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      "I'm uneasy about this," Meg whispered as she eyed the wagon.

      "You worry too much," I whispered back. "Kitty will be fine. She knows what she's doing."

      "Does she? Anyway, that's not what I meant. I'm uneasy about it because she's still married. She shouldn't be…" She waved her hand at the covered wagon, now rocking in a way that left nothing to the imagination.

      "Ignore them, and help me chop these vegetables," I said.

      I wasn't prepared to have this discussion with Meg yet again. Ever since faking her death at the river crossing, Kitty's future had taken a dramatic turn. The duchess of Gladstow no longer had to look forward to a life of luxury and pampering. She had to travel with as little luggage as the rest of us, without her servants and with no official status. So if the world thought she was dead, did that mean she could break the vow of fidelity she'd made to her husband?

      Kitty clearly thought so, going by the moans coming from the wagon. Meg did not. I was staying neutral on the subject. Kitty could make up her own mind. She was now free to do as she pleased with no husband to give her orders, no noblewomen to censure her, no societal rules to slavishly follow. If she wanted to think of her marriage as nullified by her fake death, then that was her decision to make.

      The wagon curtain flipped back and Erik jumped to the ground. He assisted Kitty down the steps, bowed over her hand, and took up his sword from where it had been leaning against the wagon's wheel. With a nod for Meg and me, and another for Balthazar who did not look up from his map, Erik left the clearing to rejoin Quentin, watching the road to the north.

      Kitty touched her hair, a satisfied look on her face. "Pass me a carrot, Meg."

      "Not until you've washed your hands." Meg pointed to the pail of water, collected from the nearby stream.

      Kitty did as directed then crouched alongside us. She accepted the carrot and knife from me and began chopping. Meg and I watched as Kitty held the carrot upright and began slicing towards her body. Her technique wasn't terrible but she had trouble getting the knife through the vegetable and her grip began to slip.

      Meg held out her hand. "Give it to me before you slice off your thumb."

      "What can I do to help?" Kitty asked, looking around.

      "Perhaps Balthazar would enjoy your company."

      Kitty screwed up her nose and eyed the old man angling the map towards the sky in an attempt to capture the last of the sunlight filtering through the treetops. "He wants to talk about politics and keeps asking me who the duke's friends are. I've answered as best as I can. I'd rather talk about more pleasant things." She cast her gaze in the direction Erik had gone.

      Meg sliced through the carrot with the ease of someone who'd been in the kitchen her entire life and the vigor of someone annoyed with her companion. Each slice dropped into the simmering pot of water with a plunk.

      I handed Kitty an onion. "Cut this up."

      Kitty tossed the onion in the air and caught it. "How does one cut something of this shape?"

      "Just do your best," I said, plucking a bunch of herbs from the hessian sack.

      We'd purchased food and other odds and ends in Tilting before leaving, then replenished our supplies three days later in the village of Passby. At the end of each day, the men had caught rabbit or fish to add to our vegetable broth, and we'd dined well. Our supplies were running low again, but according to Balthazar, we should arrive in the twin cities of Merrin and Fahl by nightfall the following day. I was looking forward to sleeping in a proper bed, if only for two nights before we continued our journey south to Freedland, where we hoped to find answers.

      "I wonder how many attended my burial," Kitty mused. "I do hope the duke put up a gravestone in his family graveyard."

      "I thought you hated him, his family and his castle," I said.

      "I do, but the graveyard is situated on a hill overlooking the river. The view is quite lovely."

      Despite her annoyance with Kitty's broken marriage vows, Meg laughed softly. "Didn't you want to discuss more pleasant things?" she asked. "Or is your death a more pleasing topic to you than politics?"

      "Not my death, my burial. They're different things. But you're right, Meg. Let's discuss our men instead."

      "We don't have men," Meg said, pointing her knife at me then herself.

      "You would if you put in a little effort." Kitty wrinkled her nose as her eyes welled with tears. "Max is very taken with you."

      "He might be married," Meg said snippily.

      "But—"

      "But nothing. I don't want him breaking any marriage vows for me, whether he can remember them or not."

      "You might think that, but does he?" Kitty sniffed as a tear leaked from her right eye. She dashed it away with the back of her hand. "He doesn't seem particularly concerned. Don't deny it, Meg. I saw him kiss you."

      Meg snatched up another carrot. "Kissing is one thing. It's not…" She pointed the carrot at the wagon.

      "You ought to do it. It might relieve some tension."

      Meg gasped. "I am not tense!"

      "If you weren't tense, you wouldn't look upon me with envy after I've been with Erik."

      "I do not look upon you with envy. I simply worry about the consequences of your actions."

      Kitty lowered the onion she'd been slicing into large chunks. "It is sweet of you to worry, Meg, but you seem to have forgotten. I'm barren. There will be no consequences." She wiped her tears with the back of her hand again. "This is ridiculous. Why am I crying? I'm not sad."

      "It's the onion," I told her.

      She looked down at the remains of the onion in her hand. "Why is it the onion’s fault?"

      "Chopping them makes your eyes water."

      She sniffed again and tossed the rest of the onion into the pot. "Very amusing, but I'm not falling for it. I may have believed your joke about sausages growing on trees, but I won't believe that onions make one cry. These must be happy tears, that's all."

      I shared a smile with Meg. "In that case, chop another." I handed her a second onion while retrieving a turnip from the sack. "I think what Meg's trying to say is that we're worried about you developing feelings for Erik."

      "Or Erik developing feelings for you," Meg added. "Nothing can come of your relationship. You're already married."

      Kitty waved the knife around, dangerously close to my face. "Don't worry about us. I'm simply having a little fun, and Erik's not the sort to fall in love with just one woman. Our arrangement is temporary, and that suits us both."

      I had to agree with her logic. Of all the people to have a casual dalliance with, Erik was probably the best choice. He loved all women, no matter their status, appearance, or even their character. He saw the world as a place filled with two types of women—ones he’d slept with and ones he’d yet to sleep with. Sometimes I wondered if he left the Margin and crossed the Hawk River because he'd been with every woman from his homeland and wanted to explore what the rest of the Fist Peninsula's female population had to offer.

      "Look, Bal," said Theodore, approaching along the track. "I caught a rabbit." He held up his prize and beamed. Behind him, Dane carried two more.

      "I'm thrilled for you," Balthazar said, rolling up the map. He slotted it back into the whale bone tube and stuffed the tube back into his pack. "Can I help with the cooking?"

      "You can chop up this onion," Kitty said, holding it out to him along with the knife.

      "No, thank you. They make my eyes water."

      She cocked her head to the side. "Honestly, that joke is already rather old."

      Balthazar looked to me and I winked back. "We don't need help, but you can come and talk to us while we work," I said.

      "Kitty can keep going with the onions," Meg added. "Unless she wants to skin the rabbit?"

      Kitty pulled a face and sniffed. "The onions will be fine."

      Dane and Theodore gave their catch to Meg, and Theodore sat while Dane headed off again.

      "Where are you going?" I asked.

      "To check on the others," he said. "We felt as though we were being watched, and I want to make sure no one has approached. Has someone been on guard in both directions the entire time?"

      "We haven't seen Max since he left to guard the southern approach," I said. "Nor Quentin. Erik has been with Quentin the entire time except for a brief, er, interlude here."

      "Not that brief," Kitty said with a small smile.

      Dane nodded his thanks for the report and disappeared along the track that led to the main road. I watched him go, wishing he'd given me a lingering look before heading off. Ever since leaving Glancia behind, he'd been distant towards me. He was civil but didn't instigate conversation or seek out my company in the evenings around the campfire.

      To be fair, there weren't many opportunities for us to be alone. He took on the responsibility of leading the group, and that meant having a hand in every task from directing us along the right road to hunting and fixing a broken wheel axle. He even climbed a tree to get a better view of our surroundings.

      I preferred to think of him as simply being too busy to spend time with me rather than willfully avoiding me. It made it easier to believe the former when I caught him looking at me from time to time. He always quickly looked away, however, and acted as though there'd been no longing in his gaze.

      "I think we should stay longer in Merrin Fahl," Balthazar said as he settled on a log by the fire. "Two days isn't enough time to show our faces in both cities."

      Merrin and Fahl were essentially two cities, one on each bank of the Mer River in the middle of Vytill. The city names were usually joined without the “and” between as the population moved freely between them. Merrin, the capital of Vytill, was the economic and political heart of the country where King Phillip and his advisers resided. Fahl was the smaller of the two cities. As home to the supreme priest, it was the spiritual center, not just of Vytill but of all the nations on the Fist Peninsula.

      "I suspect you're right," I said. "We need at least two days just in Merrin."

      "We should start in Fahl," Theodore said. "The Tilting high priest sent word ahead to his superior so we'll at least be assured of a good meal."

      "And a bath," Kitty said on a sigh as she sat on the log beside Theodore. "How I long to be clean again."

      "There's a stream through there," Meg said, nodding at the trees. "There's nothing stopping you from bathing in it."

      "It's cold."

      "Think of it as refreshing."

      "There's nothing to wash with. I wish I'd brought a sponge and essence of rose with me. Do you think we can stay at an inn with a bathroom this time? Josie, perhaps you can suggest it to Dane."

      "I doubt you'll find bathrooms anywhere outside the king's castle," I pointed out.

      "Perhaps not even there," Balthazar said. "The castle is ancient, I believe. I doubt it has the modern luxuries of the palace. Your bath may have to be carried up the old fashioned way and filled by servants."

      "I don't care how it's filled as long as the water is warm and smells sweet," Kitty said. "Surely there'll be an inn somewhere in Merrin Fahl that can find me a bath and essence of rose."

      "It will cost you," Meg said, not looking up from the rabbit she was skinning with far more expertise than I could manage.

      "I have money."

      "Very little," I pointed out. "And it needs to last." No one asked how long it needed to last. There was no answer to such a question.

      We fell into a discussion about which city we should start our search in. With Merrin being the larger of the two, the chances of there being missing persons was higher, but we might be able to secure the assistance of the supreme priest in Fahl. We all hoped that Balthazar's friend, the high priest of Glancia, had sent ahead his letter as promised and asked that we be helped in whatever manner we needed.

      Despite a robust discussion, we could not come to a conclusion.

      "Dane will decide for us," Kitty declared.

      As if she'd summoned him, Dane appeared out of the dark woods, his strides long and purposeful, his face serious. "Someone has definitely been following us," he said, as if we'd just been talking about it.

      "Should we douse the flames?" Theodore asked, rising.

      "Leave the fire. Whoever it is already knows where we are."

      Kitty clutched my hand. "What if it's my husband?"

      "He doesn't know you're alive," I said. "It's more likely to be Brant." The former sergeant of the palace guards thought we had the magic gem. Since he had the remaining two wishes—or claimed to—after killing King Leon, he needed that gem to use them. He didn't believe us when we said it had been stolen before we even left Mull.

      "It could be the Deerhorns," Balthazar said.

      That put a dampener on our mood. Brant might be angry and violent but we'd so far been able to manage him. The Deerhorns were cruel, calculating, and powerful. Lady Deerhorn and her son, Lord Xavier, hated me with a vehemence bordering on madness.

      "Are you sure someone is following us?" Theodore asked hopefully. "Perhaps they're just travelers, like us."

      "They haven't revealed themselves," Dane said. "We're not the ones hiding. They are."

      Meg tossed one of the rabbits into the pot. "Shouldn't we call back Max, Quentin and Erik? It could be dangerous."

      "They'll return at nightfall."

      "Wait a moment," Kitty said, frowning. "If the other party is hiding, how do you know there's anyone there at all?"

      "Leaves rustle when they shouldn't," Dane said. "And there are footprints in the soil which aren't ours." He headed off to check on the horses, tied up at the edge of the clearing.

      Kitty watched him go, blinking owlishly, her eyes still red from her onion tears. "What if we're wrong? What if Gladstow didn't believe our trick and knows I'm still alive. He and the Deerhorns will stop at nothing to actually kill me so he can marry Violette."

      I squeezed her shoulder and Meg sat on Kitty's other side. "Would you like to learn a new skill?" she asked gently.

      Kitty gave her a valiant smile. "Of course."

      Meg handed her the knife and picked up a dead rabbit. "I'll show you how to skin it."

      Kitty turned away and made a retching sound. "Some skills are best left unlearned."

      As night swallowed up dusk, Max returned, shortly followed by Quentin and Erik who'd been on lookout together. Meg instantly sat up straighter, although she avoided Max's gaze. Erik went to sit beside Kitty on the log.

      "You look upset," he said. "Are you unwell?"

      "I'm a little worried," she told him. "Dane says someone followed us here."

      He put his arm around her waist and kissed her temple. "Do not fear. I will protect you."

      She gave him a sweet smile and leaned into him. "Thank you, Erik."

      "Protect her from out here," I said. "Not in the wagon."

      Quentin chuckled as he peered into the pot. "I'm starved."

      "It's almost ready," Meg said.

      "You're always hungry," Max grumbled. "You ate leftovers for breakfast and lunch."

      Quentin patted his stomach. "I'm a growing lad."

      Dane rejoined us after standing at the edge of the clearing where I suspected he was trying to listen for rustling bushes or snapping twigs. "I want two of us on watch at all times tonight instead of one. Quentin and I will do the first shift, then Erik and Max will take over."

      "I can share watch duties," Theodore said.

      "As can we." I indicated Meg and myself.

      Dane shook his head. "The four of us will be sufficient." He smiled. It was forced.

      Later, when the meal was finished, and the cleaning up done, I went to sit with Dane, not too close but close enough so he knew I wanted to be near him. "You're worried," I ventured.

      "Not at all," he said, too jovially.

      "You're a terrible actor."

      "We can strike that off my list of prior occupations then." He scanned the forest, his body alert, tense. I ought to leave him alone so he could listen for intruders.

      But I wasn’t ready to do so. "Who do you think it is?"

      "It's probably just bandits,” he said. “Nothing to worry about."

      I laughed softly. "To most people, bandits are worth worrying about."

      "They haven't tangled with the Deerhorns."

      I swallowed heavily.

      His gaze settled on me for the first time since my arrival. "Sorry. It's not something to make light of." We fell into silence as he returned to scanning the forest for signs of someone lurking in the gloom.

      "I've hardly seen you of late," he said quietly. "How are you since leaving Glancia behind?"

      "I'm fine. Vytill is just the same as Glancia, really. The same sort of trees, the same water, the same soil. Even the company is the same." I didn't admit that leaving my village had been more unsettling than leaving behind the kingdom. I'd lived in Mull my entire life and ventured little further than Half Moon Cove. I felt disoriented and insignificant as I realized how large the Fist Peninsula was. Yet I was hopeful too. Hopeful that Dane would soon learn about his past and that we could be together, somewhere.

      "Besides," I added lightly, "whose fault is it that you've hardly seen me of late, hmmm?"

      "I don't know what you mean."

      "You've been avoiding me."

      "Not avoiding, just…" He heaved a deep sigh. "Very well, I've been avoiding you. It's nothing personal."

      "It is," I shot back. "Very personal."

      "That's the whole problem," he muttered, shoulders slumping.

      I sidled closer and placed a hand on his arm. The muscles tensed. He peered sideways at me, his eyes dark and brooding.

      "Just so you know, I hate this," he said.

      I offered him a grim smile. "I hate it too, but it's the right thing to do. We must wait and see what we learn about your life."

      "We're getting closer to answers, Josie. I feel it. I have a strong suspicion Freedland is the key to everything."

      So many things pointed to Freedland as being the place to look for answers about the palace servants' pasts. According to the Tilting family of one of the servants, he'd been heading there before he'd disappeared. Balthazar had also bought maps of the republic and been studying accounts of the civil war before he too went missing. It all had to mean something. But what?

      "The others want to linger in Merrin Fahl in the hope of finding information about missing people," I said.

      "We'll take three days, but no more. The sooner we reach Freedland, the better. And not just for you and me." He nudged my elbow and nodded at Max, where he sat at one end of the log by the fire and Meg sat at the other. They didn't speak yet their stolen glances suggested they were very aware of each other.

      Like I was aware of Dane, now and always. When he was near, my entire attention focused on him.

      His attention must also have been focused on me. That was why neither of us heard the attackers until too late.
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      Dane shot to his feet and drew his sword. "Go!" he shouted at me as he engaged the first attacker.

      Another five descended on him.

      Someone behind me shrieked.

      Dane parried a strike from one of the swordsmen only to be struck across the shoulder by another before dodging out of the way.

      I withdrew my surgeon's knife from my skirt pocket as two of the attackers lunged at Dane. Still reeling from the sudden appearance of the intruders, he was caught off guard and stumbled backwards, almost falling over the log we'd been sitting on. He stood on it and leaped backwards, creating space between himself and the enemy.

      Both swordsmen followed and engaged him in battle while the remaining three became distracted as I raised my blade and plunged into the fray.

      I didn't advance more than a single step, however. Erik shoved me out of the way as he stormed past, Max and Quentin on his heels. The attackers weren't distracted by me, but rather the armed swordsmen running towards them at full tilt.

      "Josie, get back!" Meg grabbed my arm and dragged me out of the way.

      Four of us and five of them. It was no contest. Max dispatched his opponent and helped Quentin, while Dane killed the man who'd struck him. His other attacker retreated and the rest followed. Erik, Max, Quentin and Dane raced after them, thrashing through the bushes.

      Meg and I clung to one another, staring into the dark forest, listening for sounds of metal clashing. There were none.

      "What if there are more in the forest?" Kitty asked, her voice trembling. "What if their plan was to draw our men away from the camp, leaving me exposed?"

      She crossed her arms and hugged herself, her gaze darting around the edges of the campsite clearing.

      Meg put her arm around Kitty's waist. I tightened my grip around the knife handle and scanned the darkness, straining to hear.

      Somewhere in the forest depths, a flock of birds was disturbed out of their nests. They protested loudly before resettling.

      Theodore drew up alongside me, a sword in hand. Balthazar passed a knife to Meg. We stood as one, staring into the forest, alert and scared.

      Thudding footsteps announced the arrival of a small group before Dane emerged from the darkness at a run. He stopped upon seeing us, looking relieved. Erik and Max followed and Quentin brought up the rear. He leaned over, hands on knees, gasping in air.

      "Well?" Balthazar asked.

      "They got away," Max bit off. "Their horses were tethered not far from here."

      Erik strode up to Kitty and drew her into a hug. She clung to him. Max did the same to Meg.

      I gazed at Dane, wishing he would comfort me too. He approached but did not throw his arms around me in unbridled passion.

      "All right?" he asked simply.

      "Yes, but you're hurt. Take off your shirt. I need to dress your wound."

      He gave orders to his men to watch the perimeter then finally sheathed his sword. He removed his shirt and sat on the log. I cleaned the cut on his shoulder, thankful it wasn't deep.

      "It'll leave a faint scar," I said as I dressed it.

      He inspected it then inspected another, older scar on his right shoulder that extended down his back. It must have been put there by the lashes from whippings he couldn't remember receiving. "They almost match."

      "This is hardly a joke, Dane."

      He reached for his shirt. "Just trying to lighten the mood."

      With my work done, I allowed myself to admire the breadth of his shoulders, the muscles in his chest and arms and across his back. His body might be scarred but it was still more appealing than the marble statues of the male form that graced the palace gardens. Much more.

      Balthazar and Theodore approached and Dane rose. He helped Balthazar down to the log then finished tying the laces of his shirt, covering up the chest I'd been admiring.

      "Were they bandits?" Theodore asked.

      "Hard to say," Dane said. "They were able swordsmen but not highly skilled."

      Balthazar placed both hands over the head of his walking stick. "They had mounts just outside the clearing and there were five of them."

      "Meaning?"

      "Meaning they were organized. They came with more armed men than we have and had an escape planned."

      "There's no evidence they worked for someone," Dane said.

      "There's no evidence they were merely thieves, either."

      "The Deerhorns would send more than five."

      I wasn’t sure if that was a comfort or not.

      Dane made sure the spare weapons were stored in the wagon with Kitty, Meg and me overnight. I hardly slept as I listened for movement outside. Every rustle of leaves had me sitting upright, listening for an attack.

      It did not come and we arose in the morning to fresh autumn air and the sounds of the forest surrounding us. Dane looked tired but assured me he was fine when I inquired.

      "And the wound?" I asked.

      "Also fine."

      "Let me know if it becomes more painful."

      We packed away our camp things and set off, returning to the main road that led to Merrin Fahl. After spending the morning traveling in the back of the wagon with Kitty and Meg, I decided to walk beside Quentin in the afternoon.

      He greeted me from the saddle then yawned. "Say something to keep me awake, Josie. I'm dog tired."

      "Tell me about your girl back at the palace."

      His cheeks flushed. "She's real nice. Real shy too."

      "How did you get to know her then? You're hardly the most outgoing person yourself."

      "I fell in her lap. She was sitting on a stool in the kitchen, peeling potatoes, and I tripped over my own feet." He made a tumbling motion with his hand. "I was so embarrassed, I couldn't even talk proper. My words didn't make sense. She thought that was funny and started laughing, so I laughed too."

      "Then you got to talking and you charmed her?"

      "Nope. The cook yelled at me to stop pestering his staff. I told him I was looking for leftovers, but he chased me out of the kitchen without so much as a lettuce leaf to satisfy my hunger. Ruby came looking for me later in the garrison. She brought me a pie."

      "How sweet."

      "She is."

      He chatted about Ruby for some time, and I found my mind wandering to the head of our procession where Dane and Erik rode together. Erik seemed as relaxed as always on horseback, but Dane's shoulders were rigid. His head turned at every scuttling creature in the leaves at the side of the road, every squawk of a bird in the sky.

      "He looks tired this morning," I said to Quentin during a lull in the conversation.

      "Who?" he asked around yet another yawn.

      "Dane."

      "That's because he didn't sleep last night. He was supposed to swap with me but he stayed up so there was three of us on watch during the second shift."

      "Typical," I muttered. "He does too much."

      "He feels responsible for our safety. Once we reach Merrin Fahl, he'll get some rest. Bandits only attack on the road."

      The city wouldn't be any safer if the Deerhorns had indeed sent those bandits to attack us.
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      We entered the smaller of the twin cities, Fahl, before nightfall. It was on the same side of the river as our approach and it was also the location of the inn where we wanted to stay. Rhys, the master of the warrior priests from Merdu's Guards in Tilting, had given us the name of the inn where he and his men usually stayed when on pilgrimage to the religious capital of the Fist Peninsula. Located in the shadow of the supreme priest's temple, it was central, clean and run by an honest innkeeper. Mention of Rhys's name earned us the best rooms and a hot meal upon our arrival.

      The following morning, Balthazar was summoned to the supreme priest's temple by a messenger dressed in the simple brown robes of a priest.

      "Tell him I'll come later," Balthazar said over breakfast in the inn’s dining room.

      The messenger's brows rose ever so slightly. "It's not a request, Brother."

      Balthazar sighed. "Can I at least finish my breakfast?"

      The messenger looked uncertain how to answer. Balthazar sighed again and rose. "At least it's not far."

      "His Supreme Holiness has sent a sedan chair for you. It's waiting outside."

      "Want me to come with you?" Theodore asked.

      "Only Brother Balthazar," the messenger said.

      "Friendly," Balthazar muttered as he passed me.

      The rest of us finished breakfast and were about to leave to begin inquiries into missing persons when another messenger arrived. He wore a tunic of purple and gold livery, the chest emblazoned with the emblem of a hawk carrying an eye in its beak. The king of Vytill had summoned us.

      Dane, Theodore and I traveled in royal carriages across the bridge connecting the two cities. The amount of traffic should have made it a long journey, but carts, carriages, riders and pedestrians all gave way to us.

      We carved a path through the crowd towards the magnificent fortress on the hill. It was larger than the Tilting castle of the former king of Glancia but the palace near Mull would have dwarfed it. No matter how grand these old castles were, none could ever amaze me after witnessing the palace.

      Like the Tilting castle, this one was built to withstand assault, although the history books hadn't recorded an attack on the kingdom in centuries. Built from the same stone as the outcrops on the rocky hill, it looked as though it had been thrown up, fully formed, by whatever natural forces had created the landscape. With steep slopes leading up to high walls on two sides, and a sheer wall plunging into the river on the third, the only access was via the steep winding road.

      All traffic to and from the castle took the same route. Empty carts passed us going in the opposite direction, along with errand boys on horseback, and a gleaming black carriage with the curtains closed. We had to wait at the outer gate for a farmer to move his gaggle of geese to the side, but we traveled freely through the second gate, and the third, without being stopped by the guards on duty. We were expected.

      The person who waited for us in the large room was someone quite unexpected. Two someones.

      Lord Barborough and a young woman.

      The former was dressed as usual in black garb, his right arm limp at his side. The latter wore a sky-blue gown with leaves embroidered in silver thread on her skirt and sleeves, the wide opening at the neck showing off her slender throat and collar bones.

      I instinctively curtseyed. As I rose, she bestowed a gentle smile on me.

      "You must be Joselyn Cully," she said in a soft voice. "Glancian women really are as beautiful as they say."

      I rose, aware that I was blushing fiercely. "Thank you…"

      Lord Barborough stepped forward and hurriedly made introductions. "This is Her Royal Highness, the Princess Illiriya."

      "Thank you, Your Highness,” I said. “That's very gracious of you."

      Lord Barborough introduced Dane and Theodore and asked after Balthazar.

      "Your messenger missed him," Theodore said. "He was summoned to the supreme priest's temple early this morning."

      "What a shame," Princess Illiryia said. "But of course we must allow him time to reconnect with his faith in the god's city."

      "You know he was—is—a brother from the order of Merdu's Guards?" Dane asked, his gaze sliding to Lord Barborough, Vytill representative to Glancia and spy.

      "We have been informed," she said. "Come. Sit, and tell me about yourselves."

      She took a seat at one end of the room where a cluster of cushioned chairs had been arranged before the fireplace. A low fire crackled, throwing out enough heat to reach the chairs but not warm the rest of the large room. Banners of purple velvet edged with gold hung from the high ceiling, and tapestries covered the stone walls, but it would be a cold place in winter. This room wouldn't be the public audience chamber where the king sat on a throne and met his people, but it wouldn't be the more intimate chamber for meeting favorites either.

      Princess Illiriya looked regal as she sat on a chair raised above the others on a low dais, her honey-colored hair woven in a complex arrangement of braids high on her head. Her cool blue eyes matched her dress and the single sapphire ring on her finger. She wore other jewels at her throat, ears, wrists, and in her hair, leaving no one in any doubt of her father's wealth. Wealth that diminished every day since the cataclysmic event known as The Rift cut off the Thumb from the Fist and rendered its once-bustling port useless to Vytill. All of those taxes were now pouring into Glancia's coffers via Mull. It must gall this woman's father, but the nineteen year-old princess looked as though she didn't have a care in the world.

      Princesses usually didn't. Born to make strategic alliances, and bred to be ornamental, they were nothing more than another jewel in their kingdom's crown. I'd never given princesses a second thought, and certainly not a sympathetic or pitying one, until I'd met Lady Miranda Claypool and Kitty. Now I knew the privileges afforded noblewomen came with a price—freedom. It wasn't a price I would be willing to pay.

      "You must be wondering why I've asked you to come here," Princess Illiriya said.

      "Asked?" Dane echoed with a hint of steel edging his tone.

      I winced. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Theodore shoot him a glare.

      "Don't be insolent," Lord Barborough snapped.

      "My apologies," Dane said to the princess. "It's been a long journey from Tilting and we have much to accomplish in Merrin Fahl before we move on."

      "Of course," she said. "I won't keep you long."

      "And the presence of the man who threatened Josie on numerous occasions tends to put me on my guard."

      The princess went quite still. "Is that so," she said, her voice chilly.

      Lord Barborough cleared his throat. "King Phillip wanted information. I never intended to follow through on my threats." He tapped his limp arm. "I'm quite harmless."

      He might be less able than most men but he was far from harmless. He had more power and influence than me, and more cunning. I didn't trust him then and I was yet to make up my mind whether to trust him now.

      "Lord Barborough tells me it's an arduous journey to Glancia, although I haven't traveled there myself," the princess went on as though the frosty exchange hadn't happened. "I would have done so this autumn, but…events occurred to render the journey unnecessary."

      Most of King Leon’s advisors had wanted him to marry this woman. King Phillip of Vytill also wanted the union to take place. Leon had hesitated, allowing Lady Violette Morgrave and her Deerhorn mother to swoop in and carve out a place in his heart.

      He would have liked the elegant princess sitting before me, however. She wasn't as beautiful as Lady Morgrave, and couldn't hold a candle to Miranda, but she had a quality about her that demanded attention. Leon could have used a jewel like Princess Illiriya by his side if he’d continued to rule.

      "Lord Barborough returned from Mull with many interesting tales," she went on. "Tales about Mull's unrest and the governor's plans, about the nobles and ministers, about the magnificent golden palace and its strange servants. And about Leon."

      Not King Leon.

      "So you believe in magic," Dane said simply.

      "Lord Barborough made a convincing case."

      Lord Barborough's lips curved with his smirk.

      "Is that why we're here?" Theodore asked. "To confirm his story?"

      "Or are you after the unused wishes?" Dane added.

      "Lord Barborough says the guard who killed Leon inherited the wishes," the princess said matter-of-factly. "Is that true?"

      "Brant claims he has them," Dane said. “But he’s not the most trustworthy person.”

      "And the gem?" Lord Barborough asked. "Do you have that?"

      "No."

      Lord Barborough scoffed. "Of course you'd say that."

      Princess Illiriya put up her hand to silence him. "Miss Cully, you clearly believe in magic too or you wouldn't be here, helping these men find their pasts. You're a long way from home. You're a medical woman, are you not?"

      "A midwife," I said.

      "With ambitions to become a doctor." She smiled. "If it were allowed."

      "Which it is not."

      "It's a travesty, in my opinion. Women would make marvelous doctors. Scholars too, and advisors, even queens in their own right. Perhaps one day the laws will change in our favor."

      "Perhaps."

      "What does your medical knowledge say about memory loss?" she asked, quite seriously.

      I hesitated. Beside me, Dane gave his head a slight shake in warning.

      "I couldn't possibly say," I said. "I'm not a doctor."

      Her eyes twinkled. "A diplomatic answer. You're wise to be careful among strangers. Very well, what would your father say about the servants' memory loss? He was a doctor, I believe."

      "He said it's unheard of for so many to be affected at once."

      "Does that make it impossible? Or simply improbable?"

      I had no answer to that. She was right. It wasn't impossible. Precedents had to start somewhere.

      She sat back, smiling. "I'm sorry if I seem reluctant to believe. I'm logical by nature and prefer evidence and reason over speculation and suggestion. Magic is neither logical nor reasonable, and yet…" She spread her hands to encompass Dane and Theodore. "I find myself wanting to believe."

      "I, too, was hesitant at first, Your Highness," I said.

      "Lord Barborough informed us of Leon's dying confession, how he admitted to finding the magic gem and was granted three wishes. He used only the one, is that correct?"

      "Yes, Your Highness," Theodore said.

      "Your father, the king, is aware of magic," Dane said. "Did he not want to meet us too?"

      She gave a small, elegant shrug. "As you can understand better than most, the demand on a king's time is ceaseless. He wanted to meet you today, but alas it won’t be possible. How long are you staying in Merrin Fahl?"

      "A few days," Dane said.

      "You're going to ask if anyone has been reported missing?"

      "We'll make some inquiries."

      "You won't find any," Lord Barborough said with a hint of smugness. "I've sent servants into various quarters in both cities. They heard of no missing persons."

      "Perhaps we'll get a different result," Dane said evenly.

      Lord Barborough's lips tightened.

      Princess Illiriya’s lips softened with her warm smile. "I wish you well in your search. Where do you think you'll go after you leave here?"

      So she didn't know we were heading to Freedland. We hadn't made a secret of it, but we hadn't told many people either. Not even the servants we'd left behind in Tilting knew.

      "We're not sure," Dane said. "Vytill is a big kingdom with many villages that could yet provide answers."

      "It's probably wise to remain in Vytill for the time being,” she agreed. “There are tensions in Glancia. It might not be safe to return until the next ruler has been chosen."

      "You mean until your father has manipulated his way onto the throne."

      I sucked in air between my teeth and tried to glare at him but he wasn't looking my way. He watched the princess.

      His accusation was a dangerous one to make. While we suspected King Phillip had sent messages to the lords of Glancia, confusing them with lies about which nobleman supported which duke, we had no proof. It was also madness to suggest it within these walls.

      "Hold your tongue, Hammer," Lord Barborough snapped.

      "It's all right," Princess Illiriya said evenly. "I don’t know if what you say is true, but I hope not. I don’t want my father to secure the Glancian throne for himself. I'll be forced to travel all the way to Zemaya and beyond to seek a husband. At least if one of the dukes wins the throne, I'll not be too far from here—if I can marry into the successful family, of course. I believe Buxton has a son near my age."

      "And Gladstow is now looking for a wife," Lord Barborough said, a thread of glee in his voice that had his princess turning a disapproving frown onto him.

      "Have a care, my lord. The poor duchess has not been gone long."

      Lord Barborough bowed his head. "My humble apologies, Your Highness. But I warn you, if you desire to marry the duke of Gladstow, we must work quickly. Lady Morgrave is circling."

      "How can I desire him when your reports made him seem so unappealing?"

      He spluttered an apology. "Gladstow has some fine qualities."

      "Chief among them being that he might win the succession race?"

      Lord Barborough's head dropped further.

      "You would have encountered the duke of Gladstow regularly at the palace," she said to Theodore and Dane. "What do you think of him?"

      "I couldn't possibly say," Theodore said. “I was merely valet to the king.”

      Dane was much less diplomatic. "If Your Highness is looking for a lying, cold-hearted, manipulative and boorish husband, then by all means, challenge Lady Morgrave for the duke. Otherwise, my advice is to stay away."

      She stilled and my heart sank. Dane had overstepped this time.

      "Thank you, Captain," she said. "Your honesty is refreshing and your consideration for my welfare is kind, even more so because we are strangers to one another." She did not look at Lord Barborough, but her words were as much a stab at him as they were praise for Dane.

      Lord Barborough adjusted his limp arm across his lap and looked away.

      "I have nothing to gain by withholding my opinion of Gladstow," Dane said.

      Princess Illiriya stood and put out her hand to him. He stood too and bowed over it.

      "Good day, Captain. Theodore, Miss Cully, it was a pleasure to meet you all. I wish you well in your adventures." She suddenly grasped my hand and held my gaze with an earnest, compelling one of her own. "Do not give up on your dream of becoming a doctor. It may happen in our lifetime."

      I curtseyed. "I hope so, Your Highness."

      Footmen escorted us from the room and out of the castle into the courtyard where we stepped into the royal carriage. As we drove off, I peered up at the arrow slit windows, the turreted tower, the thick outer wall and the stony-faced guards at the gates. It was a cold, forbidding place, yet the princess had been warm and welcoming.

      She was nothing like I expected. I'd been wrong about her. She wasn't bred to be an ornament. She was raised to be a capable leader in her own right. Considering she had a brother to take over the Vytill throne, that meant she was expected to become queen in another kingdom. But with Freedland now a republic, Dreen's king comfortably married and his sons not yet of age, that left only Glancia. And Glancia no longer had a king. If King Phillip succeeded in manipulating his way onto the Glancian throne, then the princess's marital options decreased further. Such a vibrant, clever and regal woman might not want to settle for anything less than a prince. A mere countess wouldn't do.

      "Does Zemaya have a royal family?" Theodore asked, peering out the other window at the castle. Clearly his mind was working in the same direction as mine.

      "Yes, but their kings are chosen, not born," I said. "When one king dies, the ruling lords come together and fight in a series of physical contests. The new king is the one who wins the most bouts. Besides, Zemayans marry young. A new king will usually already have a wife and children when he takes the crown."

      He sat back. "I wonder what she'll do."

      "Hope that the duke of Buxton wins," I said.

      "Will hope be enough for her?" Dane asked.

      Theodore tilted his head and regarded Dane. "You think she'll play a more active role to see Buxton on the Glancian throne?"

      "It's possible. I don't know. She might be precisely as she seems—a friendly young princess with few cares. Or she might be as manipulative as her father. All I do know is, I don't trust Barborough, and he was by her side."

      We traveled in silence until we reached the base of the hill. Dane opened the carriage door and instructed the driver to leave us there. He assisted me out and indicated the extension of the castle road where it plunged into the city.

      "We might as well start here," he said.

      I wasn't yet ready to end our conversation, however. "Could Barborough have sent those men to attack us in the forest?"

      "Strange way to welcome visitors," Theodore said as the carriage rolled away.

      "Perhaps he instructed them to dispatch us and retrieve the gem. He suspects we have it."

      Dane scanned the vicinity, his hand on the hilt of his sword. "We must be very careful. Barborough has influence here. He has the ear of both the king and princess. If he can convince them that we have the gem, they'll send more than a handful of swordsmen to search for it."

      Theodore and I exchanged glances. Then we moved closer to Dane.
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      We spent the rest of the day in Merrin, asking in the market and surrounding streets if anyone had gone missing in the past two years. Only one had, but Dane and Theodore didn't recognize his name and he didn't fit the description of any of the palace servants.

      It was a long and strange day. Everywhere we went, people stared. My height and blonde hair marked me as Glancian, and Theodore was clearly from Dreen with his flat features, while Dane was taller and darker than the Vytillians. In Tilting, we'd seen people from all nations, including Zemaya, going about their business. I expected Merrin to be the same, at least certainly with Glancians and Freedlanders since Vytill was situated between the two countries. But everyone looked like the typical Vytillian with brown hair and of medium height, a blend of the people over its northern border with those in the south.

      We returned to the inn in Fahl to meet Kitty, Meg, Erik, Max and Quentin who'd been making the same inquiries in the god's city. From the looks on their faces, they'd had no luck either.

      "No one," Max said. "Not a single missing person matched anyone we know."

      "The same," Theodore told them.

      Kitty groaned as she eased herself onto a stool in the taproom. "My feet ache, my legs hurt, my back is stiff. How do ordinary people walk all day?"

      "Practice," Quentin said.

      "We have no other option," Meg added.

      Erik placed four large tankards of ale on the table. "This is why I ride everywhere. My feet ache too. Later, you can massage them, Kitty."

      She pulled a face. "That's disgusting."

      "I will massage yours too." He returned to the counter to retrieve the other three tankards, just as Balthazar entered the taproom.

      Dane dragged over another stool for him. "You've been with the supreme priest all day?"

      Balthazar sat with a shake of his head. "Our meeting was brief. After I explained our predicament and our reason for remaining in the city for a few days, he loaned me a carriage. I drove around Merrin and asked about missing persons."

      "What did you find?" Max asked.

      "None of the reported missing matched anyone we know," Balthazar said heavily. "It was a disheartening day."

      Theodore cradled his tankard between both hands and stared into the liquid. "Does anyone else think it strange we've come up with nothing?"

      "It's early days," I assured him. "Merrin and Fahl are large cities. We'll continue tomorrow."

      "What did the supreme priest want with you?" Dane asked Balthazar.

      "He simply wanted to meet me. The high priest's letter mentioned everything about my disappearance and reappearance at the palace, and the supreme priest was curious."

      "The letter mentioned everything?"

      Balthazar nodded. "He asked me why I thought magic was involved, and how. He listened without comment. When I finished, he merely changed the subject. He wanted to know what Leon was like, my thoughts on the Glancian political situation, and my plans for the future."

      "So you don't know if he believed you about magic?" Theodore asked.

      "He's a religious man," Max said wryly. "He's not going to believe in anything that questions the existence of the god and goddess."

      "What was he like?" I asked.

      Balthazar shrugged. "Intelligent, quiet, considerate. Rather bland, really, when comparing him to the Glancian high priest. I found him difficult to read."

      "What about you three?" Max asked Dane, Theodore and me. "Who did you meet at the castle?"

      "The castle?" Balthazar asked, his bushy brows arching.

      "We received a summons after you left," Dane said.

      Theodore smiled into his tankard. "You're not the only important person in this group, Bal."

      Quentin chuckled. "He is the most self-important though."

      Balthazar stabbed Quentin's leg with the end of his walking stick. "I may no longer be your superior, but you don't get to tease me until you've got hairs on your chest."

      "I've got hairs on my chest."

      "Those bits of fluff are not hairs," Erik said.

      Dane told them about our meeting with the princess and Lord Barborough, as well as our theories about the princess's future.

      "Is that why you think she wanted to meet with us?" Balthazar asked. "She wanted an opinion other than Barborough's about the political situation in Glancia?"

      "Perhaps," Dane said. "But the king must have more spies than just Barborough. She doesn't need us."

      "Perhaps her father doesn't keep her informed and she wanted to make up her own mind."

      "Can she do that?" Quentin asked.

      I bristled. "We women are quite capable of forming opinions."

      Quentin reddened. "I meant can she go behind her father's back and talk to his spies."

      "We don't know if the king knew about our visit or not," Dane said. "She implied he did but was too busy to meet us."

      "So if you don't think she was simply gathering information, why did she want to meet you?" Meg asked.

      "I'm not certain." Dane looked to me. "Josie?"

      "I think she wanted to decide for herself if you've truly lost your memories," I said. "She might not have believed Barborough."

      "And by extension," Theodore said, "she wanted to decide for herself if magic is behind this." He tapped his temple.

      "I wonder what she thinks now," Max said.

      We finished our ales and we women returned to the room we shared on the second floor. Kitty flopped on the bed, her feet dangling off the end. She undid her bootlaces and kicked them off before lying back with a groan.

      "I'm tired and hungry," she mumbled.

      "Then come and freshen up before we rejoin the men for supper." Meg tossed her a cloth and indicated the basin of water. "You can use it first."

      Kitty sighed and got to her feet with some effort. "I don't think the boots you bought for me in Tilting are very good. My feet shouldn't hurt this much."

      I inspected one of the boots. It was made from the finest leather, but like all new boots, they needed to be worn in to soften. I told Kitty as much.

      "How long will that take?" she asked, lifting her hair off her neck and turning her back to Meg so Meg could help her undress. She hadn't shed all of her duchess's ways yet. Perhaps she never would.

      "Another day walking around Merrin should do it," I said cheerfully.

      "I want to help them find out more about themselves," she said. "I truly do. But surely there's a better way. Can I not ride with Erik? We can cover more ground on horseback."

      "The horses need a rest," I said.

      "I need a rest."

      Meg helped draw Kitty's shirt over her head. "It has only been one day. Would you prefer we leave you at the inn while we go out?"

      Kitty wrinkled her nose. "No, thank you." She squared her shoulders and tossed her head. "I'm a humble woman now. If I must traipse the streets with my friends, then I will do so and suffer aching feet like the rest of you."

      "Please do it quietly," Meg muttered.

      Kitty washed and dried herself with the towel the maid had left for us to share. "What was the princess like?" she asked as I performed my ablutions at the basin.

      "She seemed nice," I said. "Her bearing was very noble, her manner friendly if a little aloof. She reminded me of Miranda."

      "Miranda!" Kitty pouted. "Why not me? I have a noble bearing. I'm friendly and a little aloof too." She sniffed. "I'm also a duchess which is only one rung down from a princess."

      "Um…"

      Meg cleared her throat. "She looked more like Miranda. That's what you told me earlier, Josie."

      "Yes, that's it," I said. "Her hair was more like Miranda’s than yours."

      My excuse satisfied Kitty enough that she let the matter drop and didn't ask any more questions about the princess.
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      Having left Balthazar at the inn, the rest of us split into two groups the following morning. Dane, Erik, Kitty and I began our inquiries at the riverside dock and moved through one of Merrin's slums before choosing random streets to wander down in the afternoon. Erik received stares wherever he went, but took them in his stride, even smiling at the children. Most ran off in fear, but a few brave souls asked him what he was doing so far from home.

      "Searching for my missing friends," he always said. "You might know them." And that provided us with an opening to broach the subject of missing people. But by the end of the day, we'd not had any success.

      "Wait here a few moments," Dane said as we approached a large inn beneath the sign of a rearing white horse.

      "Good," Erik said. "I am thirsty. Come, let's drink."

      Dane agreed but was the last to head through the archway leading to the inn's courtyard and stables. He checked up and down the street then followed me.

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "We're being watched."

      "Did you see someone?"

      He didn't get a chance to answer me. The ostler caught Erik's arm and Erik retaliated by grabbing hold of the man's jerkin.

      The ostler swallowed heavily but didn't let go. "I know you."
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