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			PROLOGUE

			Wyl slid off the saddle on to unsteady feet. Too flustered to tether the horse, he trusted it to remain where he left it as he stumbled deeper into the copse and retched. The sickening need to be rid of the curse, to rip the sorcery free from its sinister grip, seemed to last an eternity. At the rim of his tortured mind Wyl acknowledged that this cold moonlit night was too beautiful for death… once again.

			He believed he could taste the taint of the magic which had claimed his body hours earlier. Wyl did not want to remember it, but it was so fresh, so horrific in his mind, that he could not expel it. Commander Liryk of Briavel had smiled when the man called Romen Koreldy, newly banished from the realm, had suggested the Forbidden Fruit for their overnight stay before leaving for whichever border he chose. Liryk had understood that the mercenary wanted to drown his sorrows in the soft and welcoming embrace of a whore in the region’s well-known brothel. And he had smiled even wider when Romen had accepted the offer of the woman Hildyth. The commander had enjoyed her on a previous occasion and knew there would be no better place for his grieving companion to lose himself for a few hours.

			Wyl Thirsk, trapped in Koreldy’s body, had felt the same… until the whore buried a stiletto deep in his heart, in an attempt to take his life. Except she did not. Romen’s body released its trapped guest so it could travel into the assassin’s and claim her life instead.

			It was not a new experience for Wyl. He had felt that same wrenching sense of despair once before, and even now could hardly believe it had happened again. He was dry-retching now; knew he must force himself to stop. He looked at his hands – his smooth woman’s hands – gripping the tree he leaned against and angrily rubbed them on the rough bark to force himself to accept that he was living, not dreaming this nightmare.

			

			Don’t think about who you’ve become. Remember who you are, he reminded himself. Remember who you are!

			‘I am Wyl Thirsk, son of Fergys Thirsk of Argorn,’ he croaked with his new and strange voice. He hated its feminine pitch. ‘I am Wyl Thirsk, General of the Morgravian Legion.’

			‘I am alive,’ he said, his voice becoming stronger and steadier, his mind accepting, his spirit resolute.

			He repeated his mantra until the nausea finally subsided and his cramping muscles stopped answering the call to expel the enchantment. It was not possible anyway, he knew. Myrren’s gift was his to keep, unless he could find a way to stop it.

			Wyl Thirsk raised his head to the starry skies and screamed his despair. It was a cry without hope. He knew all too well that no shaking of fists nor howling to the heavens could bring to an end the dark enchantment which doomed him to cheat death. Whoever might try to take his life, the curse that was Myrren’s gift would ensure that he claimed their life instead. Wyl did not know if it would ever end, only that he could not rest until he had found the key to unlock the mystery. 

			A wave of sadness crashed over him as he remembered Romen Koreldy, his first victim. Now Romen’s body was dead too. Wyl felt gutted to have lost the comfort of that vessel which had welcomed him, sheathed him, given him succour and life. At first so strange, it had become familiar – Romen’s essence had lived on with Wyl whilst Wyl’s true body was mortifying in a tomb. The two of them had become one… and now perhaps they must consider themselves three with this woman who embodied them. She was their shield; they were her secret. 

			Wyl limped to the narrow brook nearby. The water glinted in the silvery light and he threw himself down at its edge and cleansed his mouth of the taint. Lying there, he succumbed to tears; deep heartfelt sobs that shuddered through his new, womanly body. But the grief belonged only to Wyl Thirsk.

			I live, he told himself again, fumbling in his pockets for the piece of linen that held the key to his life for the time being. Wrapped within it lay the bloodied ring finger of Romen Koreldy of Grenadyn, noble, mercenary and the lover of Queen Valentyna of Briavel. Wyl had retrieved it from the chamber at the Forbidden Fruit… and now he would use it. Wyl calmed his thoughts, drawing on his skills as a strategist to think through what he must do. He would send Koreldy’s finger to Celimus, the treacherous King of Morgravia, to convince him that Romen Koreldy was dead and confirm that the mysterious assassin had succeeded where others had failed. And in doing so, he would allow Morgravia’s sovereign, the betrayer, to live within a false cocoon of safety.

			

			Wyl knew that the neighbouring realm of Briavel was Celimus’s main concern now, and his plans to wed its Queen, Valentyna, would be occupying his time. In his disguise as Romen, Wyl had aided Valentyna to hinder those marriage plans through diplomatic strategy, but Wyl knew she could not do so with ease again. He understood all too well what a tightrope of politics she was treading. Her own nobles and counsellors were pressing for the marriage and the peace and prosperity it would bring to Briavel. In fact, both realms were clamouring for a royal wedding, captivated by the romantic notion that the joining of their sovereigns would create harmony, and possibly an heir who would once and for all unite the realms.

			It made perfect political and strategic sense. When Celimus had first broached the subject with him, Wyl could hardly believe the far-sighted plan this young king had devised to force the two warring realms to set aside their history of hate once and for all. He had even agreed to help shape such a union, until his inner sense warned him that Celimus’s intentions were not as straightforward as they at first seemed. His decision not to support the King’s wishes led to the slaughter of his best friend, Alyd Donal, and the imprisonment and degradation of his own sister, Ylena. It was with the knowledge that Ylena’s life lay in his hands that Wyl had agreed to travel into Briavel, escorted by a band of mercenaries, to win its princess for the King of Morgravia.

			How could he have guessed that even deeper treachery lay behind Celimus’s plotting? Not only had the King planned to win Valentyna’s hand in marriage by using the Thirsk name to gain an audience with King Valor, but he had ordered the deaths of Wyl and Valor by an assassin once the betrothal agreement had been made. More twisted yet was the dark mind of Celimus, who had contrived that the blame for King Valor’s death should fall on Wyl himself, relying on the skill of the assassin, Romen Koreldy, to kill Wyl and also on the sheer weight of numbers of the other treacherous mercenaries to then murder Koreldy. The Grenadyne knew too much; his life could not be spared.

			

			Celimus, however, had not reckoned on the integrity of the assassin, Koreldy. A blood pact made between Wyl Thirsk and Koreldy ensured that whichever of them survived a duel to the death would expose the King’s treachery. But little did any of them know an even darker menace lurked mysteriously within Wyl Thirsk himself; brutal and without loyalty to anything but itself. It was a gift from the Witch Myrren to Wyl for his kindness during her trial torture and it had waited patiently to wreak its havoc. When it had finally struck it was savage and shocking, forcing Wyl’s spirit out of his dying body, mortally wounded by Koreldy’s sword blow, and into Koreldy’s body instead, thereby claiming the mercenary’s life. And now Myrren’s gift had struck again and Wyl had lost Koreldy’s form and was forced to inhabit the body of the whore, Hildyth.

			Wyl surfaced from his troubled thoughts, realising that his mind was rambling over old ground. He could not change what had gone; he could only move forward now and work to protect his sister – the last of the Thirsks – and somehow thwart Celimus’s intention to control Briavel through marriage to Valentyna. But before he could do either, he had to find a means of bringing to an end this foul curse.

			The seer who had first identified the magic in Wyl had told him to seek answers from the manwitch, Myrren’s true father. And that was where Wyl had to turn his attention now – he must track down the manwitch and find the answer to the enchantment.

			In making the decision to let go of the past Wyl’s intense regret was knowing that Valentyna, whom he had loved from the moment she had first breezed in to his life when he was General Wyl Thirsk of the Morgravian Legion, had fallen in love with him as Romen Koreldy. His own feelings for her had only intensified during his time as Romen and he could never forgive himself for risking that love and allowing her to think that he had betrayed her when she had so relied on him.

			A headache was gathering. He must find out more about who he had now become before his pain and grief over his love for the Queen claimed him completely. Valentyna could never love him now, and his punishment was to love her from afar in this strange and female body. Wyl could not bring himself to look at his new body just yet, nor touch it. But he held no such reticence regarding the woman’s memories. What remained belonged to Wyl now. They were his to remember and use.

			

			He leaned back against a tree, exhausted, and delved. Wyl learned that he was not Hildyth the whore – that was simply a guise. He was Faryl of Coombe, a brilliant assassin, born in the midlands and familiar with places far away from Morgravia or Briavel… and riddled with secrets.

		

	
		
			

			ONE

			The queen had suffered a sleepless night, churning over her decision to banish Romen Koreldy. Valentyna had measured the dark hours by listening to the muted noises of the guard changing before stillness claimed the night again… until the next time. The only other distraction was the distant howl of a dog – or was it a wolf? She wondered if it was caught in one of the traps laid by poachers; or, more whimsically, she decided it had lost its mate and was venting its despair. She understood such things, for the sorrowful cry served as an echo of her own loneliness.

			Valentyna asked herself the question yet again. Could she have kept the man she loved and still appeased an angry king? A king, she might add, with more than enough fighting power to overwhelm Briavel. The answer, whichever way she approached the problem, was no.

			‘Damn duty!’ she murmured into her coverlets. She punched the feather pillow which brought no comfort this night.

			To add to her misery, a vision of Fynch haunted her. She would never forget the way he had looked at her. He too had grown to love Romen, despite his initial misgivings about the man. In that she and her young friend were alike, and they had shared so much in the short time they had known one another. But that closeness was shattered now. Fynch was avoiding her because she had deliberately distanced herself from Romen and ordered him to be expelled from Briavel. She had cast aside the man she loved over Celimus – a man they all hated. Even a child could see that her actions made no sense. And Fynch was no ordinary child; his serious, deep-thinking manner made him special. She did not want to lose his companionship but it seemed that the day just gone had dawned solely to bring loss to her life.

			King Celimus, she realised, kicking off her blankets with irritation, would probably be close to the border by now, possibly even crossing into Morgravia. Nevertheless she had no doubt his spies would keep him updated on events in Briavel and Koreldy’s banishment would feature prominently in their missives. It suddenly occurred to her that the King, on hearing this news, might have Romen tracked down. Surely Romen would be cautious? He had been warned not to set foot into Morgravia at risk of certain execution. Failing Romen’s good sense, she trusted that her own Commander Liryk would counsel him. Hopefully they had ridden through the night and would be headed north, back from where he had come. ‘Where Cailech, King of the Mountains, awaits him,’ she whispered sorrowfully.

			

			The last time Valentyna had wept passionately was on the death of her father; the time before that was a decade ago when she had fallen from a horse. She considered herself resilient but heavy tears finally overtook her as she realised the enormity of her command. Romen had nowhere to go. Briavel alone represented safety. Beyond its borders to the north and west, people wanted to kill him. The south offered the ocean and to the east lay only fear in the little-known Wild. Fynch knew it too. She had seen the accusation in that final chilling glance he had given her. It spoke of betrayed friendships.

			And he was right. What was Romen thinking during that sword fight! It was clear he had meant to kill Celimus, and where would that have left Briavel but in intense danger?

			He knew how precarious her position was. What had been his intention? She had not had a chance to consider it, in truth. She had not had the luxury of thinking it through but had been forced to react swiftly in the only way possible for a monarch in her situation. She knew her decision was political but this reassurance was cold comfort.

			Her heart ached. She loved Romen and she had sent him away. Briavel no longer recognised him as friend. Romen Koreldy would not be permitted to set so much as a toe inside its borders again. If recognised, he would be captured and imprisoned. Her actions had trapped him as surely as that wolf she had heard howling in the distance. Whichever way he turned, whichever borders he finally crossed, he was as doomed as their new and fragile love.

			Valentyna twisted beneath her remaining sheet, trying to escape thoughts of his touch which brought a new kind of ache to her body. She would have given herself gladly to him that night before the tourney, but his had been the voice of calm amongst the waves of passion. It was Romen who had pulled back, Romen who had made her understand the reason for holding onto the most precious commodity for a new Queen. Virginity was wealth, he had counselled. More importantly, it was power. A virgin Queen was an irresistible magnet for appropriate suitors. Except she wanted no husband… unless it was Koreldy.

			

			She rubbed her tired but stubborn eyes and sat up. This would not do. Pulling on a soft robe against the chill, Valentyna moved to the window and looked out towards the dark woodland she loved so much.

			‘It might work,’ she murmured, as an idea gathered resonance in her thoughts. She could meet him somewhere outside of Briavel’s borders, somewhere safe where they could rendezvous in secret. If only she could feel his kiss just once more it would be enough, she reasoned, hardly believing it herself. She would take Fynch too. Between them they would mend friendships, renew loyalties, rekindle the flame which had burned brightly between them all. She could apologise for making the hardest of decisions, and she knew Romen already understood – his eyes had told her so when they regarded her so gently despite her harsh words. She could ask him why he had risked so much. They could set things straight between them. Perhaps she could even find a way around the expulsion order, when time had passed and life was less precarious. Perhaps there was a chance for them one day.

			‘Where are you now, Romen?’ the Queen of Briavel whispered towards the trees, longing to see her lover one last time, not knowing that at this very moment he was just a few miles from entering her own castle’s walls.

			Far sooner than she could have imagined, Valentyna would cast her eyes upon Koreldy once more; kiss him again as she had so desired.

			Liryk’s expression was grim; beneath it anger seethed. This should not have happened. The Queen had deliberately granted Koreldy the chance to make a new life elsewhere when she could so easily have commanded death. There was friendship between the two, possibly more if his intuition served him well. He could not blame her. Who could help but fall under Koreldy’s spell?

			

			The Briavellian Guard emerged from the cover of the woodland that surrounded the northern border of the palace grounds. Commander Liryk glanced to his left, where the corpse of the man he hardly knew but had comfortably called friend lay in a cart, wrapped in sacking.

			Combined sorrow and guilt threatened Liryk’s stern demeanour, forcing him to look back towards the castle.

			They had arrived at the famous Bridge of Werryl where past sovereigns, remembered faithfully in marble, stood proudly either side to guide visitors into the palace. He raised his hand towards the ramparts where he knew his guards had seen their fellow soldiers approaching through the light mist of dawn. The gate was up, he noticed. He grimaced; he would have to take a hard look at security again and ensure the castle remained closed to all visitors until permission was formally granted. After Valor’s sudden death everyone had been extra careful but recently he had noticed a general slackening of vigilance. With an assassin on the loose who knew what could happen. Their Queen must be better protected.

			In the courtyard he handed his horse’s reins to the stableboy and gave orders for Koreldy’s body to be taken to the chapel and laid out. Like his men, Liryk was tired. They had ridden through the night, determined to bring the body back as quickly as possible to ensure that gossip disappeared with the evidence. With no body, no sign that an assassination had occurred, the story would rage for a day and then hopefully be forgotten. The Forbidden Fruit’s women would be entertaining in that same chamber this very night, all sign of the recent bloodshed washed away. His mouth twisted at the thought. Poor Koreldy. He deserved better.

			Tired or not, the next hour would be the most difficult. Liryk suspected that no matter how he counselled her, their headstrong Queen would want to see this corpse for herself. He shook his head, resigned. Valentyna was an early riser. Best to see her immediately and get the ugly business done with.

			Liryk made his presence known to Krell, the Queen’s Chancellor and former servant to King Valor. He was a calm and solid force amongst Valentyna’s advisers and Liryk liked the man. He wondered if Krell ever slept, for the Chancellor always seemed to be available.

			

			‘May I ask if it is urgent, Commander Liryk?’ Krell said, shifting papers around on his desk. ‘This is an irregular hour to be requesting an audience.’

			The soldier nodded. ‘Something unexpected. She must be told.’

			‘Bad news?’ the Chancellor enquired. Liryk’s expression was enough to foreshadow this would not be a happy meeting.

			‘It is, I’m afraid. Koreldy is dead.’

			The Queen’s servant looked up sharply from the orderly piles of paperwork which he dealt with daily for his monarch, sorting tasks into priorities and keeping Valentyna’s mind firmly on her duties. He understood that the woman needed space to still enjoy her youth and had single-handedly eased Valentyna into her challenging role as sovereign, allaying her fears, guiding her with informed skill, instinctively knowing what her father would have expected. In terms of administering the realm, he was a blessing to them all, a man who could rarely be ruffled. However, the expression on his normally well-guarded face was all shock at this moment. Liryk was convinced that Krell wanted to ask if he was quite sure but had checked himself.

			Liryk confirmed it anyway. ‘I’ve had him laid out in the chapel. I imagine the Queen will want to view the body.’

			‘Indeed. She will not be persuaded otherwise,’ Krell replied. He walked around from behind his desk. ‘This is dark news, Commander. I’m sorry to hear it. In spite of the reason for his expulsion, Koreldy was a good man for Briavel and…’

			Liryk guessed that the Chancellor wanted to add that Koreldy was a good man for Valentyna as well; instead the Chancellor held his tongue and asked the Commander to wait while he sought an appointment with her majesty immediately. He left Liryk alone with his bleak thoughts and fatigue.

			When Liryk was shown into her study, he could see Valentyna had not slept well. Her eyes lacked their usual sparkle and dark smudges beneath made them appear hollow in the much too pale face. He wished once again he could escape this task and hoped Krell had forewarned her of the tidings.

			

			She was wearing a satin robe and had obviously come in a hurry straight from her chambers, not caring about her state of dress, but then Valentyna had never been one for vanity. He had known this fine young woman since she was newborn and she had always treated him as a kindly uncle – she still did, in fact. He noticed she managed to muster a smile for him, rising above the concerns that had troubled her slumber. 

			‘I am glad to have you back, Commander Liryk,’ she said formally.She crossed the room and took both his hands in her own, falling into her usual, less regal manner. ‘Now, ease my worry,’ she said. ‘Tell me it all went smoothly.’

			Liryk glanced towards Krell who was passing behind her majesty with some papers. The Chancellor shook his head slightly and Liryk felt the weight of his task settle like a stone in his throat. Krell was following protocol – he had left the bad news entirely for Liryk to deliver.

			Valentyna was searching his face, a confused smile on her lips now. ‘What is it? Krell tells me you have news which cannot wait. I presume you wish to report that Romen Koreldy was seen safely to a border. But which border? I must know,’ she said, her words coming out in a rush.

			Liryk’s eyes came back to rest sadly upon her own. ‘May we sit, your highness?’

			‘Oh, of course, how remiss of me. You’ve obviously been riding through the night to be back here so fast.’ She gestured towards one of the comfy armchairs. ‘Please.’

			‘Thank you.’ He sat slowly, taking every last moment he could before he had to share his tidings with this lovely young Queen. So much grief around her. He wished Krell had remained in the room, but knew the man had done the right thing once again and given them privacy.

			Valentyna sat in the chair opposite.

			‘You look very pale, your highness.’ He blurted his thoughts aloud.

			She nodded. ‘You know me too well. I did sleep badly. I’ve anguished over yesterday’s decision, Liryk. It was the appropriate action to take for Morgravia’s King and the dutiful thing for Briavel. But oh, it was a poor decision for me personally. I miss Koreldy more than most would realise.’

			

			Liryk was shocked. He sensed the friendship had run deep but had no idea it had progressed so far and so quickly. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, risking her further confusion whilst he gathered up his anguished thoughts.

			‘My apologies, sir. I should not burden you with affairs of my heart,’ Valentyna said to fill the awkward pause, sorry that she had spoken as she had.

			She noticed the sad expression on Liryk’s face when he opened his eyes and sat forward again. He even took her hand, held it gently but firmly in his large, gnarled soldier’s hands. He sighed heavily and when he said, ‘Your majesty,’ as though his shoulders carried the very weight of the realm, her intuition told her she did not want to hear whatever it was he had to report. She had to bite her lip to prevent herself from begging him to say no more.

			He began to speak, his tone measured, his words carefully chosen. Valentyna looked at Liryk’s hands covering hers, trying to shut out the voice, concentrating on the gingery hair there which made her think of Wyl Thirsk of all people. Poor lovely Wyl Thirsk with his thatch of orange hair and freckles. She recalled the way he had blushed whenever her eyes glanced towards his, and that his smile, so hard to win, was bright and joyful when it came. He should never have died. He had fought courageously for a realm which was not even his own, in order to save the life of his enemy. She had liked him the instant they met; had felt a connection to him somehow, which was hard to shake. The young man entered her mind at the oddest of times to this day and there were moments – not that she would admit openly to it – when Fynch’s suggestion that Wyl Thirsk was still amongst them rang true with her.

			It was an odd situation. Normally she did not take to people so readily; she was wary of folk by nature and downright suspicious of strangers from Morgravia. But Wyl was not what she had expected. He was forthright and humble. Just a little in awe of her father, which she had appreciated because it showed respect – even between enemies. And her father had liked him and, more importantly, had trusted him. That much was obvious. She recalled how Romen had told her that Wyl had fallen desperately in love with her on that first meeting. How shocked she had been and, strange though it sounded, how flattered. There had been something special about Wyl Thirsk. Despite his lack of stature, about which she had gently poked fun at him, he had a strong presence… and there had been a chemistry of sorts between them. Valentyna recalled how he had not felt ashamed to weep in front of her and her father, or accept her comfort for the loss of his friend and fear for his sister. She had loved that about him.

			

			Liryk’s voice spoke on. As though from a distance, she heard him talking about a place called the Forbidden Fruit. It sounded like no establishment she would ever visit and yet she would like to. She wished she could see such things, understand them better. Apparently Romen had gone with a woman there. She knew what this meant but she tried to ignore it. She wanted to believe that the bathing and smoothing had been an innocent activity to ease the tension of that strange and joyless day. But it was more than that – she could read as much in the way Liryk told of it.

			She heard the name Hildyth. A hateful name. She despised the woman, a stranger she had never met nor ever would. A whore. Romen’s whore.

			She imagined the stranger laughing with him, unself-conscious at being naked with this handsome man. The whore would feel his fingers on her body, his tongue, his lips… Valentyna tried to convince herself, as these visions raged, that Romen had used the whore because he could not have his true love, his Queen. His Queen had banished him, had marked him as no friend of hers, or of Briavel’s. He had to bury his grief somewhere and he had chosen to do so at the Forbidden Fruit, sheathing himself within a woman called Hildyth. Was this what Liryk was so hesitant to tell her – that Romen had spent the night with a paid woman, she thought bitterly.

			It seemed not. There was more to this tale. As he continued, her throat caught… and then began to close as though it meant to stop her breathing. Liryk was speaking of a knife, of a fingerless hand.

			She looked up suddenly, as though the picture he was describing had only now become clear. The Commander stopped speaking, disturbed by the change in her manner.

			‘I… Liryk… I don’t understand.’ There was a tremor in her voice and she hated it. Hated it almost as much as she hated Hildyth for taking pleasure in Romen’s body when he was meant for a Queen.

			

			It broke every protocol but Liryk did not care – the Queen of Briavel, loved by all since a little girl, needed comfort. He moved to sit beside her and put his arm around his young sovereign, pulled her to his broad chest as a dear uncle might. She allowed him to because she was scared. She had heard the words but did not believe them. She would need him to say them again.

			He spoke in a near whisper this time, his lips close to her hair which smelled of fresh lavender. ‘Your highness,’ he said gently, ‘Romen Koreldy was murdered last night. We have nothing more than the whore’s description of a man she saw running down the hall. Understandably she was distraught, so the details are somewhat vague…’ He stopped, not sure of what else to say.

			As he pulled away the Queen’s gaze was locked on his face but her expression suggested her mind was far away. ‘Dead?’ she said, as though testing the word on her tongue. He nodded.

			Valentyna moved fast, leaping to her feet, grabbing her Commander’s shirt in her fists. ‘Romen’s dead?’

			‘Yes, my Queen. He was murdered,’ Liryk answered as gently as he could.

			He was relieved when the door clicked softly open and Krell entered, carrying a mug of steaming liquid. Liryk caught a waft of dramona. It was a wise choice. The medicine was strong and would help with the shock.

			Valentyna became aware of Krell and his presence helped her to compose herself. She released her grip on Liryk and felt for the chair behind her to sit down again. She realised she was wringing her hands and clasped them firmly together until she had regained control of them. The Queen took a long, deep breath. She remained silent for a moment or two longer and then lifted her chin, fixing with a steady dark blue gaze the man whose news had just stuck a blade into her heart. There was some pleasing symmetry to that notion, she thought bitterly, for if her ears had heard correctly, a blade in the heart was the manner in which Romen had died.

			‘Commander Liryk, you will tell me everything once again so I understand thoroughly the events which unfolded last night.’ The Queen’s words fell like ice crystals now. They matched the wintry expression which had frozen her lovely face. She was not to be argued with.

			

			And so for the third time that morning Liryk told his sad tale, this time sparing her no detail. He delivered his report in the detached military manner he knew best, devoid of emotion and embellishment.

			‘It was only later that we discovered his ring finger had been removed,’ he concluded.

			‘Why?’

			‘A trophy perhaps, although I do believe, your highness, that this was an assassination. People who kill for money must provide proof of the death before they are paid in full. It is my belief that Koreldy was murdered by someone’s order.’

			‘Whose order?’

			One name hung silently between them. Neither dared speak it. If they did it would become truth, and the repercussions should they act upon that truth were too daunting to contemplate.

			Instead Liryk chose a safer path. ‘We have no firm evidence as to who perpetrated this.’

			‘Other than the blade,’ she replied. 

			‘Yes, highness. Other than the weapon.’

			Krell took this moment to offer the Queen the mug of medicine. ‘Drink it all, your majesty,’ he whispered before taking his leave.

			Valentyna smelled the dramona, knew its intention and put it aside. They would not sedate her. ‘Did Koreldy say anything to you before he died?’

			The Commander nodded. ‘He told me that he did not kill your father. He wished you had given him a sign that you knew him to be innocent of all accusations levelled at him.’

			Valentyna’s newly calmed expression faltered at the words. She knew Liryk had not meant to drive a further wedge of pain into her. She expected him to be truthful, after all. What she did not suspect was that his honesty carried only to a certain point. Liryk had told Koreldy that he would not do anything to dissuade the Queen from marriage with Celimus, even though Koreldy had begged him to. He held his tongue now. For Briavel’s sake, the marriage should go ahead.

			Valentyna drew on every ounce of her courage to remain composed and not crumple. That would come later. Right now she had to learn everything she could about why Romen had died.

			‘The whore…’

			‘Hildyth?’

			

			‘Yes,’ she said, irritated to hear the name again. ‘Where is she now?’

			‘She asked if she could leave after she had told us everything she could. She was very upset, as you can imagine.’

			‘Did it not occur to you, Commander, that the whore might have been involved? She could have allowed the killer entry? Could even have killed Koreldy herself?’

			‘Yes, your majesty.’

			‘And?’

			She watched the colour rise in her chief of security. ‘She could not have killed Koreldy because he would have been too strong for her. You know what an artful fighter he was. As for her being involved – yes, it had occurred to me, but I decided she was innocent.’

			‘Why?’

			There it was again – the hesitancy, a flush of red at the neck. ‘I have met her before, highness. She did not strike me either as violent or anything more than a young woman trying to make the best of her situation.’

			‘I see,’ said Valentyna, understanding perfectly. Romen Koreldy was not the first of her acquaintances to lie with this woman. Clearly Liryk had intimate knowledge of Whore Hildyth. ‘I want soldiers sent immediately to bring this woman to the castle for questioning. Can I leave that with you?’

			Liryk nodded, embarrassed. ‘Of course.’

			‘Where is Romen now?’ she asked, just managing to keep her voice steady as she said his name.

			‘In the chapel, your highness.’

			‘Thank you, Commander Liryk. I know you must be extremely tired. Please take your rest. We shall speak again when you are refreshed. I apologise for having kept you so long…’ and then her voice softened ‘… and for losing myself there for a few moments. It was a shock.’

			She watched Liryk’s relief at her words. Perhaps her cool detachment had unsettled him, although was this not the very quality a Queen must exhibit? She could not be prey to shrieking hysterics but must control her own emotions and deal calmly with any situation.

			‘I understand fully, your majesty. In truth, I don’t believe I have come to terms with it myself yet.’

			

			‘He died as a result of a blade through the heart, that’s right, isn’t it?’

			He nodded. ‘Driven into his chest with expert precision. The killer knew what he was doing.’

			‘So it would have been quick?’

			‘Dead before Koreldy even realised he’d been struck,’ he assured her, although not quite believing it himself.

			She nodded that he may depart and he stood and bowed gladly, flooded with relief that his ugly task was done.

		

	
		
			

			TWO

			Knave knew. The dog had woken him in the night with a howl so sorrowful it hurt Fynch to hear it. They had been sleeping rough in the woods because Fynch could not bear to be in the castle after all that happened. Most of all, he could not face the Queen. She had done something so unexpected that he had been unable to disguise his feelings over her actions – not that he had any right to disapprove of someone so above him in status. They were friends, though. Friends did not cast each other aside. She needed Romen – why could she not see that?

			It was true that he too had been wary of Romen originally; how could he not be? It was Fynch who had overheard King Celimus plotting with Koreldy to assassinate Wyl Thirsk. But it was also Fynch who had noticed the curious attachment Wyl’s dog, Knave, had shown for Koreldy when they had tracked him back to Pearlis. Fynch had been shocked to see the mercenary with Ylena and to hear that he had brought Wyl’s corpse back to Stoneheart for the formal burial it was due. It was he alone who had worked out that something very strange had occurred, something magical.

			Fynch believed in magic and so did not suffer from the same wariness of it as most Morgravians, or dismiss it like the Briavellians. His suspicion that Wyl Thirsk was somehow still amongst them had been gradually confirmed: firstly by Knave’s affection for a stranger, and secondly by Koreldy’s uncharacteristic actions regarding Ylena and his desire to clear the Thirsk family name. Fynch’s intuition was rewarded when Koreldy had admitted to being Wyl Thirsk, and told him of the Quickening, the frightening phenomenon that had given him life and taken that of the real Romen Koreldy.

			But Wyl had forbidden Fynch from sharing this knowledge with Valentyna, which was why the Queen’s decision to banish Koreldy had been so painful for the boy. He loved Valentyna and wished he could tell her the truth outright, but he knew it would be in vain. How could anyone, especially one who could not conceive of sorcery, believe such a tale?

			

			He had hoped to see Romen before the guards escorted him from Werryl – that way he could have heard Wyl’s plans, however thin they may be. But it had not been permitted. Knave had wanted to follow Wyl’s trace, but Fynch had exerted his own authority for once and told his companion they should wait. They needed to plan their next move. The boy sensed that the dog would always find its master, and they could catch up with Wyl later. Now he needed time to ‘tidy his mind’, as he liked to think of it, to consider all options. So the woods had become their hiding place.

			Fynch had expected to spend a few days there, but outside events began to have their own crushing impact.

			No amount of shooshing or cajoling had quieted Knave’s howling during the night. It was a strange sound, filled with despair. The dog was closed to him, so he could not work out what was troubling him, and neither did Knave want to be touched or spoken to. So Fynch had tossed and turned all night, trying to shut out the terrible keening. He had finally fallen asleep, only to be roused again by the dog at first light. The boy sleepily obeyed the beast’s wish to be followed. Clearly Knave had an objective.

			They slipped into the castle grounds, waving to the guards and getting a familiar raised hand back. Knave was making for the main courtyard. The reason why became all too clear with the arrival of Commander Liryk and the Guard.

			The boy and the dog had watched the soldiers enter the bailey. Liryk looked grave and weary. They saw him hand the reins to the stableboy and heard him give an order to his men, although Fynch had not been able to make out the words.

			As Liryk left the courtyard and entered the castle, Fynch noticed that Knave was no longer at his side. Instead the dog was moaning by the cart which had rolled in after Liryk. He watched as the men struggled to lift something out of the cart, and felt a claw around his throat, squeezing tight and hard. Instinctively he knew they were carrying the corpse of Romen Koreldy. His heart felt as though it had cracked in two.

			Distraught, he followed the soldiers into the cool chapel with its exquisite carved whitestone and simple yet sophisticated structure whereby six slim, smooth pillars somehow held up the entire building. The ceiling was frescoed with mythic scenes depicting the glory of Briavel. But none of its beauty impacted on the silent handful who entered its glorious space this morning.

			

			Fynch felt relieved to be granted permission to be present. He stood, rigid with despair, next to the body, disturbed by its pallor. Romen had been browned from the sun; he should not be this ghostly. A guard, sensitive to the friendship which had existed between the dead man and this child, gently explained that a great deal of blood had drained from the body at the time of death which would account for its pale appearance. Fynch was not so sure he had needed to hear the reasoning, but he whispered his thanks all the same and was glad when the man stepped away.

			The soldiers, all known to him, murmured their sympathies. One even apologised for not keeping Romen safe. Fynch wanted to cry out that Koreldy could take care of himself, but he had obviously been duped then murdered. Instead he accepted their commiserations silently and, relieved, watched them gradually depart.

			He and Knave were alone at last with their friend and he felt it would be all right now if he cried. He reached out and smoothed back a few stray hairs from Romen’s face. Wyl had adopted Koreldy’s fastidiousness and would not like his hair to look so scruffy. Those who had dealt with the body in Crowyll had done their best, mercifully wiping away most traces of blood and putting him in a fresh shirt. Still, he was hardly tidy and he would hate to be seen so dishevelled. Fynch kissed his friend’s forehead before laying his own head on Romen’s cool chest and allowing his sorrow to echo through the chapel.

			The dog sniffed the body long and carefully. Presumably satisfied that his master no longer breathed, he lay at Fynch’s feet. Knave was patient. It was as though he understood that it was Fynch’s turn now to grieve.

			Valentyna felt her composure slip as she stepped quietly into the chapel, flanked by Krell and Liryk who had insisted on accompanying her. On seeing the child draped over the corpse, she felt the sickening lurch of a cry rushing into her throat. It was real; death was here. Krell’s guiding hand – a gentle, well-timed touch steering her down the short aisle – rescued her. She fought the grief back and was able once again to view the poignant scene before her.

			

			Fynch looked so small, so vulnerable. She desperately wanted to hold him in her arms, to cling to the living. Instead, as she silently drew up beside him, she risked taking his hand. She knew she chanced a rebuke, for who could blame a youngster for not keeping his emotions in check? She was relieved when he did not pull away from her touch but straightened and stepped back from the corpse to stand next to her. Valentyna looked down into the tear-stained face and was rewarded by a watery smile. It was enough.

			‘We lost him,’ he whispered, his voice leaden with sorrow.

			‘Yes,’ she replied, now finally finding the courage to look fully upon the body of the man she had loved.

			Neither Krell nor Liryk stirred, and Fynch and Knave too stood like statues, whilst Valentyna stared at Romen, seeing nothing for the moment other than how handsome he was in such stillness.

			‘May I?’ she asked, pointing tentatively towards his shirt.

			Liryk’s sad eyes blinked. He nodded gently, knowing what she wished to see.

			‘He’s so pale,’ she whispered.

			‘There was a lot of blood lost,’ Fynch replied, his voice coming as though from far away.

			She felt herself lurch inwardly again as a picture of Romen’s body spewing forth its lifeblood swam into her mind. Undoing the shirt buttons she revealed his chest, no longer warm and filled with love for her. Valentyna needed to see the ugly wound where the blade had been expertly driven into his flesh to puncture his heart, all of its love draining out on to the floor of a brothel while a whore called Hildyth shrieked as she watched him die. Or had she killed him? The nagging thought would not leave her.

			Knowing looks passed between the two men as the Queen lingered over the corpse. ‘Your highness,’ Krell uttered, after clearing his throat lightly. ‘Do not torture yourself any further.’

			‘But I must. I sent this man to his death.’

			‘No, your highness!’ Liryk spoke up. ‘You gave him his life… and a chance to make a new one. King Celimus would surely have had him killed.’

			

			‘Perhaps he did,’ Fynch muttered to himself, but they all heard it.

			Valentyna tore her gaze from Romen and turned to Fynch. ‘Tell us what you think.’

			She and Liryk held their breath. If even the youngster was thinking it, then surely their unspoken yet shared conclusion could not be far off the mark.

			‘Celimus wanted Romen dead. Now he is,’ Fynch said tonelessly.

			‘We cannot prove such a thing, lad,’ Liryk replied, his voice gruff with rebuke.

			‘No. That’s the point, though,’ Fynch said, staring at the corpse. As he spoke he suddenly sounded a lot older. ‘You need not be a physician to see that this was an expertly achieved death. Celimus could not be seen to have bloody hands.’

			All three Briavellians noted his casual use of the Morgravian monarch’s name. ‘You sound familiar with the King, boy,’ Liryk said.

			‘I know him. Certainly enough about him to accept that Romen’s death could easily be by his design. We already know that Celimus thinks nothing of hiring mercenaries to kill a sovereign.’ There was a sharp intake of breath from both men, although Valentyna seemed not to react. Fynch continued as though they were discussing the weather. ‘What makes you think he would not order the death of a troublesome noble? Someone who knows too much about the comings and goings of Morgravia?’ He stopped suddenly, his look defying them to contradict him.

			‘He’s powerful, son, and more than capable of such commands,’ Liryk said, impressed with Fynch’s grasp of the situation. ‘I just can’t prove the King of Morgravia is behind Koreldy’s death.’

			‘No, and that’s why we must be very careful about what we say aloud,’ Valentyna warned. ‘Please, all of you – what has been aired here must remain between the five of us.’

			Fynch found an inward smile. It amused him that the Queen counted Knave amongst them. He too believed the dog heard and understood everything. Knave sidled up towards him again and he laid his hand on the large head, glad of the comfort.

			Without warning, a familiar dizzy sensation claimed him. Valentyna spoke again but her words sounded distant. ‘Krell, I know this is unusual, but you and I will wash Koreldy’s body.’

			

			‘My Queen! I cannot permit—’

			‘No, you cannot permit me anything,’ she said kindly. ‘This is my order, although I prefer it be a request of you.’

			The old man nodded, an unhappy expression on his face.

			‘I am doing this so we may keep knowledge of Romen’s death between as few people as possible.’

			He is not dead! Wyl lives! A voice spoke inside Fynch’s head, which began to throb. He saw only swirling grey mist before him but he heard the words clearly. Then the mist cleared and he saw a small town fringed by fields of hops. He had no idea of its significance.

			Find him. He walks in another body now, the voice urged.

			The swirling sensation dissipated as fast as it had arrived and the voices of the people in the chapel no longer sounded as if spoken from the bottom of a well. Intense pain and shock reverberated through his body as he tried to think about what had happened. He knew now that the voice had come to him through Knave; he just did not know why.

			Fynch felt distracted and nauseated. His mind was in turmoil. If Knave’s information was correct, then they were needlessly grieving over a man who was not dead. He walks in another body now. Had it truly happened again? Had Wyl Thirsk become the person who had killed Romen Koreldy?

			Valentyna deserved to know, but what could he say to her? She would not even hear him out. She was liberal in most ways, and he would describe her as tolerant – she certainly had been of his views on magic – but she was not a believer. The Queen would probably banish him as well if he started talking about transference into another body. No. This he would have to keep to himself for the time being.

			The Queen was still speaking to her Commander and Fynch struggled to bring his attention back to the people around him. ‘Liryk, I want that Hildyth creature at the palace by sunset tomorrow. Bring her before me alone. Did many other people at this place know of the murder?’

			Liryk was grateful for the Queen’s tact. ‘Several, your highness. But none of them would know Koreldy. He was a stranger there. It was not crowded either, so those whose ears have already heard probably do not know his name – simply that a man was killed.’

			‘Good. Your men will spread the rumour that this man was Briavel’s prisoner but that we had granted him a new life outside our borders. So far this is true. The seed you will plant, however, is that we suspect a Briavellian loyalist took offence at Koreldy’s actions at the tourney and took it upon himself to rid our realm of a troublemaker. Make sure everyone understands how keen Briavel is to pursue the betrothal. No official word, mind,’ she cautioned. ‘Tell the story in a few inns where loose mouths lurk. I will provide coin. Fret not that the story may become warped as it is retold; as long as people believe it was purely an internal problem.’

			

			‘Why?’ Krell asked, unable to follow his Queen’s rapid line of thought. 

			Liryk could not help a grim smile of appreciation. He bowed: ‘Inspired, your highness.’ He turned to his companion. ‘Because, Chancellor Krell, as it’s supposedly our own work the rumours will die quickly. There is less intrigue, you see, around the death of a prisoner rather than the assassination of a noble, particularly one we supported. More importantly, in designing this plan, our Queen has deflected any potential damage to Briavel. Whether or not the person we suspect is behind this, he can only be privately grateful to her majesty for being so without guile and accepting blame in Briavel’s name.’

			‘I see,’ the Chancellor replied, impressed. ‘Your majesty has inherited her father’s quick mind for strategy.’

			Valentyna gave a brief, harsh laugh. ‘Oh, I do hope so. We are entering challenging waters, gentlemen, and we shall need all our wits to navigate the safest channel.’

			Both men nodded their agreement.

			‘What of the body, your highness?’ Krell asked gently.

			The Queen sighed, inwardly proud that she had so far held on to her grief in front of these men. They were obeying her now as they would have her father. She had truly become their sovereign.

			‘Liryk, to anyone nosing around, you can say the prisoner’s body was buried quickly in an unmarked grave. Make out you left it for others to do, and so it passes down the chain of command until no one really knows who took responsibility. Give the impression that neither do we care.’

			‘Yes, your highness.’

			‘Krell, you and I will prepare the body. Whom can we trust to bury him?’

			

			‘Father Paryn is a good man, my Queen. He will help us to send off Koreldy with some dignity.’

			‘Dignity, yes,’ she said, seeing once again her version of Hildyth enjoying her evening’s work with Romen. ‘He will be buried at a private ceremony. No one is to speak of it with anyone other than Father Paryn. Krell, please make arrangements for a site near my father.’

			‘In the royal crypt, your majesty?’ His tone carried sufficient surprise that she knew he was not happy with such an arrangement.

			‘Yes,’ she said firmly. ‘He deserves as much. He fought to save my father’s life; he certainly saved mine. He was also…’ She paused, forcing herself to hold back the words she longed to speak. It would serve no purpose for these men to know her true feelings for Koreldy. She took a breath. ‘This is what I want.’

			‘As you wish,’ Krell said, bowing.

			‘Liryk, what of the men who accompanied you?’

			‘All reliable, your highness. If you will excuse me, I shall round them up now and make our orders clear.’

			‘Each to be paid double salary for this moon cycle. They are to understand that their silence is appreciated at the highest level.’

			He nodded and bowed before taking his leave.

			‘Clothes,’ Krell muttered. ‘I should organise some fresh garments for him.’

			Valentyna looked again at her beloved Romen in his dusty travelling clothes.

			‘He looks best in dark grey,’ she said. ‘It sets off his eyes.’ The sorrow in her voice was thick.

			Krell looked sharply at his sovereign and then away. The expression of pain on her face at that moment was too raw. He knew she needed privacy.

			‘At once, your highness. I shall go find Father Paryn now,’ he murmured.

			Valentyna heard the door of the chapel close quietly. ‘Lock it, Fynch,’ she begged, ‘I need some time.’ And she broke down, her soft cries heartbreaking as she bowed helplessly over the cold corpse. No longer a Queen having to follow protocol or keep her emotions in check, but a young woman grieving over the death of the man she loved.

			

			‘His killer took his bracelet as well,’ she said through her tears. She felt no shame at showing her sorrow with Fynch.

			‘Yes, highness, I noticed it was missing. But it was worth nothing. He told me his sister had plaited it for him, the beads were hers from childhood.’

			‘A trinket, yes, but worth everything to Romen, I imagine, and perhaps more to his killer.’

			‘How so, my Queen?’

			She shrugged. ‘I suppose further proof that he is dead. Anyone who knew Romen would have noticed he habitually wore that tiny bracelet.’

			Fynch nodded, remaining silent.

			‘He looks so peaceful,’ she admitted, her eyes drawn to the damaged hand where a finger had been carelessly hacked off.

			Fynch saw she had refastened the shirt buttons to hide the brutal wound.

			‘Asleep even,’ he ventured.

			‘Yes. Except Romen was never still, was he? He had a special energy. We shall never hear his laugh again, or that way he mocked everyone with gentle affection.’

			Fynch took a chance. ‘If I suggested this was simply a dead body and not really the Romen Koreldy you loved, what would you say?’

			Valentyna looked at him, disturbed, wiping away the helpless tears. ‘I would call you cruel. Why should you suggest such a thing when you know how I feel… felt about Romen?’

			It was pointless pursuing this conversation but he tried anyway. At least later he could reassure himself he had made the attempt. He swallowed. ‘Although Romen’s corpse lies here before us, I don’t believe that the man you knew – the man you loved, your highness – is dead.’ 

			She looked at him aghast. ‘Fynch, whatever are you talking about? Stop now. This is hurtful.’

			He sighed, dropped his head. ‘My apologies, your highness.’

			She wanted to retain his friendship so much and yet here she was pushing him farther from herself. Valentyna moved swiftly to be beside him and then crouched so she could look directly into his large, serious eyes. ‘No, I am sorry. He is dead because I banished him. This is my cross to bear – not yours. You would never have done this to a friend, but oh, my dear Fynch, I am bound by duties and royal protocol.’

			

			‘I understand. Really. I think I’ve got it straight in my mind why you did what you did.’

			‘It’s your forgiveness I seek. I don’t want to lose you, Fynch. You and even your strange dog there are my closest friends in the world.’

			Her words touched him. ‘Then you must trust me.’

			‘I do.’

			‘And understand what I must do.’

			She noted the grave tone. ‘What must you do?’ she asked, frowning now.

			‘I am leaving, your highness.’

			The shock of his words stopped her tears. ‘No! Why?’

			‘There is something I must pursue.’

			‘Fynch, speak plainly. Tell me,’ she commanded, searching his guileless face for clues.

			‘You cannot understand.’

			‘Make me.’

			He smiled. It was shy and rare, full of kindness. ‘I cannot, your highness. I have tried before.’

			She took a deep breath, then laid her hands lightly on his shoulders. ‘Is this about Wyl Thirsk… and – what was it? Romen taking on his duties… his desires? You said you felt his presence.’

			Fynch nodded. His expression was sombre. ‘More than that, but I cannot explain yet.’

			‘Magic.’ She spoke the word as if it was poison in her mouth.    ‘Just trust me,’ Fynch repeated.

			‘But where will you go?’ There was a plaintiveness in her voice. ‘To track down Romen Koreldy’s murderer.’

			The Queen rubbed a hand over her face. He could not tell whether she felt frustration, anger, despair or a combination of all.

			‘You are a child,’ she said, hating to state the obvious and working hard at keeping her voice level.

			‘All the more reason I shall go unnoticed, your highness. Who would bother with a child?’

			‘And your purpose?’ she blurted, irritation spilling over, sarcasm evident in her tone.

			If Fynch noticed he did not react. He spoke evenly. ‘I mean to see his killer with my own eyes.’ He kept as close to the truth as possible for lies did not come naturally to him.

			

			‘And?’

			Fynch was silent. She waited, knowing he was considering how best to answer her. He was always very careful in how he spoke.

			‘I will decide then,’ he answered.

			The cryptic reply annoyed her further. She stood and turned away, her voice hard. ‘It is your decision and you will be missed. Will you remain for the burial?’

			‘There’s no point,’ he said quietly. ‘I prefer to leave immediately, unless you wish it differently.’

			‘I do. We must honour him.’

			‘But it is not him any more, your highness.’

			‘Stop it, I beg you!’ she beseeched, the pain of his words cutting through her.

			Fynch’s gaze was unblinking and honest. ‘Once again I ask for your faith. I will not let you down. Neither will he,’ he said, nodding towards the corpse.

			Valentyna wanted to scream at him, shake his bony shoulders and force some sense into his head. She did neither. ‘I shall spend some time with him alone now. I insist on your presence at the burial.’

			Fynch bowed but she had already turned away from him.

			The burial was swift. The body was surrounded by small candles which would be permitted to burn out. A few spoken words, a quick prayer, and then Father Paryn was asking them to lay their gifts next to the body. Koreldy’s spirit would move beyond, whilst his body remained surrounded by possessions from those who had cared for him.

			Liryk laid down a blade. He now dearly wished he had given Koreldy one – perhaps he might have saved himself if he had. Krell laid down a quill, the symbol of his duties for Briavel. It was all he could think of to leave with a man he had not known well but had respected. Fynch cut off a twist of his own hair and some from Knave. He laid it on Koreldy’s chest. It was the most personal item which would travel with Romen into the next life.

			Finally, Valentyna placed her offering of a small wreath of mint, basil and lavender she had bound with one of her own ribbons intertwined with a thong Romen had used for his hair – beneath his crossed hands. That the wreath was heart-shaped was missed by no one. May it remind you of where love’s tentative touch first embraced us, she cast silently, hoping his spirit might hear.

			

			Two soldiers, trustworthy men who had accompanied Liryk and Koreldy on their fateful trip into Crowyll, slid the heavy stone slab across the tomb in which Romen had been laid. It was unmarked.

			Valentyna lifted her head. ‘No one is ever to speak of this.’ She eyed each of the men who stood with her. ‘Or I shall have his tongue cut out. This is a secret which Briavel shall hold.’

			They nodded as one.

			‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ she said, relieved she could trust them, even without the threat.

			Fynch was the last person to leave the crypt. As he stepped out into the brightness of day he was momentarily blinded, but as his eyes adjusted he noticed a soldier making fast passage towards the chapel.

			‘What news?’ Liryk asked, all formalities dispensed with. It was one of his most trusted men.

			‘Your majesty,’ the man said breathlessly, going down on one knee. ‘Sir,’ he added, addressing his Commander, ‘may I speak freely?’

			‘You may. Please report.’

			‘The woman is no longer at Crowyll. She left her lodgings during the night of the attack or possibly the next day. None of the people who live nearby remember seeing her that morning.’

			Liryk’s brow twitched in annoyance. ‘You checked her place of employment?’

			The man was sucking in air; he had obviously ridden at speed. ‘Yes, sir. Everywhere else that we have been told she frequented. There is no trace of her.’

			‘The plot thickens, Liryk,’ Valentyna said as she strode away. She was convinced now that the whore had been in on the deed. ‘Fynch, a word.’

			Fynch hurried behind her until they had reached the quiet herb garden.

			‘And so you leave me now?’

			‘Yes, your majesty. I must.’

			‘Then I shall miss you until I see you again.’

			‘Likewise, your highness.’

			The Queen pulled a pouch from one of her pockets. ‘I don’t understand this journey of yours, Fynch, but I see I have no choice but to let you go.’

			

			He shook his head sadly, unsure of what to say.

			‘I know,’ she said more quietly. ‘I must trust you.’

			When he looked up she was making an effort to smile. He knew it did not come easily to her after what they had just done. No doubt she was in great personal pain and his leaving only magnified her loneliness. He hastened to offer some reassurance. ‘As soon as I have found out what I need to know, I shall return, your majesty.’

			‘I wish I understood what it is you need to know.’ Sensibly he remained silent.

			‘Here, Fynch. Please take this,’ she said, holding out the pouch. He took it and it rested heavily in his hand, suggesting gold and silver within. He hesitated and looked at the Queen, who immediately said: ‘No, don’t fight me on this. You will have need of it. This is a dangerous person you go headlong to meet. I wish I could stop you.’ She forced herself to pull her hand away, although every instinct told her to grab him and hold him, to stop him leaving as everyone she had ever loved had left her.

			‘You cannot. But you must be strong, my Queen,’ Fynch replied. ‘Koreldy would expect it of you.’

			She gave him a sad smile. ‘Everyone expects it of me, my friend. Shar speed you safely, Fynch.’

			Valentyna allowed him to kiss her hand, then walked away, too fearful to hug him farewell. He recalled how she had turned from Romen in the same manner. Now they had both hurt her. He left quietly to find Liryk, Knave padding silently behind.

			Fynch refused the offer of a horse but pressed a surprised Liryk to tell him all he knew.

			Liryk, surprised at the boy’s queries, gave him all the information he had on the assassination, even down to an accurate description of the woman.

			‘Where do you go, son?’ he asked, his curiosity piqued by the boy’s questions and distant manner.

			‘To find Hildyth,’ Fynch replied.

		

	
		
			

			THREE

			Celimus munched on an almond cake baked fresh that morning. It mattered not to him that his pastry cook would have had to leave his bed many hours prior to dawn to craft this specialty. It not only meant a great deal of tedious preparation in skinning and crushing the nuts; the dough also required proving prior to its energetic kneading and shaping into the complex designs. The fiddly cakes were normally reserved for celebrations, but Celimus had a particular liking for them and, on a whim just before midnight, had ordered some to be served with his breakfast. No one dared put forward an objection. Celimus was King. Whatever he wanted he would have.

			Celimus glanced at the second cake he held, relishing the anticipation of its chewy texture and delicate flavour, before looking back at the strange gift which had arrived this morning by courier. The King picked it up again from the linen it had been wrapped in; he had not been able to take his eyes from it since its arrival. He twirled it between his fingers – it gave him immense satisfaction to hold it at last. He wished he could preserve it somehow and thus retain the grim pleasure of glancing at it from time to time, knowing that once again he had triumphed.

			He considered Koreldy. He had rather liked the mercenary’s sardonic manner and had appreciated his carrying out of Wyl’s murder, but Koreldy’s execution had become necessary after Celimus realised he could not rely on the man’s loyalty.

			His strange behaviour in the cathedral during Thirsk’s funeral was odd to say the least, and once Koreldy had fled Stoneheart with Thirsk’s sister, Celimus understood he could not trust this man to keep their dark secret. There was too much at stake – not just the annexing of Briavel to Morgravia but his own crown. If the Legion ever suspected that he had anything to do with Thirsk’s death then his sovereignty would be vulnerable in the extreme. The Legion was too powerful; even without Thirsk at its head it could take over the realm.

			

			No, he thought, flicking crumbs absently from his chin, ridding himself of Koreldy was regrettable but wise, especially as the man hailed from Grenadyn. Who knew what links he might have with the Mountain King. Risking the passage of Morgravian secrets into the hands of Cailech would be tempting fate indeed.

			‘Best without him,’ he murmured, replacing Koreldy’s severed ring finger into the box it had arrived in.

			Celimus was looking forward to showing his new prize to Jessom, his Chancellor. It was unusual to have circumvented the man’s thorough inspection of all deliveries into the palace, and had occurred purely by chance. He had been talking with his personal horse handler when the messenger had arrived, entering the main bailey at full gallop.

			‘Find out what’s so urgent,’ the King had ordered at a passing page, interrupting the intense discussion with the horse handler about a new stallion shortly due to arrive in the royal stable.

			The startled boy, unused to contact with the King, had looked terrified, unsure whether to bow or run the errand immediately. He had attempted both, clumsily. When he returned, he stammered that it was a package… a delivery for his majesty.

			Celimus had strolled towards his guards. ‘You have a delivery for me?’

			‘Yes, your highness,’ the most senior of the men had replied, nodding his head repeatedly to show the required subservience demanded by his King.

			‘Well, give it to me. I can’t stand around here all day.’

			‘Er, sire… Chancellor Jessom has ordered that all—’

			Celimus’s anger had always been swift to rise, and he was bored – a deadly combination. Impatient for his new horse and impatient with the tedious days of routine which had followed his return from Briavel, his ire had sparked. The package was a small diversion but a diversion nonetheless.

			‘I don’t give a flying fig what the Chancellor has ordered. Give it to me now or, Shar help me, you’ll be cleaning the latrines for the rest of your career… after I’ve had your feet cut off!’

			The man visibly swallowed, unprepared for such an assault. He would be in serious trouble with Jessom but that paled in comparison to his King’s wrath. He motioned to the gatekeeper to pass over the parcel, then bowed low and handed it to Celimus, face burning from the embarrassment of being shamed in front of the other soldiers.

			

			He had tried to salvage some small pride. ‘Apologies, my King. I am following orders.’

			‘Indeed,’ Celimus had replied drily, his anger quietened. ‘It looks like something of no matter anyway. I’ve been expecting some new jesses for my hawk. It’s most likely those,’ he had lied, wondering if the contents could possibly be what he dreamed of holding in his hands.

			‘Yes, sire,’ the man had said. He had bowed once again for good measure, and sighed with relief as he watched the King stride away to pick up the conversation with his horse handler as though no interruption had occurred.

			Celimus smiled now to himself as he chewed another mouthful of his favourite cake. There was no warmth in the expression though, only malice. ‘Farewell, Koreldy,’ he whispered, wondering whether the finger had been cut off before his enemy died. He certainly hoped so. Romen would have known it to be an assassination – and on whose orders.

			There was a knock at his chamber door. It would be Jessom. He covered Romen’s finger with the linen and closed the lid of the box. ‘Come,’ he called.

			Jessom entered, his hands full of parchments. ‘Good morning, sire. I need you to sign some papers, if you please.’

			He noticed the King was suppressing some mirth. He had already heard about the parcel’s delivery, but had not yet connected the two.

			‘I’m rid of him, Jessom.’

			‘Rid of whom, sire?’ the man asked absently, setting down the papers and shuffling them into a neat pile before the King.

			‘Koreldy, of course. Care to take a look?’ Celimus pushed the small box towards him.

			Jessom felt a thrill of elation. She had done it! He forced his expression to remain unchanged, however, except for a contrived confusion passing across it for the King’s benefit.

			‘Whatever is this, my King?’ he said, staring at but not yet picking up the proffered parcel.

			

			‘Open it.’

			He did as asked, lifting back the linen and pausing theatrically, knowing the delay would drive Celimus to distraction.

			‘Well?’ the King said irritably. ‘Your man triumphed.’

			Jessom carefully shut the lid on the bloodied finger. ‘As I see.’

			‘Do you not share my glee?’ Celimus was indignant now.

			‘Of course, your highness. I am delighted we achieved your desire. It is always my aim to please you, sire.’

			Celimus ignored the maddening obsequiousness. ‘And your man?’

			‘Hmmm?’ Jessom deliberately busied himself with the papers. He did not want to answer any questions about the woman he knew as Leyen, and she would certainly not appreciate him divulging any information about her. ‘These are quite urgent, my lord.’

			Celimus pushed them away. Some fluttered to the floor. ‘Jessom, you appear rather vague about this person.’

			‘Do I, sire? It is not my intent.’

			‘Then tell me his name.’

			‘My King, we have discussed this previously. I do not wish to involve you in any matters which may incriminate you. By knowing the name of the killer, you become part of the intrigue.’

			‘But I am the intrigue, Jessom.’ The olive-green gaze narrowed.

			Jessom knew he must never play Celimus for a fool. The King was pretentious, often petulant, and had many qualities which a less perceptive person might consider rendered him a dolt. They would be mistaken. Jessom knew that Celimus possessed the sharpest of minds, the cruellest of tongues, and felt absolutely no remorse for any suffering. The King missed very little. He would have to tread carefully now.

			‘Bring him here to Stoneheart,’ Celimus demanded, reaching for his third cake.

			Jessom’s throat constricted. This was everything he did not want. ‘I am not sure I can do that, sire.’

			‘Why not?’ Celimus casually brushed cake crumbs from his shirt. He slumped further in his chair, lifting one leg to rest on a nearby stool. ‘Tell me why this is impossible.’

			Jessom knew not to trust the relaxed stance. ‘This assassin is not easily contacted, I must admit.’

			‘Then find him. I wish to meet with him.’

			

			‘May I ask why, my King?’

			‘Because, Jessom, someone who has done my bidding where others have failed rises in my esteem. This man is useful to me. I wish to speak with him, perhaps even discuss further… tasks.’ He chose his words with care. ‘Have you paid in full?’

			‘The last instalment is due on proof of death, sire,’ Jessom answered unhappily.

			‘And now you have it. Your man will have to collect that payment and, when he does, you will bring him before me. Do you understand?’

			‘I shall try, sire.’

			‘No, Jessom. You will not try. You will do.’ The voice was no longer casual. There was clear menace in those softly spoken final three words. 

			The Chancellor nodded. Keen to change the subject he said lightly, ‘So you are free of the Thirsk influence, my King. This must make you happy.’

			‘Not yet free.’

			‘Oh?’ Jessom bent to pick up the spilled papers.

			‘There is still the matter of the sister. Once she is dealt with, I shall have rid myself entirely of all connections to the Thirsk family. So this is what I propose: I want you to find out everything you can about the disappearance of the lovely Ylena. Where did Koreldy take her? He pulled the wool over my eyes on that occasion. I really believed he was going to use her and cast her aside. It suited my needs, I suppose, and I allowed myself to be duped. I shall find her though.’

			Jessom was not surprised at how quickly the King’s temper changed. Suddenly he was charged with energy, all previous threats pushed aside. He fought the temptation to shake his head at the unpredictable nature of the monarch. It made him a very dangerous individual. ‘How much do we know of Koreldy’s movements?’ Jessom said.

			‘Nothing, in truth. He and Ylena slipped out of Stoneheart on the evening of Thirsk’s funeral feast. No one saw them leave, although I’m told one of my guards spoke to Koreldy earlier in the day in a little-used courtyard.’

			‘It had a gate, I presume?’

			The King nodded. ‘The same gate where, apparently, Thirsk’s dog caused a commotion that night.’

			

			‘Ah, that was the diversion then, not that I understand how one gets a dog to cooperate,’ the Chancellor said, picking up the King’s line of thought. He was pleased to see Celimus nod. ‘Where does the closest road lead, your highness?’

			The sovereign frowned. ‘That would be towards Farnswyth, I suppose.’

			‘It’s a start. I shall make enquiries. By the way, did you make provision for any staff for Koreldy during his brief stay?’

			‘A page, I think. I know not which one. Why?’

			‘Thank you, sire. You never know what a servant might overhear. I will look into it.’

			‘Good. Now about my lost taxes and revenue – any progress?’

			‘I have men infiltrating the entire Legion, sire.’

			‘You remain convinced it is someone from within our own ranks?’

			‘Yes, sire.’

			Celimus became quiet for a few moments. Jessom knew something bad was coming. Tax collectors from all over the realm were being ambushed far too regularly for it to be random bandit raids. It had to be someone from the inside leaking information.

			‘In that case,’ the King said finally, ‘from today and for every day that we fail to identify the culprit, two men from the Legion will be impaled. Take strong, healthy men – I don’t care how they are selected. Fear will spread like plague. They’ll yield the perpetrator very quickly.’ He took another cake.

			His servant bowed and moved towards the door. The King stopped him. ‘And Jessom…’

			‘Sire?’

			‘When you find Ylena Thirsk…’

			‘Yes, your majesty.’

			‘…I want her killed.’

			‘Consider it done, my lord.’

			Jessom left the King’s chambers troubled. He had not successfully deflected Celimus from his desire to meet the assassin, Leyen. It was going to be hard work to persuade her to come to Stoneheart, but he had no choice now but to try. She had to be tracked down. As for Thirsk’s sister, that edict did not rattle him nearly as much.

			He despised killing just for the sake of it and he was concerned that Celimus often demanded death on a whim. The whole Rittylworth escapade was a disaster for the realm and the amount of damage it could do if the truth came out would be catastrophic for Celimus’s reign. Sadly, Jessom thought, the King could not seem to grow beyond his own sense of omnipotence when subtlety was so urgently required. However, with regard to Ylena Thirsk Jessom could appreciate the necessity of her death. She was a dangerous person on the loose, for her name alone commanded such respect across the realm and particularly with the Legion. It was not a task he relished certainly but Jessom believed her death was critical to the continuing power of Celimus.

			

			‘I’m coming for you, Ylena,’ he muttered as he stalked through the corridors of Stoneheart towards his own rooms.

		

	
		
			

			FOUR

			Cailech, the Mountain King, stood over the prone figure slumped on filthy straw in the cell that saw neither day or night. Buried deep in the mountain out of which the fortress had been hewn, it might as well have been a tomb. Gueryn, the prisoner, hoped it would be.

			‘Is he dying?’ the King asked, his jaw working to temper the anger he felt. Cailech rarely wasted words and the man he spoke to knew to offer the same courtesy. The gaoler nodded. ‘Willing himself to death, my lord. He hasn’t taken food in a long time.’

			‘Water?’

			The man shook his head. ‘Doesn’t talk; doesn’t move much either.’

			‘I should have been told,’ Cailech said, disgusted. ‘Summon Rashlyn immediately.’

			The gaoler disappeared, well aware that he had not pleased his King. He called for a runner and a message was sent to the strange, dark man who was barshi to the sovereign.

			Inside the cell, Cailech paced as he thought. He had no idea who this man was, other than a soldier of the famous Morgravian Legion. Initially his delight in capturing him came purely from the opportunity to make an example of the Morgravian through torture and humiliation, to salvage some revenge for those of his people slaughtered by the cruel King from the south. The senseless killing of innocent youngsters, not even warriors, had offended Cailech deep into his soul. He would make the brash new King pay. But then Romen Koreldy had returned to the Razors, despite a warning from his previous visit that he risked death by doing so. Koreldy – whom Cailech could not help but like and, to some degree, admire – had spun a web of excuses, none of which resonated as truth to the Mountain King, but he could not prove otherwise. Even more strangely, Koreldy had seemed to recognise the Morgravian prisoner, even though the soldier claimed no knowledge of Koreldy. Why then had Koreldy argued to save the prisoner’s life? And why, in turn, had this man gladly given up his own chance at escape, bravely attempting to lead the Mountain warriors away from the trail of his fellow escapees, Koreldy and the woman, Elspyth of Yentro?

			

			And so King Cailech, who could tease at a secret as a dog gnawed at a bone, did not kill this Morgravian soldier as his heart wanted to. Instead, driven by an instinct he was still unsure about, he had incarcerated him. Had even had the man’s near fatal wounds healed, in order that he might live and prove useful in luring Koreldy back to the Razors and to death. 

			Cailech had not taken the escape of his prisoners with any grace. If not for the recapture of Gueryn le Gant he would have had his own men executed for allowing the three Morgravians to slip past their guard. They had had help of course, from Cailech’s own second-in-command. Lothryn’s deceit was a matter which continued to make the King’s gut twist, for they had been the closest of comrades. As brothers, no less. It seemed unthinkable that Lothryn had chosen betrayal, and Cailech was uncertain yet of his reasons. Whether it was out of affection for the female Morgravian, or out of grief for the loss of his wife, who had died in birthing the King’s son. Or, more likely, a result of their argument about the near cannibalism of le Gant and the other prisoners. Whatever it was, it mattered little now. Loyalty had been asked, Lothryn had refused to give it and now he was paying the price.

			Returning his mind to the prisoner in the cell, the King felt sure that Koreldy was not finished with this one yet. He would come back to rescue him and then Cailech would deal with them both. He smiled humourlessly at the thought.

			His musings were disturbed by movement from le Gant. A flicker of the prisoner’s eyelids told him that the starving man was aware of the King’s presence. The candle which the gaoler had lit threw a warmer pallor over the Morgravian than he possessed. The chill of the cell was biting and the constant drip of water in one corner was enough to send most mad. It had created a mossy slime down one rough wall but the earthy smell did little to mask the stink from le Gant, who had long ago given up caring for himself or his health. In fact, he had deliberately laid in his own dirt, hoping that infection would find his old arrow wound – a gift from Cailech – and kill him. He was clearly determined to die.

			

			All of this enraged the King but he held onto his famous temper as he spoke to his prisoner. ‘Understand, le Gant, that I will keep you alive. I must, for you will bring Koreldy back. Not only will I have his secret, but I will take his life. I know you hear me, soldier.’

			The man moved then, enough to let Cailech know that he was paying attention.

			‘Why the silence, Morgravian? I would have thought you would welcome some company.’

			‘Not yours,’ the voice croaked, weak but still tinged with anger.

			Cailech nodded, pleased with the recognition. At least the prisoner had not lost his wits.

			‘We will make you well, le Gant. And then you will return here.’

			‘And I will repeat the process,’ Gueryn said defiantly, still not opening his eyes.

			‘As will I. You might crave death, soldier, but I will not grant it. Get used to the idea and make it better for yourself. Choose to live. Who knows, you might even see Koreldy again before you both die at the time and in the manner of my choosing.’

			‘You are so naive, Cailech,’ Gueryn chided, weak as he felt. ‘No wonder Celimus isn’t worried about a threat from the north,’ he lied. ‘He knows you can be provoked into thoughtless rage and your kingdom dismantled at the time of his choosing and manner.’

			Gueryn knew the echo of his words would enrage the man who stood above him, and he waited for the kick or punch that would surely come. Instead he heard a choking sound as the King of the Mountains swallowed his anger.

			‘Don’t be so sure, soldier. Your King is the ruin of Morgravia and I shall be its ultimate destroyer.’

			Gueryn had no time to respond. He heard footsteps and knew this would be the healer arriving, the strange man who had brought him back from the brink of death once before.

			‘Sire,’ said the new voice.

			‘I want him made well again – no matter what it takes,’ the King growled.

			Rashlyn nodded. ‘I shall see to it.’

			‘And this time he’s to be force-fed and watered daily.’

			

			‘It will be done, my lord.’

			Gueryn was moved from the dungeon to a room he recalled from his nightmares. It was here he had watched Cailech execute the kind, brave woman called Elspyth. She was a Morgravian, captured with Koreldy. How he had cheered inwardly when she had stood up to the King. It was she who had patiently cut away the stitches that bound his eyelids together so that he might look upon his rescuers. The one he had thought was Wyl, had heard speak in a strange voice yet with such a striking similarity to Wyl’s manner, turned out to be a handsome mercenary from Grenadyn. The man had certainly known Wyl but the disappointment had cut through Gueryn as keenly as a blade.

			Elspyth was every bit the feisty woman he had guessed she would be and pretty too, whilst his previous torturer, Lothryn, had turned friend. Gueryn could not imagine what fate had befallen the Mountain man who had betrayed his King. He had been Cailech’s second-in-command and so the defection would have been a damaging blow to the King. Gueryn was glad. He wished he could deal some damaging blows of his own, but he was pathetically weak, his only way of fighting back being to try and kill himself. That had been a fight in vain. The cruel healer was preparing to bring Gueryn back to full strength so they could continue laughing in his face.

			At this moment Gueryn had never felt closer to tears. He was not a man given to emotional outbursts; trained by the stoic Fergys Thirsk, he kept his thoughts and emotions in check. He had had many reasons to weep in his life. Since adulthood he had given into none of them, but he had never felt more like doing so than now. He felt useless – a senior soldier of the Morgravian Legion and personal attendant to the Thirsk family, and unable to offer any resistance to the enemy.
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