want, and maybe get married and have your own children if you feel like it. They’ll never be sold away from you, and you can do whatever you want with your own life!”

“That’s what you said last time.” Ellie refused to be impressed. “But it didn’t work.”

“I told you, I have a better plan this time. Last time we tried to go too far. The orphanage is miles away; I should have known we wouldn’t make it before it got light and the Watch caught us. But this time we’re only going to a City Watch station. I’ve been talking to Ricky, and I know how it works now. When free kids have problems, they can talk to a Watch Officer, and he or she will help them. If the Watch officers think you’re free and you don’t have any parents, they’ll find foster parents for you.” At least, Ricky had been pretty sure that was the way it worked. “We don’t have to go all the way to an orphanage for that.”

“But I thought the Watch station is the other way.”

“There are lots of stations in Jarreon. The one they took us to last time is the other way, but we’re not going there. I don’t want to risk anyone recognizing you. Besides, when they find out you’re gone, that’s the station the Creghorns will probably call, ’cause they’ve talked to the officers there before. So we’re going to a different one. I looked it up when we were in the library the other day, and I know how to get there now.”

“But I don’t like the Watch. They lashed you last time.”

“Yeah, but it didn’t hurt. You know that. When you’re as strong as I am, hardly anything hurts.” Bensin pushed up the sleeves of his light jacket, flexing his muscles for her to see. “Grr! You know how tough I am!”

She giggled. “Okay, but what are you gonna tell them when we get there? They’ll know we’re running away.”

“No, they won’t. Since you don’t have a collar yet, they’ll have no reason to think you’re a slave. You’re going to tell them that you have no parents and nowhere to live, and then they’ll take care of you until they find a nice family for you to live with.”

“But what about you?”

Here came the part she wouldn’t like. “They won’t see me. I’ll take you as close to the station as I can, but you’ll have to go knock on the door without me.”

Ellie drew in her breath, and her next words came out in a wail. “But I can’t do it by myself! I don’t wanna go without you!”

Reaching out, he took both her hands in his. “You have to be brave, Ellie. This is the only way it will work.”

“But I want you to be free with me!”

“I know, and I will be.” Maybe. “But not yet. The moment they see my collar, they’ll know I’m a runaway slave, just like before. This is probably our last chance, because I heard Mrs. Creghorn saying the other day that you’re old enough you should be wearing a collar too now.”

Ellie pulled a hand free from his and reached over to finger the cold circle of steel around his neck. “I always wonder what it’s like to wear one. Is it that bad?”

“Yeah, it is. Before you get a collar, people don’t always know if you’re a slave or not. But when you have one, it’s obvious. Everyone looks at you different, talks to you different, like you’re an animal and not a person. When free people ask your name or who your owner is, usually they don’t even wait for you to answer before they grab your collar tag to read it for themselves. Sometimes if they really want to be mean, they even call you ‘collar’. And I can’t pick the lock on my collar; I’ve tried I don’t know how many times. So if you’re going to escape, it has to be before you get one.”

She nodded, but she still looked sad. “Don’t worry, though,” he assured her. “Once you’re free and safe, I’ll work on all my days off and save all my money — every last sliver — until I have enough to buy my own freedom. Then I’ll come and find you, and we’ll both be free and happy together.”

Ellie sniffed, and he could tell she was trying not to cry. He squeezed her hand. “When you were only one day old, I promised Mom that I would take care of you and that I would make sure you were free someday.” He had also promised to teach her to be strong and brave, but he hadn’t made much progress yet in that area.

She wiped her cheeks with her sleeve. “I’ll get a job first thing and start saving up all my money too. And then I’ll buy your freedom right away and we can live together again.”

Free kids don’t get jobs. At least not when they’re five. But Bensin rose to his knees and reached over to hug her. “What a great idea! I knew you’d think of something smart like that. Now come on, it’s time to go.”

She scooted over to the slide and pushed off. Though Bensin knew he was too big, he squeezed onto it and spiraled his way down behind her.

He had often brought her to the park to play on their days off. Something inside him clenched up at the thought that he would never come here with his sister again, never hear her laughing and calling out to him as she zoomed down the slides or while he pushed her on the swings. But he couldn’t let himself dwell on that. If she ever came to this park again, it would be as a free girl with a new family. I’m keeping my promise, Mom.

Taking her hand in his again, he ran with her toward the shelter of the trees at the edge of the playing field as lightning flickered once more. “And remember,” he told her in a low voice, “you can’t ever tell anyone you were a slave. Don’t ever talk about it with a single person — not the Watch Officers, not your new family, not your friends, not the teacher in your school. If they find out, they’ll make you a slave again.”

The two of them hurried down another residential street, still keeping to the shadows as much as possible. Bensin tried not to let himself think about all that might go wrong. And even if everything goes right, Mr. Creghorn will bring out the Motivator and lash me within an inch of my life tomorrow. Of course Bensin would pretend he didn’t know where his sister had gone, but of course his owner wouldn’t believe a word of it. It didn’t matter, though. Let him do his worst. I’ll die before I tell. No matter what they did to him, it would be worth it.

In the distance, he could hear the sound of traffic. “The next street is a busier one,” he warned Ellie in a whisper. “There will be cars, so we’ll have to be extra careful to stay out of sight.” Watch Officers were more likely to patrol there, too. He would have to keep a sharp lookout.

They crept along the new street, Bensin bent nearly double, staying in the shadows of the low brick wall that ran along the front of people’s yards. Every time he heard a car coming, he dragged his sister toward the nearest bush or parked car, crouching behind it with her until the vehicle had passed. If only there were another way we could go. But the only other routes he knew would take them far out of their way.

Three blocks down, they came to the little shopping center where Mrs. Creghorn sometimes sent him to buy groceries. Most of the buildings were dark, but the parking lot was well lit, and he could see lights on in the all-night pharmacy. The Happy New Year sign in their window was flashing red and gold.

“We’ll go around the edge,” he whispered, thankful for the thick hedge that bordered the parking lot.

They were less than halfway around when he heard footsteps approaching, loud in the stillness. Ellie gasped, and he turned and slid his hand over her mouth before she could make a sound that would give them away. “Get down,” he breathed, and pushed her gently to the ground at the base of the hedge. He dropped beside her, shielding her body with his, and the two of them lay there where the shadows were darkest, holding their breath.

 The footsteps drew closer. Bensin didn’t dare turn his head, but out of the corner of his eye he could see a pair of black boots below the dark blue pants of a Watch officer’s uniform. The man was walking past the buildings with measured steps, a flashlight in hand. From time to time he swung the beam of the light back and forth across the parking lot.

If he shines it this way, he’ll see us for sure. Bensin squeezed his arm more tightly around his sister’s shoulders, willing her to stay silent. He could feel her little body trembling.

The officer drew closer, and Bensin could see the sidearm in its holster at his belt. I bet I’m a better fighter than he is. But the thought gave him no comfort. If they both had cavvarachs, he could probably beat the officer in a duel, but that wouldn’t help him now. He was unarmed; and anyway, a cavvarach, perfect for close-quarters combat, was no match for a gun. Besides, you couldn’t fight a Watch officer. Not unless you were looking for a death sentence.

Of course, the death penalty was the consequence for a slave who attacked any free person. Mr. Creghorn loved to remind Bensin of that, but Bensin was sure that law wasn’t always enforced. Who wanted to waste a valuable slave when you could just sell him to someone else?

“Is it the Watch?” Ellie whispered.

“Shh!” He should have kept a hand over her mouth. Had the officer heard? The man turned toward them, but he was still some distance away, and it was impossible to guess anything from his expression. The flashlight scrutinized the parking lot, asphalt and painted lines and occasional scattered trash appearing in its sweeping beam. Bensin waited for it to flash across his face, but the officer pointed it the other way, examining the space between two buildings.

And then he was gone. The blue uniform disappeared around a corner, and the sound of footsteps faded.

Bensin released his grip on Ellie and rose to his hands and knees. “Get up, but keep quiet. Yes, it was a Watch officer, and he’s just around the corner. We’re going to stay in the shadows and crawl in case he comes back.”

He led the way along the hedge, keeping its comforting darkness at their right, the open parking lot stretching away to the left, the buildings beyond. They reached the corner and turned, still crawling. We’re halfway around.

“My knees hurt,” whispered Ellie from behind him. “Rocks and things are poking them.” The officer was nowhere in sight, so Bensin stopped to let her rest. “What if he comes back and sees us?” 

“If he sees you, just tell him what I told you to say: that you don’t have any home or parents. As long as he doesn’t see me, you’ll be fine.”

“But what if he sees us both?”

“That’s why we’re staying in the shadows. Now come on.”

Bensin breathed a sigh of relief when they completed their circuit of the shopping center without spotting the officer again. He must have gone off to patrol somewhere else. “We can stand up again, as long as we stay away from the light,” he told Ellie. “We’ve got two more blocks to go on this road.”

They were nearly to their next turn when they passed a gate behind which a large dog stood, wide awake and watching the street. Bensin didn’t see it in time, and it burst into furious barking.

They both jumped, and Ellie shrieked in alarm, immediately clapping a hand over her own mouth. “Sorry!” she whispered through her fingers.

“Run!” Bensin grabbed her arm and dragged her past the gate, the dog still shattering the night with its barking. A van was parked by the curb a few houses ahead. He dashed toward it, sister in tow. “Scoot under,” he ordered, just as a porch light flicked on.

Flinging himself to the ground, he wriggled forward on his belly, his dangling collar tag scraping over the asphalt and the back of his jacket snagging against the van’s undercarriage. Ellie followed, and the two of them lay there on the cold ground, listening. From inside the house, a woman’s voice called to the dog.

Ellie reached for Bensin’s hand as a door opened. “What’s the matter?” they heard the woman say. “There’s no one here. You barking at stray cats again?”

The dog gave one last wuff and went silent. They could hear its owner walking around her front yard, probably checking for intruders, and then the front door opened and shut once more.

Bensin waited until his heart had slowed back to its normal pace. “You’re doing great,” he whispered. “You’re so brave! Mom would have been proud of you. Ready to keep going?”

“I guess so,” she whispered back, her voice tremulous.

They crawled out from under the van and continued down the street, darting into the shadows whenever a car drove by. At last they reached their turnoff.

“I’m tired,” Ellie complained. “Are we almost there?”

“Not really. It’s still a long way.”

“Can’t we stop and rest some more? I’m hungry, too.”

“I’m sure they’ll give you something to eat at the station. But I guess we can stop for a bit if I can find somewhere safe. In the meantime, I’ll give you a piggyback ride.” He crouched low and hoisted her onto his back.

A moment later, Bensin almost jumped out of his skin when a ragged man who had obviously had too much to drink came stumbling around a corner and bumped right into him. He leaped aside, nearly dropping his sister, and wondered at the same moment what kind of kick would work best with his hands occupied and the extra weight on his back.

But no. The man wasn’t wearing a collar, and Bensin couldn’t afford to risk his life by attacking a free man, even a bum. Not when he was already risking so much tonight anyway.

But the bum didn’t seem to care. He mumbled what might have been a greeting and staggered on his way, clutching a bottle.

Still, Bensin didn’t want to chance the man remembering them and telling someone in authority. He crossed the street at a run, darted down another, and turned at the first corner. Ahead, he saw lights and heard music. Probably the bar the man had come from, full of revelers toasting the New Year.

“Are we lost?” squeaked Ellie in his ear, arms clasped tightly around his neck.

“No, we just took a detour.” Bensin spied a dark opening between two buildings. “Look, there’s an alley. I’m going to set you down and check if it’s safe, and if it is, we can sit in there and rest a little while.” He squatted down and gently unpried her arms.

Spying an empty beer can on the ground nearby, he tossed it into the darkness. It bounced off something with a metallic clatter, but there was no other response. Satisfied, Bensin beckoned his sister forward. “Okay, let’s go in.”

The metal object turned out to be a trashcan, which Bensin bumped into and nearly knocked over in the dark. Wincing at the loud clang, he sat down behind it and pulled Ellie down beside him. It smelled none too pleasant, and he didn’t want to think about how filthy the ground probably was. But at least no one would see them. “We can rest for a few minutes. Not too long, though.”

“Can I hold Bunny?”

“Of course.” He pulled the toy out of his pocket and handed it over. Freeing his feet once more, he rested them carefully on top of his shoes so he wouldn’t dirty his socks with whatever was underfoot. He massaged his sore toes. I’m going to have blisters after this for sure.

Ellie settled the crocheted rabbit on her lap and stroked it as though it were a real animal. “Don’t worry, Bunny,” he heard her whisper. “We’ll be okay. At least me and you will still be together.”

She leaned against Bensin’s shoulder. In a few minutes he felt her relax, and her breathing grew regular.

Lightning flickered overhead, illuminating bulging layers of cloud. It must be a good sign. Ellie’s life is going to change tonight, Bensin reminded himself. It won’t be much longer now.

Several times he heard people walk past the mouth of their alley, some talking loudly and drunkenly. Nobody ventured in, though, and Bensin was confident he had chosen a safe hiding place. Still, they couldn’t wait around too long. He had to drop Ellie off at the Watch station and get home before morning.

Finally he pulled his shoes back on and shook his sister awake. “Come on, Ellie. We can’t sit here all night.”

“I’m sleepy,” she protested as he pulled her to her feet. “I don’t wanna go any farther. I wanna go to bed.”

“The Watch officers will give you a nice, warm, comfortable bed to sleep in as soon as we get to the station. And something to eat,” he promised, hoping he was right. “Now let me put Bunny back in my pocket, and let’s go.”

“No. I wanna hold Bunny.”

He didn’t bother arguing. “All right, but if we have to run and you drop him, we might not be able to go back.”

“I won’t drop him.”

At the mouth of the alley, he paused to glance both ways before venturing out. Almost immediately, a flashlight beam from across the street sliced through the darkness. Bensin jumped back, nearly tripping over his sister. “Get back! Get back!” He pushed her behind the trashcan once more.

“What is it? Is it another Watch officer?” she whimpered, wide awake now.

“I think so.” Crouching, Bensin peered out from behind the trashcan. He was horrified to see a uniformed officer crossing the street toward them, his flashlight beam playing back and forth across the alley entrance. “He must have heard us. We have to get further back. Maybe there’s another way out of here.” He grabbed her hand and dragged her after him, still crouching low. Another trashcan loomed, and he dodged just in time. Darting behind it, he was dismayed to find that they had reached a dead end. Could they climb the wall?

“Who’s back there?” called a stern voice from the alley entrance. A beam of light illuminated the dirty ground just to their right and the brick wall behind them.

We can’t get over the wall without him seeing us. On his own, Bensin might be able to shimmy over and flee down the next street without getting caught or shot. But with Ellie, his chances were much smaller. Besides, there were probably more officers nearby, especially considering that this was a neighborhood with a bar. He could call for backup, and before we know it we’ll be in the middle of a manhunt. Bensin had seen such things on TV when the Creghorns watched the news.

There’s only one way out of this. “Ellie,” Bensin whispered through a sudden terrified tightness in his throat, “it’s time for you to do what we talked about. The man won’t hurt you. Go tell him your parents are dead and you have nowhere to live.”

“You mean — go out there all alone?” she gasped.

“I know you’re there,” called the officer. “Come out, whoever you are.”

Bensin clenched his fists in anguish. How could he send his little sister to face a Watch officer by herself? The man had a gun, for the emperor’s sake! If he couldn’t escape with her, his instincts screamed that he had to protect her in any way he could — with his own life, if necessary. Certainly not hide in the shadows and send her out to face an armed man alone.

But Bensin couldn’t forget his mother’s words that day he had visited her in the hospital. “Slavery is worse for girls, Bensin. Their owners think they can do anything they want with them. Promise me you’ll look after Ellie as much as you can. Teach her to be strong and brave.”

And Bensin, tears in his eyes at the frightening sight of Mom so pale and weak on her hospital bed, had looked down at the red, wrinkly bundle that was his little sister and promised. “I will, Mom. I’ll take care of care of her no matter what.” As an afterthought, he had added, “And someday she’ll be free. I’ll make sure of it, I promise. I promise!”

And this was his last chance to keep that promise. The Creghorns would take Ellie to get her collar any day now, and she would never escape after that.

“Come out with your hands in the air!” the officer called. He sounded closer. 

“Go, Ellie,” Bensin whispered, trying to make his voice encouraging. “It’s time for you and Bunny to get a new home. Step out where the man can see you and say what I told you to. And don’t let him know I’m here.”

She gave a frightened little whimper but obeyed. Rising to her feet, she took a shaky step forward, Bunny clutched to her chest like a life preserver.

Bensin had never felt like such a loser.

Buy The Collar and the Cavvarach at http://smarturl.it/cavvarach








The Gladiator and the Guard (Krillonian Chronicles, Book 2)

Bensin, a teenage slave and martial artist, is just one victory away from freedom. But after he is accused of a crime he didn’t commit, he is condemned to the violent life and early death of a gladiator. While his loved ones seek desperately for a way to rescue him, Bensin struggles to stay alive and forge an identity in an environment designed to strip it from him. When he infuriates the authorities with his choices, he knows he is running out of time. Can he stand against the cruelty of the arena system and seize his freedom before that system crushes him?

Buy The Gladiator and the Guard at http://smarturl.it/gladiatorguard








The Student and the Slave (Krillonian Chronicles, Book 3) 

Is this what freedom is supposed to be like? Desperate to provide for himself and his sister Ellie, Bensin searches fruitlessly for work like all the other former slaves in Tarnestra. He needs the money for an even more important purpose, though: to rescue Coach Steene, who sacrificed himself for Bensin’s freedom. When members of two rival street gangs express interest in Bensin’s martial arts skills, he realizes he may have a chance to save his father figure after all … at a cost.

Meanwhile, Steene struggles with his new life of slavery in far-away Neliria. Raymond, his young owner, seizes any opportunity to make his life miserable. But while Steene longs to escape and rejoin Bensin and Ellie, he starts to realize that Raymond needs him too. His choices will affect not only his own future, but that of everyone he cares about. Can he make the right ones … and live with the consequences?

Buy The Student and the Slave at http://smarturl.it/StudentandSlave








Emperor's Heir (a Krillonian Chronicles Novella)

A late winter storm. An unexpectedly icy road. A limousine sliding, flipping, crumpling.

And just like that, Emperor Vandion is left without an heir, and the Krillonian Empire reels in shock and dismay. 

Until they announce that there might actually be an anonymous heir out there … if he or she can be found.

Buy Emperor’s Heir at http://smarturl.it/EmperorsHeir








Heartsong

Two alien worlds.

One teen emissary.

No reality she can trust.

Thirteen-year-old Liz Smith has been ripped away from one foster family after another for years, so the idea of a permanent home is tantalizing. Who cares if that home is a colony sixty-five thousand light-years from Earth? The friends in her trusty e-reader will keep her company just fine on her interstellar relocation. 

But when the adventure of a lifetime turns into the disaster of the cosmos, Liz can only retreat so far into the books that have always sheltered her from loneliness and loss. Trapped in half-truths and secrets that leave her questioning reality, can one orphaned bookworm find a way to stop two races from destroying each other … and somehow write a happy ending to her own story?

If you like books about space travel, aliens, or cross-cultural transitions, you’ll love this poignant science fiction adventure. Get your copy of Heartsong now to start the journey today!

Buy Heartsong at http://smarturl.it/HeartsongSciFi








Squawky Learns About Love

In this humorous puppet skit, Squawky the parrot helps children memorize I Corinthians 13:4 and learn what the Bible has to say about loving others God’s way.

Performance time: approximately 7 minutes

Buy Squawky Learns About Love at http://smarturl.it/Squawkylove








Hide it In Your Heart: A Scripture Coloring and Activity Book for Adults and Kids

More than just a coloring book, this inspirational activity book will help you relax, unwind, and enjoy some creative fun while hiding God’s Word in your heart. 

The 35 separate verses and passages are printed in colorable word art with decorative borders, blank on the back to make them easier to remove and frame or display, if desired. Each one is accompanied by two different activities or puzzles featuring the verse or key words from it.

Hide it in Your Heart is an ideal Scripture memorization aid for Christian schools, homeschool programs, Sunday schools, or your own personal use. Children and adults will enjoy learning, practicing, and meditating on these artistically presented verses from the New International Version Bible.

Proceeds from the sale of Hide it In Your Heart will be donated to Christar to help provide a translation of God’s Word for a minority people group in East Asia who do not yet have the Bible in their own language. Learn more at www.christar.org.

Buy Hide it In Your Heart at http://smarturl.it/hideit








Hide it In Your Heart in 2019: A Week-at-a-Glance Calendar with 53 Colorable Bible Verses and 24 Word Puzzles for Adults and Kids 

This 2019 calendar features a Bible verse for each week in creative fonts that can be colored in. A wide variety of holidays are listed, both traditional and unusual. (Do you know when Appreciate a Dragon Day is? How about Lost Sock Memorial Day?) You’ll have plenty of room to record your activities and appointments in the section for each day and week. After every month, you’ll find word puzzles featuring key words from that month’s scriptures and holidays. 

Prepare for a year full of coloring and fun that will help you hide God's Word in your heart in 2019 without even trying!

Buy Hide it In Your Heart in 2019 at http://smarturl.it/hideit2019
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