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Gatekeeper’s Deception I
Deceiver


One

Whatever It Takes

Kyer leaned forward, her back as rigid as the chair on which she sat, and watched Valrayker. The dark elf chewed the inside of his cheek. There was a slight tremble in his shoulder as he breathed deeply and forced a tight-lipped smile. He was trying to hide it, all right, but she could tell. Beneath that mask of calm the dark elf was distressed. Even the crackle of the fire was an interruption in the silence of the small chamber. Val stood before her and her four companions with such an uncharacteristically formal attitude, she forgot the full wine cup next to her. 

“A week after you left on your mission,” Val said, “we received a message from Bartheylen Castle.” Kyer made a quick calculation. Three weeks ago, then. “You will note that Kien is not here to greet you, and he asked me to pass on his regrets.”

Kyer felt like waving her hand to brush the comment aside. Clearly a higher concern took precedence over mere courtesies. But it wasn’t her place to dismiss it. 

“He returned in great haste to Bartheylen Castle upon hearing that Lady Alon Maer has been taken seriously ill.”

Alarm seized Kyer’s heart. “How seriously?”

“We do not know. The healers could tell us their observations but have drawn no conclusions. All we know is that it seems her life may be threatened by this illness.”

The dread hung in the chamber like the deep resonance of a gong. The group waited.

Valrayker was not finished. “The other part of the problem is that Alon is pregnant. It stands to reason that if her life is in danger, so is that of the child.” Here, the dark elf turned away, and Kyer saw his shoulder blades contract, controlling the emotion that surged. She scanned her friends and frowned with concern at Derry. He was nearly overcome, with his palm pressed over his mouth. As Val’s captain, he had known Kien and Alon Maer for at least half his life. 

“There must be something we can do,” Kyer said. “Do the Healers not have any ideas?”

All five watched their leader expectantly.

Valrayker composed himself. “It is true that there is one idea.”

“Well, let’s have it!” Kyer said. 

The dark elf contemplated her. “I confess I’m moved by your depth of feeling for a dear friend of mine, though you have never met her.” 

Kyer frowned away her blush. They would never understand why Alon Maer meant so much to her.

Valrayker wandered over to ponder the map on the wall.

“The healers at Bartheylen Castle are the best in Rydris. They have employed the full spectrum of their craft, all the ancient arts, their knowledge of spells and charms, all their energy and internal powers and have come up with nothing but minor, temporary remedies. They cannot even come up with a diagnosis, let alone what they need: a cure. The prime healer here in Shael suggested it, and we all agreed that in order to learn exactly what ails Alon, and to discover a cure, if there is one, we need to consult a higher power.” 

Valrayker looked directly at Jesqellan. 

Jesqellan is a higher power? Kyer thought doubtfully. But then the mage’s eyes widened in stark contrast to his dark skin.

“You can’t mean that we need to consult Kayme?” Jesqellan murmured, his mouth agape.

The duke nodded gravely. “The prime can think of no other option.”

Kyer looked from one troubled face to another around the room. Nobody seemed happy with the idea. Who’s Kayme?

“No one has seen or heard from Kayme in years!” said Jesqellan. “Why, it has been at least fifteen years since I have heard him utter a single sound from his dark tower way up north, and even then it was a three-word declaration, ‘I am busy,’ that gave us all the strong message that he absolutely does not want to be disturbed! One does not just walk up to the tower of the most powerful wizard in Rydris, knock on the door, and ask for a casual favour as if we were asking to borrow some eggs. It just isn’t done.” 

“It’s our only hope.” Valrayker sank wearily into his chair. “If you don’t wish to be a part of it, I won’t blame you or bear any grudge against you. It may be that he isn’t willing or even able to help us. I’m merely asking you to try.” 

“I’ll go,” said Kyer without hesitation.

“As will I.” Phennil nodded, though the blond wood elf spoke too confidently for Kyer to believe he wasn’t afraid.

“You know I will,” Captain Derry said quietly to his lord.

Jesqellan stared at the floor and said nothing. Next to him, Janak sat with his jaw crooked in a thoughtful pose and played with his beard.

“It isn’t necessary to make a decision this instant,” Valrayker assured them. “The situation is urgent, but I’m also fully aware of the danger you would be heading into. We’ll talk further in the morning.”
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Kyer left the chamber as swiftly as decorum allowed. Her teeth felt numb, and no amount of elvish wine had stilled the thudding in her chest. A few hours earlier they had ridden into the city of Shael expecting celebration after their successful mission in the north. Instead she had sensed that a pall had settled over the city. Whatever she had guessed the cause might be, she hadn’t imagined this.

Derry stayed in the room with his Lord awhile longer, but Phennil, Jesqellan, and Janak followed her into the back of the castle foyer. Kyer gulped fresh air, only now aware of how many hours they had been cooped up in the small chamber. It had been midday when they arrived, and now the torches and candles cast warm, flickering light into the shadows that stretched from corner to corner across the stone. The story of how they rescued the people of Nennia had taken several hours. At least two meals had been brought to them as they told their tale. 

“I don’t mean to sound like I’m complaining or anything,” said Phennil, stretching his legs with a lunge, “but weren’t you hoping we’d get to rest a bit when we got back here? I suppose we’ll have to leave again in a few days.”

“Of course.” Kyer tried to find a purpose for her hands. “I’d leave now if I could.”

Jesqellan clutched the front of his brown, travel-weathered Moabi robes. “Some of us have not yet decided if we will go at all,” he said softly. “Some of us are more aware than others of the significance of Valrayker’s request.”

Phennil’s forehead creased with concern at the mage’s warning, but Kyer stood her ground. “He needs us to ask a wizard for help. How difficult can that be?”

“My dear girl, Kayme is not just ‘a wizard’.” Jesqellan narrowed his eyes at Kyer. “I was not exaggerating when I said Kayme is the most powerful wizard in all of Rydris. He is arrogant, impatient, and does not like to be disturbed.” His voice remained quiet, but its increased intensity betrayed his fear. “Casual favours will not be entertained. And I shudder to think what the price will be for such an interruption.”

“This is hardly a casual favour.” Kyer matched his intensity with no trace of fear. “A person’s life is at stake.”

Jesqellan drew up his entire five-and-a-half foot height. “Many lives are at stake all over Rydris. War does that.” He tapped his staff on the stone floor in frustration. “Three years ago, a small party sought his help, and he became so enraged at their temerity they found themselves scattered, separately, to the corners of the continent! No food, no horses, no weapons, nothing. Alone. It took my cousin six months to reach home again, and he very nearly perished.” A gusty sigh escaped his lips. “Yes, a life is at stake. Nevertheless, no life is worth the risk of summoning the wrath of Kayme upon myself.”

Janak’s grunt inserted itself between his two comrades. “I’m deciding nothing until I’ve slept in a bed for one night.” He opened the door to the tower stairs. “Val said an instant decision wasn’t necessary—” He darted a backward glance at Kyer, his deadened left eye baleful. “—so, unlike some, I’ll not make one.” He bumped into the doorframe as he shuffled his dwarven bulk into the stairwell. Jesqellan nodded to Kyer and Phennil and went after him.

Kyer did not follow. Earlier she’d have given almost anything to drag her exhausted, travel-weary body upstairs to her cosy guest room in Shael Castle. Instead, the dark elf’s announcement had dispersed her fatigue. There was something she had to do before she would sleep tonight.

Smouldering, she stalked across the stone floor into the shadows of the castle foyer. Granted, she didn’t know this Kayme person; perhaps she ought not to be hasty. Would extra consideration change her mind? Janak knew better than the others how she had been affected by her previous hasty actions. He had every right to caution her about her decision making. This time, though, Kyer’s impulsive choice was not a reckless one, no matter how it came across to her companions. I don’t need to justify my “instant decision” to any of them. She hopped up the first few stone steps of the broad staircase that curved its way up to the second floor. 

She stopped partway up and turned to face the massive oak doors that both provided and denied entrance to the keep. Raising her eyes above the doors, she beheld there the image she had wanted—no, needed to see.

The painted version of Lady Alon Maer stood next to her jet black horse, healthy, dignified, her palm resting on her sword hilt. Beautiful and deadly. How many had she killed? How many of those were duels in which the lady had been forced to make a snap decision? How many, Kyer sucked in her breath, were cold-blooded revenge against the direct order of her superior? 

Kyer had killed six men since coming into contact with Valrayker. Two had been in self-defence during an attack in the woods. Two had been in Nennia, in defence of her friends. The other two had been one-on-one. Face to face. The first was a duel in which a blackguard named Simon had cheated. He would certainly not have been content to accept his defeat had she left him alive. The other . . . Kyer gripped the balustrade as the tempest of emotion swirled around her again. 

In her report to Valrayker a couple of hours ago, Kyer had admitted to killing Ronav Malachite. She couldn’t have avoided telling him. But what she had left out was the manner in which she had killed him. Ronav had made himself her enemy. He had beaten her, flogged her, and very nearly mutilated her. He had done unspeakable things to a village full of innocent people. Oh yes, he deserved to die. And though she had promised Derry she wouldn’t take matters into her own hands, she had disobeyed his direct order because she wanted to be the one to kill Ronav. 

There was no glory in it.

Derry had been angrier with her than she had ever seen him. But eventually he had, she thought, understood why she had done it.

Kyer’s vision cleared and she stared at the Lady, a warrior to whom this kind of struggle must not be foreign. Kyer nodded, certain that the Lady’s gaze forgave her. She renewed the vow she had made a short time ago.

“I’ll do it alone if I have to.”

She was startled by the sound of a throat clearing softly. “You won’t have to do it alone, Kyer. Derry and I volunteered, too, remember?” 

Phennil’s light-footed steps had traced hers. She had forgotten he was there. He stood at the bottom of the stairs, eerie and ghostlike in the dim light of the dozen or so half-burned candelabra around the stone walls of the foyer. He looked up at her cautiously, politely not intruding upon her space. 

She blinked a few times, and a grim smile finally eased the tautness in her forehead. He took it as an invitation, and leapt, two steps at a time, to join her. Kyer sat and waited for him to ask the question she knew was on his mind—the same question Val had already raised. She braced herself.

“What do you think?” He plopped down next to her. “Will they join us?”

She was surprised; that was not the question she expected. “Do you doubt it?”

“I don’t know. Jesqellan seems awfully hesitant, and Janak—”

“Won’t say no to a mission that I’ve said yes to,” finished Kyer. “Janak and I . . . we reached an understanding,” she said thoughtfully. “I imagine things won’t have changed that much.” She rested her elbows on her knees.

“What about Jesqellan?”

Kyer’s jaw jutted out thoughtfully, and she breathed in the faint odours of coal, wood, and stone. “If I’ve learned anything about Jesqellan, it’s that he needs to know he’s useful. He’ll know we need him on this mission.”

Kyer looked sidelong at her friend. Janak and Jesqellan thought she had been impulsive again. Here was Phennil, in perfect position to suggest the same thing, and he hadn’t. Somehow that decided it. Kyer peered up through the darkness to the enormous portrait that was the focal point of the foyer, right above the oaken front doors. The subject of the painting was barely visible in the candlelight, but Kyer knew it by heart. “How well do you know Alon Maer?” The Lady looked down at them out of her exquisitely painted eyes, her pale high elven face surrounded by thick, multihued dark hair.

“I’ve only met her a couple of times,” Phennil admitted. “I think Jesqellan and Janak are both ahead of me.” He turned a puzzled eye to Kyer. “But I’ve met her a couple of times more than you. What made you volunteer? You even beat Derry.”

There it was. The question she’d expected. 

Kyer didn’t answer straight away. Instead she rose and studied Alon’s portrait with the same admiration she felt the first time she’d seen it. The sword, the marvellous detail of the Lady’s leather cuirass that reminded Kyer of her own, unequivocal substantiation of something special Kyer shared with her. The Lady’s hand on her hilt revealed the muscles in her wrists and forearms. Kyer clenched and released her fists, sensing her own strength concealed there. This was what Kyer had needed to do before she could retire to bed.

“Phennil,” she began, and her throat tightened. “Remember the first time I entered this castle? It was, what, a month ago? And you had to come and get me from this very spot so we could go meet Kien.” 

Phennil nodded. “I had to call you about three times.”

“I have never met another woman who is a swordfighter. A true fighter. Soldiers, troopers, yes, but—” She took a deep breath as she considered whether or not to speak her next words. “I studied the wæpnian, Phennil, I don’t know if you knew that.”

He whistled low. “That would explain a few things.”

“Back home in Hreth, I used to train with another girl my age, but she didn’t take it as seriously as I did. People used to call me a freak and names a lot worse. They’d whisper and stare at me. They’d do everything they could to avoid me.” Kyer pointed at the portrait. “She is a warrior, one of the best. She is—” Kyer’s throat caught as she realized what she was about to say, “—living proof a woman being a fighter is not freakish.” She sat back down. “I have more in common with the Lady Alon Maer than I have ever had with any other woman. That means more to me than I can possibly explain.” 

Kyer focussed on the wood elf’s startlingly blue eyes. “Phennil, I know I have never met her. I never will, if she dies.” 
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Valrayker shook Derry’s hand. “I want you to know how much I appreciate your success in Nennia. It means a lot to me, I’m sure you understand that.”

“Yes, absolutely.” Derry looked at him hopefully.

Val refilled their wine. “Very few injuries, and fewer fatalities, excepting the perpetrators. What was it, two?”

Derry shivered, though the room was warm. “Three,” he said with reluctant honesty.

“Unfortunate.” Valrayker made himself comfortable in his armchair and gazed thoughtfully at the landscape painting that hung above the fireplace. “I am disappointed not to be able to question Ronav; he’d have been able to provide us with invaluable information.”

I knew it, Derry said to himself. Aware of what Valrayker’s wishes would be, Derry had given Kyer a direct order to bring Ronav to him. Instead she had obeyed some crazed instinct of her own and killed him. Derry had been infuriated with her. “Kyer was the last one to speak to him.” It was hard to keep the bitterness out of his voice. “Perhaps you ought to ask her—”

“And that’s another thing,” Valrayker nodded gravely, and Derry exhaled in relief at being able to finally speak of what he saw as his biggest failure on the mission: his lack of control of his own people—well, of Kyer—and the resulting death of Ronav at Kyer’s hand. 

His lord’s next words let him down. “Tell me again about Kyer’s sudden reappearance. She was gone for how long?”

“All day.” He unhappily, but dutifully, switched topics. “Taken by his men at sunrise, and full dark when she appeared at our camp.”

“And there was no way she could have known how to find you?”

The captain shrugged, himself baffled by the strange affair. “We had travelled throughout the day and had not followed our planned route. I don’t see how she could have known where we were.”

“And she was immobile?”

Derry cringed at the memory. “They’d beaten and flogged her nearly senseless. There was absolutely no way she rode a horse in that condition. She simply reappeared out of nowhere.”

Valrayker rested his chin in his hand and tapped the air with his foot. He stared ahead at some point in the middle distance, as if searching his mind for something to grasp. His jaw was tight, and he gave his head a small shake, dismissing some possible conclusion. Then he sat up straight and smiled. “Very interesting, indeed. Was there anything else?”

Taken aback, Derry opened and closed his mouth. He wanted to say, I was hoping you had something else to say to me. He wanted to ask if this time he had done enough to satisfy Valrayker’s exacting criteria.

“No, my lord.” He added hopefully, “Unless you had anything more—”

“Nothing, Captain, except to say again: Thank you for freeing those villagers from a horrific fate.”

Derry rose awkwardly, confused and more than a little frustrated by his lord’s interest in Kyer’s reappearance but not her killing of the man responsible for that abominable manipulation of Valrayker’s people. Also frustrated by the abrupt dismissal, he bowed and exited.
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Kyer sat on the stairs for a few minutes after saying good night to Phennil. She stared up at the portrait of Alon Maer. “Whatever it takes.”

She descended the staircase and walked around behind it to the little door that led up the tower stairs. As she passed the door to the meeting room, it opened and she was nearly blindsided by Derry. Upon seeing her, his face turned stormy as he carefully pulled the door to. 

“Did you have a nice talk?” she asked.

“Oh, very nice,” he said sarcastically and went through the stairwell door.

“What does that mean?” She hustled to keep up with him on the stairs.

“It means even with the success of that mission, even though we eradicated a problem that would likely have spread throughout all other duchies, even though we saved those poor people from mindlessly killing each other—” His voice caught as his intensity increased.

She ran to catch up with Derry’s long strides. “What about it?”

“I thought I had done it this time. Everything he wanted of me. I thought surely this time I had impressed him.”

“Of course you impressed him. You saw his face.”

Derry stopped on the landing at the second level. “Not enough, Kyer. He did not offer me a knighthood.” He continued the climb.

Kyer rolled her eyes and followed. “He’s hardly had time to take a breath since we told him everything that happened. Plus, he’s got Kien and Alon Maer on his mind. Maybe tomorrow, or the next day—”

“I doubt it.”

“He’s your mentor. Can’t you ask him why?”

Derry flung open the door at level three and stopped again. He didn’t look at her as she caught up to him. He gripped the door handle. “I know exactly why. He didn’t offer me a knighthood because I’m not good enough, because he wanted me to bring the perpetrator to him for questioning. And we both know why I didn’t do that, don’t we?”

It would have been less painful if he kicked her in the gut and knocked her down the stairs. He went out and slammed the door, leaving her alone. His bootsteps echoed down the corridor. Val hadn’t given Derry a knighthood, and it was her fault. Kyer sank against the stone wall.
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To Chart’s mind, there were two kinds of fear: the fear of things you know, and the fear of things you don’t. He wasn’t even sure which category this situation fit into.

He stood at the end of a row of five servitors, three men and two women, and felt small and insignificant in the massive black chamber. Most of his weight was on his left foot, and he hung his arms at his sides. Surely he at least looked unperturbed. I’m not as convincing as he is, though. His neighbour to the left had placed his hands on his hips. His jaw was slack, as if he had been here before and had nothing to fear. He oozed defiance, as if demanding to know why he’d been Gated here.

Chart had a strong inkling of why he’d been Gated here. He had failed in his assigned task. Time had run out. He couldn’t count on his lordship showing mercy.

Three other beings shared the space. One was an uncommonly tall man, whose height was less imposing the way he sat in his armchair. His long legs were crossed, the top foot on the table in front of him, while his head, dark hair contrasting the odd pallor of the face, was propped against the chair’s winged back. His elbows rested on the arms of the chair, and his hands were clasped loosely on his belly, thumbs toying with a shiny button on his black waistcoat. On the whole he was a good deal more at home than the five men and women who stood before him. He kept glancing down at a game board on the table, contemplating his next move.

The second being was also a man, dressed in a loose-fitting robe that would have appeared informal, but for the fabric which shimmered like spun gold. The shiny black floor mirrored gold beneath him as he stood before them. His hands clasped behind his back, he appraised each of the servitors in turn.

The third being was a dragon.

“Your reports are . . .” The man in gold thought for a moment, doubt on his lean face. “Satisfactory, at best. I prefer excellence. Lieutenant?” Lord Dregor turned to the seated figure. The golden glow from the floor shifted with him, rippling like moonlight on a lake.

“My lord?” The lieutenant’s expression was all innocence and mild curiosity. It, more than the stern expression of his superior, sent a shiver down Chart’s spine.

“These hirelings are under your command, are they not?”

“That is so.”

“And therefore, is it not your responsibility to see that they carry out their duties as per your direction, which is an extension of the orders given by me?” 

“It is my responsibility to relay your orders to them, my lord. It is their responsibility to carry them out.” He picked up a game piece and twiddled it around in his fingers. 

Chart shifted his weight to the other foot and frowned. The others also adjusted their stances, and Chart was comforted knowing they were trying as hard as he to hide their fear. 

Lord Dregor eyed his lieutenant suspiciously. Chart had the impression, not for the first time, that a game of one-upmanship was being played before his eyes. The lieutenant was called Golgathaur. Though Lord Dregor was the elder, the more powerful, as far as Chart could tell, and without question the one in highest command, Golgathaur had a mind of his own, and Chart didn’t think Lord Dregor fully understood what went on inside it. 

“Are you saying,” Lord Dregor peered out at Golgathaur between his eyelids, “that you take no responsibility for your underlings?”

“Not at all, my lord,” Golgathaur answered with a smile. “I am saying that I take no responsibility for their failure to carry out your orders, as delivered to them by me.” He started to place his game piece then changed his mind and drew it back. One thing Chart was sure of, if his lordship was ever dissatisfied with the lieutenant’s words or performance, it was unlikely to be the lieutenant who would suffer the consequences.

Lord Dregor turned back to the five retainers. “Well then.” He glared at each one. “Let them explain to me why certain goals have not been met.” 

His frown settled upon Chart, who shifted so his weight was evenly distributed on both feet. He hoped it might lessen the trembling in his knees. The piercing gaze of the dark lord penetrated Chart’s defences. His blood chilled. His body grew heavier until it was a mass of iron on legs of wicker. No longer able to hold him upright, the wicker gave out, and Chart fell to his knees, a jolt of pain shooting up his back. The dark lord’s stare drew Chart’s jaw downward toward his chest until his head was bowed.

“My Lord Dregor,” Chart found himself saying. “I serve you with my heart and soul and will give of myself, breath and bone, until death takes me.” The words tumbled out of him unbidden. Chart could not clamp his mouth shut, try as he might. Fear simmered inside him as he surrendered control over his mind, and panic bubbled up his throat until he was shouting. “I failed, my lord! Yes, it’s true! I was to cause a disruption in the city of Shael during the Springrites festival, to put fear in the hearts of the Southern Alliance. I was to have completed the task by midnight of the full Swan Moon. I was not able to find an opportunity; I did not make an opportunity. I failed and yet to you I continue to pledge my life and devotion, my Lord Dregor, Lord of All.”

Chart’s body jolted as the dark lord yanked the probe out of his mind. His muscles liquefied and he flopped to the floor. Lord Dregor had moved on to the next man, who now assumed the same humiliating posture. Chart heard words, though only in pieces, as if he were hearing them from under water. “I failed, my lord!  . . . gather two dozen  . . . Guarded Realm. . . . nineteen who were willing to leave their families . . . devote their lives . . . We were run out of Prost  . . . was killed.” 

The black marble floor felt harsh and cold beneath Chart’s cheek. Of the others, he heard only faint, faraway cries, as if they were calling from the far side of a valley. All he saw were the reflection of gold in the mirror-like black floor and, farther away, the red that shone off the patiently waiting dragon.

The aroma of steam filled the air, mingled with a faint scent of lavender. 

Chart shook uncontrollably. How did Lord Dregor punish failure?

What felt like moments and hours later, strength returned to his limbs. He drew his knees under himself and pushed up onto his elbows. Please, can’t I just stay down here? But no, he could not.

Standing again, though shakily, Chart glanced at Golgathaur, who still sat infuriatingly at ease in the armchair wearing an interested smile.

“I have heard your stories,” Lord Dregor said. “I trust you will do better from now on.”

“Yes, my lord,” they murmured, and Chart nearly sighed with relief.

“And to help you remember . . .” Lord Dregor held out his hand.

Without warning, something seized the man next to Chart around his middle.

“Wha—what? No!” screamed the very man who had feared nothing. His legs propelled him forward under some other power. Chart’s heart choked him as he watched the man trying to fight off the invisible hook that drew him across the floor. Chart saw where he was headed and quaked.

Greok lay with his enormous head resting on his forepaws, claws curled underneath. His vertical eyelids were closed, though one eyebrow was raised expectantly. The victim came within reach of Greok’s claws. Despite his struggles, he was pulled closer until he stood immediately before the gigantic reptile, whose reflection glowed like embers. The man knew his fate. Fear of the unknown had become the fear of the all-too known, and Greok tortured the poor human by making him wait. Chart crammed his fingers into his ears against the screaming.

Finally, Greok opened one eye and lifted one forepaw, twisting it the way Chart would turn his hand to pick up his beer. Greok’s great maw opened a touch, enough to show his ghastly fangs dripping saliva. The screaming intensified. The paw moved slowly behind the human’s body, then drew him swiftly into the awaiting teeth. As the mouth closed around him, his screams stopped, filling the chamber with an even less bearable silence. 

Lord Dregor lowered his hand and brushed a bit of lint off his golden robe.

“Lieutenant?” he suggested.

Golgathaur, still smiling as if nothing had happened, bowed where he sat and nodded four times. A shimmering gateway appeared in front of each of the remaining hirelings. “Until we meet again, good people.” He finally placed his game piece.

Each servitor shuffled through a doorway, back into the life he or she had given over to Lord Dregor. They took with them the reminder of what happens to those who fail. Just before his door closed behind him, Chart heard Golgathaur’s voice.

“It’s your turn, I believe.”

 


[image: ]



 

 Sleep, when it finally came to Kyer after she had seethed into the wee hours, did not help her conclude all her ruminations on Derry’s knighthood. Had Val actually told Derry he was not yet worthy of a knighthood because he hadn’t brought Ronav back to Shael? She had admitted to Val that she was the one who had killed Ronav; Kyer had a hard time believing that the duke would blame Derry. The duke hadn’t seemed interested in the details during her share of the report, and certainly the captain had had ample opportunity to explain more after she and the others had left the room last night. Kyer had a nasty feeling that no such conversation had taken place. Derry, upset over not achieving his goal, needed someone to blame. And that someone was her. 

Fine. It hurt, but she trusted that Derry was merely angry and would get over it soon enough. 

What she had not admitted to Valrayker was that her act was utterly, unequivocally premeditated. There was no self-defence involved. She sought Ronav out and she killed him in a cold and calculated fashion. That act was unbecoming of a wæpnian-trained warrior, and it was that which she needed to confess to Val. 

Valrayker, exiled duke of Equart, was one of two people in Rydris whose good opinion truly mattered to her. If she confessed to him and he no longer wanted her in his company, she would—well, she didn’t know what she would do. When morning came, she resolved to tell him, and she would live with the consequences. 

Sleep had not altered Kyer’s frame of mind about the mission either. She opened the door to the chamber from which they had withdrawn so late last night. It was the same room wherein Kyer had met Val’s best friend, Duke Kien Bartheylen, a month ago, before their mission. Now it was Valrayker’s centre for handling Kien’s affairs while the other duke was tending his wife at Bartheylen Castle, three weeks away in one of his two other duchies. And this morning, as well as providing the privacy the small company needed to discuss the business of the day, it had become the breakfast room.

Kyer’s four friends were attacking the food with desperate appetites cultivated by a month without decent fare. She spared a glance for Derry, but he didn’t look up. It was just as well; she couldn’t have guaranteed a civil response. Janak’s head was tilted to one side so he could peer directly at his plate with his good eye. He ignored her presence. Purposefully? Jesqellan was also totally absorbed in eating. Kyer wasn’t about to let them get away with it.

“Well, you’ve slept on it. Are you coming or aren’t you?”

Janak looked up then and glared at her as if she’d insulted his mother. Jesqellan just sniffed. 

“Well, you have to make a decision sometime.” She heaped her plate with ham, eggs, chunks of melon, and bread.

Valrayker entered whistling, his long, black hair freshly combed and tied back neatly, his moustache and short beard trimmed. His grey eyes twinkled at Kyer as he sank into a chair opposite her. This was not the time to bring up anything morbid with him. Though he certainly was not behaving like someone who thought her actions reprehensible.

“My, it’s good to have you all back again.” He heaped blueberries into a bowl.

Derry eyed his lord quizzically.

“I have proceeded with your travel preparations, if only for the benefit of the three who have already committed their involvement.” He said this without glancing significantly at anyone. “Further to that, we are expecting one more guest for breakfast.” He poured cream, which turned blue as it washed off the powdery bloom. 

“Who is it?” Derry asked. The captain’s curiosity seemed forced. Kyer had a feeling he hadn’t slept well. It’s only fair that it wasn’t just me.

“Your newest travelling companion. I met with him last night, and he has agreed to join the company on this mission. I’ve discovered him to be an excellent archer, as well as possessing several other talents that will no doubt be of valuable service to the group. You’ll ask yourselves how you managed without him in the past. He’s truly a unique find, and I’m very pleased that he accepted with no pressuring on my part.”

Kyer took a mouthful of ham and studied the dark elf. Valrayker had a knack for plucking suitable members for his company out of unexpected settings, herself not excluded. Their eyes met and Val winked at her.

The door burst open and she jumped. The newcomer paused ever so slightly to get his bearings then rushed forward in a brightly coloured blur. A small figure planted himself before Kyer, to her utter astonishment. She turned to Val, open-mouthed, begging him to tell her he was playing a horrible prank, but he was too busy splitting his face from ear to ear. She gaped at the vision of outlandishness in front of her.

“Dear lady, we meet again! And under circumstances such that I cannot adequately express my joy! Travelling companions! To be able to gaze upon your countenance, to begin each new day with you in my immediate vicinity, and your face to be the last thing I allow to enter my sight before I fall into slumber filled with dreams of you!” The creature knelt grandly next to her as he finished his speech and, bowing his head, horrified her further. 

Hand on his heart, he recited poetry.

“Such a beauty is Kyer

Shimmering gold lights up her hair

Her eyes, deep green, like shadowed lair

Never was there one so fair

As my lady, my true love, Kyer.”

He then scampered around to perch on the seat next to Valrayker.

Kyer’s gaze remained transfixed upon Skimnoddle. Has Valrayker gone insane?

“You’ll have to tone down your orations if you’re going to gain credibility with this lot,” Valrayker murmured to the halfling, who bobbed his head and adjusted his cravat. To the rest of the group, Val said, “I believe most of you have met Skimnoddle.”

Kyer looked daggers at Valrayker. Oh, she’d met Skimnoddle, all right. Twice. Once during her lunch at a local inn, when she had caught him trying to steal her purse, and she had forced him to return all the items he had stolen from her fellow patrons. And secondly, the same evening during his performance at the Springrites festival, when he had seen her in the crowd and presented her with the flowers he’d been juggling. Valrayker well knew the circumstances of those encounters because he was there for the second one. She thought at the time that he had enjoyed himself far more than was becoming of a duke. Val had shown on many occasions that he was no ordinary duke. He smiled smugly over his companions as if he had just won the war for them all. 

This baffling, annoying halfling was to travel with them to visit the most powerful wizard in all of Rydris?

She glared. “Val, are you out of your mind?” 

The dark elf just beamed.

As soon as she’d scooped the last spoonful of egg into her mouth, Kyer fled the chamber.
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The bell above the apothecary’s door jangled as Kyer stepped in. The thin-necked man behind the counter was busy with another customer. It was Derry. He said hello and the apothecary looked up, saw Kyer and blanched. 

“How soon can the fenugreek tincture be ready?” Derry asked, snatching the man’s attention. “We may have to leave in a few days.”

“Oh, I er . . . Perhaps the day after tomorrow. I can’t be . . . But if that is everything . . . ?” The flustered man tried to regain his composure.

Derry paid him and put the items in a shoulder bag. The man came around the counter, ostensibly to show Derry out, which Derry resisted.

“Are you picking up your—?”

“Yes. He’s all right,” she told the man.

The apothecary hesitated but acquiesced. Then he locked the door.

He squinted at Kyer as if she had a disfiguring disease and disappeared into his back room.

“You getting stuff for your kit?”

Derry nodded, leaning both elbows on the counter. Then, “You must be anxious to catch up on the news with your halfling friend after a long month of separation.”

“Hilarious.”

“You’ll be unable to keep away from him once we leave.”

“All the more reason to keep away from him now.” She rolled her eyes. “My hair isn’t even gold. It’s brown.”

Derry smirked. “I’m picturing you two heaped on the floor of the Harvest Moon with your dagger on his cheek.” 

He spoke genially but if he was trying to make up for his comment the night before, he’d failed.

“And then, in the crowded square, he kneels before you with a bouquet of flowers. I can’t remember now: Did he actually propose marriage?”

“You’re going to have to deal with the little bugger while we’re travelling,” she warned. “I’ll try to be civil, but don’t expect me to keep my mouth shut.”

He looked sidelong at her. “No, I would never expect that.”

Afraid of betraying how that stung, she clamped her teeth. Bastard.

At last the apothecary came back with a sack under his arm.

“Did you have it hidden in an underground cavern behind a massive door with seventeen locks guarded by a six-headed dragon you had to tame before you could get in?” Kyer asked.

His throat bobbed and he glared at her as he opened the sack. He drew out the wooden chest that had become Kyer’s after she killed Simon Diduck. 

In a hushed voice, the apothecary said, “I don’t ask where you got this. Any thief would be well-rewarded for its procurement.”

“What is it?” she asked. Its previous owner had hinted only vaguely at its purpose before he died. 

“It is a shield of a powerful nature. It has. . . additional properties. I have created instructions. I wouldn’t have written them, but for my fear that the device could be misused.”

A low murmur of anxiety thrummed in her chest. “I think it was going to be misused before,” she muttered.

“The instructions are hidden within the lid of the box. Now take it away from here, and keep it under lock and key.”

“What do I owe you?”

“You may remunerate me by getting it out of my shop.”

He practically booted them onto the street and shut the door, bell jangling. The street was alive with people and horses headed for the square, where the mayor was due to make an announcement. Kyer adjusted the chest under her arm and wrapped her cloak around her. 

Derry said, “You’d better get back to the castle with that.”

“You think?” she said sarcastically. She glanced around furtively, planning her route. 

Derry put a hand on her arm. “What did you mean when you said it was going to be misused?” 

Kyer shook her head. “Something—Ronav said, that’s all.”

A family with a passel of children veered around the pair, stepping into the dirt road. The mother swept a youngster out of the way of a rider.

“I thought it was Simon’s.”

“No, he was only Ronav’s delivery man. Listen, I’ll see you—”

“But what did Ronav tell you? You should tell Val—”

“Derry.” She looked at him squarely. “I will decide what I tell him.” 

Several emotions flashed across the captain’s face before he settled on one. “Naturally.”

With a whiff of aloofness between them, Derry bowed curtly and disappeared, weaving through the throngs of Shael citizens. Hot with annoyance, Kyer frowned and stepped into the current heading north toward the square then stopped herself. With an enormous crowd gathering to hear the mayor’s speech, the square was hardly the place she wanted to traverse with a bulky box containing a vastly expensive and dangerous magical device. Instead, she crossed the street to head east.

“Kyer Halidan.” 

She stopped short and peered into the dimness of the narrow space between a shoemaker’s and a guildhouse. A dark figure lurked there. It beckoned. She glanced furtively up and down the road, but the people, intent on reaching the square before the noon bell, ignored her. She stepped toward the figure, fascinated, and the scent of lilacs swirled around her like the shadows.

He was uncommonly tall, entirely in black, including the hair that framed a pale face. “Kyer, do not proceed through the square. It is not safe for you at this time.”

The box was well hidden; she knew it. “I had already decided not to.”

“Go back to the castle as quickly as possible. Go east to Riverside before heading north to the castle.” 

“That’s where I was going. Who are you?”

He held up a hand. “One who cares for you. Go now. Quickly.”

Backing into the shadows, he vanished. 

She frowned at the strangeness of the encounter. And how had he known her name? She supposed, with a degree of surprise, that Shael citizens would be familiar with Valrayker’s company and that perhaps her name was now mingled with those of Derry and Jesqellan. In any event, the stranger had echoed her own conclusion. Tightening the chest against her side, she shrugged the encounter off and turned eastward at the next street, a circuit that skirted around the square by a few blocks. She hustled along. 

The crowds had thinned, now that most people were already at the square. It had to be close to noontime. The mayor would appear on the steps of the City Hall at any moment now. Left onto Riverside, jostling with someone as he hastened out of a shop. She doubled her pace, clutching the chest close to her under her cloak, the safety of the castle approaching. Take it away from here, and keep it under lock and key. 


Two

It Would Not Be an Apology

A shuffling and a whimper from the bed woke Kien, and he rushed to his wife’s side, where the pillow and sheets were yet again drenched with her sweat.

“Help me!” Kien cried over his shoulder to the Healer. “This one is worse.”

The Healer rushed over and scooped a small handful of fresh herbs, tossing them into the steaming dish atop the brazier beside the bed. The fragrance erupted anew, its heady scent drifting upward with the steam, and the Healer’s apprentice gently squeezed the tiny bellows to waft it across the anguished body of Kien’s wife.

Alon Maer’s body contorted, and a groan like the hinge of a rusty gate was forced from her throat. Kien pressed his cheek against hers, clutched her hand, and whispered urgently into her ear. “Hold them off, Alon, they are nothing. It is Dregor’s minions, that is all.” Her head rocked in torment, knocking into Kien’s, and he bit his tongue. He sucked back the taste of blood. Her glassy eyes flashed open then screwed shut again, blocking out some vision of horror. “You are Bartheylen, Alon Maer; you are stronger than they,” he insisted, willing her to hear him. She shuddered violently and her body twisted, wringing out pain like water from a cloth. 

The healer knelt on the bed and rubbed her palms together, gathering warmth and energy before placing them firmly on Alon’s chest, just below each shoulder. Kien leaned down to clutch his wife’s hand to his cheek. The healer chanted and hummed as the lady thrashed about in pain, struggling as if she were chained to the bedposts. The healer’s voice rose to match Alon’s volume in a battle to subdue the evil that was consuming her. Conquering it had so far proved impossible. 

The two or three days between episodes provided false hope that her condition was improving, and the subsequent resurgence was that much harder on Kien. The duke trusted that the healers were doing all they could, but he was very much afraid it was not enough.

At last the fit subsided. Alon’s cries diminished to moans, whimpers, and finally, she slept. Her body ran with sweat that the healer and her apprentice bathed away. 

Kien Bartheylen breathed deeply, letting the tangy aroma of the herbs and the spicy incense do their calming work on him. They just barely masked the sickroom smell that always made him think of old skin. He drifted back from the bed and slumped into the wing-backed armchair. “How much more can she take, Roman?” He brushed his neglected steel-coloured hair away from his narrow face.

The healer barely glanced up from her task. “Oh, she’s a mighty one, my lord. She’ll not give up easily.” Her voice betrayed her fatigue, though the strong, sweeping motion of her arms as they worked belied her condition.

“Yes, yes she is,” Kien replied. “That is why I chose her.” He admired Alon’s sword-wielder’s body, so muscular and curvaceous even as she lay so ill. One pointed ear peeked out through her dark hair, which was matted and spilled out all over the pillow. Hoarse breaths gusted through parted, cracked lips that had only moments ago been taut with pain. 

Kien’s eye was drawn to the trinket she wore around her neck, a necklace shaped like a serpent. It was a pretty little thing, light blue and jewelled, which he’d noticed immediately upon his return from Shael several weeks ago. The apprentice healer had told Kien it reminded Alon of him, and she had been upset at the suggestion of removing it. The corners of his mouth twitched as Kien pictured her lovely face with that thoughtful smile that had attracted him from the start, that smile instead of the creases of pain she wore of late.

The continued gradual swelling of her abdomen was a hopeful sign that all was not lost. The babe fought for life and growth in spite of the odds against him. A true Bartheylen.

“Don’t forget to breathe, my lord,” Roman said. Startled, he looked over at her just as she smiled and returned her focus to her ministrations. He laughed, a gentle, self-deprecating laugh, and took her advice. He filled his lungs, shaking out his hands, which had been gripping the arms of the chair like the hilt of his greatsword.

“Thank you, Roman.”

“Honestly, my lord, I’ve enough to occupy me with this one. I don’t need another to care for. You’d best be taking care of yourself.”

“You’re right, I know,” Kien said wearily. “But I cannot—” He stopped himself.

“I know, my lord.” Roman pushed herself to her feet. The apprentice held her arm to steady her; the healer had exerted a good deal of energy in this latest battle. “I know you wish to remain with her, but I beg of you to eat a hot meal and to sleep, sir. She’s resting. Lord Valrayker has all your other affairs in hand. Be at peace for now.”

Kien nodded in listless agreement, wondering if he’d ever again feel like the duke of three duchies. He got to his feet, his body leaden, but forced himself to his full seven-foot height. Kien Bartheylen was the strongest man in Rydris; mere fatigue cost him nothing. 

“If I am to care for myself,” he said to Roman, “then so are you. That is not just a suggestion.” 

He gave a short bow and made the kitchens his destination.
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Kyer took herself to her room where she could open the chest away from curious eyes, and remembered the cedar aroma from the first time she’d opened it. The same whirr of air wafted gently at her face. The brushed pewter armband was nestled in the soft protective cushion. With its inlaid green jewel and etched lines it was a thing of beauty. This time she did not allow her palm to hover over it and feel its unnerving buzz of vibration. That could wait until she knew what the thing was. The information was hidden, as promised, inside the lid, beneath the red plush lining. Sitting crosslegged on her bed, Kyer unfolded the slip of parchment.

A device of deadly protection, the alchemist had written in a shaky hand. Will block an attack on the wearer, but gains its power one of two ways: by stealing life force from the wearer, or by taking another nearby life, with only minimal control. There was a bit more, about deflecting attacks, and angles and strength, but Kyer did not presently feel equal to the task of studying it. She kept the paper to look at later, but swiftly shut and locked the box, tucking the key and note deeply in her pack.

And now, what to do with the chest? It was too valuable and dangerous a thing to carry with her at this time, and she was by no means ready to wield it. Ronav would have had no misgivings about donning it instantly, prepared to sacrifice anyone around him for his own protection. He would have believed it was his right. Kyer was not willing to risk the lives of her friends. Better to leave it behind in safety, until she had had time to study the instructions. Which left her puzzling over where to keep it. 

Acadia. That’s who she needed. Kyer couldn’t keep it in her own room because it might be used by another guest at some point. Acadia would know of a place to safely keep the box. Kyer wove through the castle in search of the steward.

“Yes, of course,” Acadia said when Kyer found her in her room. She beckoned her to enter. “How’s this?” A panel next to the fireplace had a hidden latch. It opened, revealing a small cupboard. “This is where I keep my few valuables, and it’s unlikely someone would look for this in here, don’t you think?”

“Yes, I agree.” Kyer breathed a sigh of relief to have the chest out of her hands. “Still, I’ll get it from you as soon as I can; it shouldn’t be your responsibility.”

Acadia grimaced up at her as she tucked the chest in the back of the cupboard and closed the door. “Believe me, this is the least of my worries.”

She invited Kyer to sit. Acadia was the first woman with whom Kyer had had opportunity to form a friendship since leaving her friend Bianca behind in Hreth. The fair-haired steward, to Kyer’s great joy, was too smart and capable to be intimidated by a woman with a sword and had put Kyer at ease almost instantly upon their meeting at the start of Kyer’s first mission. The unfortunate incident between Kyer and Acadia’s brother, Fredric, the former captain of Shael Castle, was the only hitch, and even that had not succeeded in coming between them. She was a woman of enormous responsibility and competance, and Kyer respected her a great deal. The two women had a few pleasant moments to catch up before they were interrupted by the bell at Acadia’s door. 

Acadia sighed, her blue eyes smiling. “No one can accuse me of idleness. Follow me and we can still talk.” She closed the door behind them. Building a friendship within a smattering of moments was far from easy.

Kyer kept pace. “Tell me: Have you heard from Fredric?”

The brightness in Acadia’s eyes dimmed just slightly, like a thin layer of cloud over the sun. “No, I haven’t.” Her voice contained a sort of determined pride. “My brother is out of my life.” They hastened down the main staircase. “You know something? Until he’d been gone for about two weeks, I had no idea just how much of a negative influence he had on me. Like a wicked fairy always whispering in my ear. But he’s gone. I have put him behind me.” She smiled, her eyes clearing.

“Still, I am sorry. I never meant for it to go so far.”

“I hope you’re not still blaming yourself. He had it coming. All you did was make the truth known.” They reached the bottom of the staircase. “Now I really must get back to work, but one more thing.” Acadia rounded the corner with a swish of her dark red skirt and bright eyes. “It’s all over the castle that you killed Ronav Malachite. I want to hear the details about that before you leave.” 

The steward rushed off to her office. 

Kyer froze. Blood of Guerrin. Derry thought he had lost his knighthood because of this, and now people were gossiping about it in all eagerness? 

“Oh, this is not good.” She hastened to the meeting room in search of Val. She had to set him straight before another hour passed. There was a guard outside the room.

“Excuse me. I need to speak to Lord Valrayker.”

“He’s busy with the prisoner.”

“Prisoner?” What in seven hells . . . “What prisoner?”

“I’m not at liberty to speak about it.”

“Fine.” Kyer spun around and headed toward the stairs.

As she took the first few steps up, she heard the door to the room open. The guard stepped aside and let Derry pass.

Kyer rushed back down. “What’s going on?”

Derry closed the gap between them with his long strides. “Where have you been?” He grabbed her by the arm.

She shrugged him off, annoyed. Was he her guardian all of a sudden? “With Acadia, not that it’s any of your business.”

He sighed, relieved. “There is no need for rudeness. I had no idea where— Thank Aidan you’re safe.”

“What are you talking about?”

Derry spoke in a low voice. “There was an explosion in the square.”

“An explosion!”

“Yes. Not long after I left you.” He looked and sounded haggard. “I wasn’t right there when it happened, but I went to help, and some people had caught this fellow”—he gestured back to the room he had left—“so I brought him here.”

“Who is it?”

“I don’t know. Did you find a safe place to keep that chest?”

Did he think she was a half-wit? She waved over at a sideboard against the wall. “Sure, I put it down right over th— Oh no, it’s gone!”

Derry tensed like a wild animal. “We’ve got to—” When he saw the look on her face, he checked himself, frowning, and  clearly biting back some sort of rebuke.

“Of course I found a safe place for it, Derry. It’s locked up someplace real special.”

He looked relieved and irked. Running a hand through his short, blond hair, he might have been counting to ten. She recognized that line in his jaw. “I don’t suppose you saw anything that would help in the investigation?”

“No, why would I? I was too busy getting a magic box to safety under orders from great authority.” She gave a passing thought to the tall, pale stranger.

Derry opened his mouth, about to give an exasperated retort, but the door to the meeting room opened. The prisoner emerged, hands behind his back. Two flanking guards marched him to the door that would lead to the cells. The guard who’d been waiting outside followed. Any hope she had of speaking to Val now was foiled when he emerged, still deep in conversation with Governor Lyndon, and walked by without even seeing her.

The prisoner was not the strange man from the shadows, and her encounter with him was forgotten.
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Captain Usher Tompkin reported to Valrayker and his company in Kien’s meeting chamber late in the afternoon. Just as the mayor had begun his speech, a ball of bright, white light, like a shimmery crystal ball, had sailed over the heads of the crowd in the square, as if it had been tossed. It hovered near the mayor, and the crowd tried to back away in alarm. The ball exploded, setting fire to many people’s clothing and killing at least twenty  citizens, including the mayor. 

Several people had seen the man who threw the ball and had handed him over, which was how he had come to be in custody so quickly. He was now undergoing “interviews” with Piper, the castle wizard, who so far had nothing to add.

Valrayker, shaken by the news of the mayor’s death, did not speak, and simply stared down at his hand. He appeared surprised that he held a cup of wine. His lips were pressed in a tight line. He finally worked them open, and with a deep breath, thanked Usher for his report. “It is rare to apprehend the culprit in a crime like this so speedily. I assure you he will be tried and treated accordingly.”

“I am thankful to hear he has been apprehended.” Jesqellan rose and clasped his hands behind his back. “I should say at this time that the events of this afternoon have influenced, in part, my decision to join you on the upcoming mission. This incident has shown me the importance of maintaining the strength of the Southern Alliance. We need Kien, and it follows that we need Alon Maer and their child.” The mage looked over their heads as if addressing an audience in a large council chamber. “I am the member of the party with the most experience dealing with wizards. My position on the wisdom of this venture remains unchanged, yet it is my hope that as a mage and a Shaman, I will be able to be of some service in the communication with the enigmatic Kayme.”

Kyer listened to this speech with bemusement, and when she caught Phennil’s eye, the elf gave her a wink. Sure enough, he can’t bear to be left out. 

Once Jesqellan had ceased speaking, the brief silence was broken by a grunt from Janak, who then added, “Might as well count me in. Nothing better to do.”

Jesqellan looked irritated that the dwarf had stolen his thunder. 

Kyer smiled. “Why can’t you just admit you care as much as the rest of us?”

The dwarf threw a dirty look at her.

Before she had a chance to ask Val if she might speak to him, he excused himself and rushed out.

She headed back to her room. Just as she reached the door to the tower stairs, two young sentries stepped out of the access to the rear corridor. Their eyes lit up with recognition.

“Aren’t you the one that killed Ronav Malachite?” one asked, his voice bright with admiration.

“No.” Kyer’s face flushed and she slammed the door behind herself.

She ran up the stairs.

Hero she was not. What had happened in the woods of Nennia had frightened her. She’d made a promise to Derry. A promise which, although it had pained her to speak the words, had made sense at the time. Then deeper emotions had taken control. She ought to have simply captured Ronav. Brought him here to Shael. Let Val give him a fair—

Kyer stopped on the stairs. 

She pictured a child in shock over her father who sat in their front room with a knife through his throat. She pictured Phennil keeling over after trying to stop innocent people from killing each other. Then . . . Derry kneeling among the bloody mass that was the bodies of a teenaged girl and her baby. Kyer’s chest heaved.

I wouldn’t change a thing.

She had killed Ronav in cold blood. And it felt good. She could summon no remorse for what she had done. If anyone deserved to pay the ultimate price, it was Ronav. And in her heart, Kyer knew that if anyone—anyone—but she herself had carried out the sentence, she would have felt cheated.

She might have a confession to make to Valrayker, but it would not be an apology.
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Hunter stoked the fire that warmed neither the air nor the atmosphere of the stone chamber within the mountain he had inherited from Ronav. It was darker, danker than his room in the barracks at Shael Castle. 

This one is all mine, he thought sardonically.

He set a chunk of hemlock on top of the glowing pile, adjusted it with the poker, and backed up to sit in the armchair. 

A heartbeat later he was bolt upright and whirled around, poker poised to strike the person in the chair.

“You seem to have made yourself quite at home here,” Golgathaur said.

Hunter lowered the poker, swallowing hard to push his heart back down into his chest. “Why can’t you announce yourself?” He used more than a hint of ire.

“I can,” answered the other, with an implied shrug. “How are things going?”

Hunter let the poker fall with a thud to the braided rug that hid the stone floor. He sat in the other, less comfortable, chair before deigning to answer. “Do you mean generally, or just since you put me in charge of this rabble?”

“As you wish.” The man stretched his uncommonly long, black-trousered legs toward the fire. He smelled floral. His pleasant expression said, Do go on. I’m listening.

The pleasant expressions worried Hunter more than the unpleasant ones. The new chief glared at the fire rather than aim his frustration at his . . . superior.

“The men have accepted me as well as can be expected. Whatever that means. I suppose they listen to me because you told them to.”

“Then you must encourage them to listen to you on your own merit.”

“I’m working on it. They still have trouble with the fact that I only got here in time to go with Ronav and the others to Nennia, and I’m the only one who returned.”

“Then you must let them know there was a reason that you remained alive.”

“What, because I’m so much better than they were?”

“Well, aren’t you?”

Hunter considered this. His training and experience certainly placed him far beyond the strengths of the strongest of those men. And without question he was of higher quality than Ronav on a number of levels.

“Do you listen to me because of who I work for,” Golgathaur asked, catching Hunter by surprise, “or for myself alone?”

Hunter’s throat suddenly felt like he’d swallowed chalk. “Actually, you’ve . . . uh . . . never happened to mention who you work for.”

The pale man tilted his head to one side. “Any ideas?”

Hunter could only nod.

“Well?”

It was infuriating that Golgathaur always demanded answers to questions that Hunter thought rhetorical. “Dregor.”

“That’s Lord Dregor to you, my good man.” Golgathaur gave him a delighted grin. “Nicely done. I see we have chosen well.” 

Hunter said nothing. 

Golgathaur clapped his hands to the arms of the chair. “Well, I just dropped in for a short visit to see how you were faring. Don’t let me impede your enjoyment of the evening.” He rose and his tidy black hair brushed the stone ceiling of the chamber. “Oh, by the way, I met someone today. Someone whose acquaintance I believe you may have made. Kyer Halidan?”

A pale, shimmering light flickered, and he vanished.

Hunter stared before him, blind to the bright firelight. All he saw was her face, glowing in the light of another fire, smiling at him mischievously, her dark green eyes daring him. Then her face as she humiliated him in front of his men. And then . . . Hunter squeezed his eyes closed, trying to shut out the image . . . his lord, beloved Kien, possessor of his devotion—that face as it handed down the sentence.

Again Hunter relived those last moments as Fredric Heyland. Shamed, cast aside, banished from the only life he had known. Hunter had left that persona behind as he rode out of Shael. 

Alone with his misery in his new home, trapped in his new life, he renewed his vow.

I will kill her.
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Valrayker wasn’t at breakfast. Kyer swallowed fruit and wine, but she couldn’t swallow the lump of desolation that had formed in the night. She resolved to find him directly after eating and steeled herself for the meeting. She had to come clean and tell him what an ignoble warrior she was, even if it meant that he might not want her to work for him any longer. She took a mouthful of wine, feeling her brows draw together as she wondered what she would do with herself if Valrayker dropped her.

“Poor thing,” Janak said, making her jump. “She can’t speak, she’s so a-quiver over her halfling boyfriend coming along.”

Kyer could muster only a mirthless grimace. 

She downed the last of her wine and went to Kien’s—Valrayker’s, while Kien was away—study, only to find her way barred by a sentry. The duke was in a meeting with Piper and the prisoner and wasn’t expected to be through any time soon. 

Later in the day, she returned. A different sentry gave the same message. As she stood in the corridor, a maid arrived with a tray of food. The sentry allowed her in, but Kyer couldn’t even get a peek. The only thing she learned was that the prisoner’s name was Chart. She asked the sentry to please let Valrayker know she wished to speak to him, though she doubted even he would have that opportunity.

By the end of the day, with no luck at getting to speak to the dark elf, Kyer resigned herself. He had other things on his mind. She didn’t need to burden him with yet another problem.

Instead, she wrote a long overdue letter. She added a short note for her parents and folded the one inside the other. She addressed the outside of the letter to The Halidans, Care of Sendra Flack, General Store, Village of Hreth, Heath Duchy. But the inside letter began, Dear Nix. It was signed Fralyrn, which looked like a name. Only three people in all of Rydris would know it translated as Student. Moreover, it was written in a language that all but those three would interpret as simple gibberish.
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The next day, the stable yard was a bevy of grooms, stable hands hustling, and friends waiting to say goodbye. Derry stood with the rest of the company as they checked bags and packs and made ready to leave the luxuries of Shael Castle. Derry recalled one detail he hadn’t taken care of yet. He wove through the activity and approached Jesqellan.

“Jesqellan, will you be my second, as usual?”

“Of course, Captain.”

Turning back, Derry caught a glimpse of Kyer’s profile. She had certainly heard the exchange, and the muscle in her jaw was clenched. Too bad. She can’t have thought he would choose her to be his second, not now. No, Jesqellan was the most experienced. Not to mention the most level-headed. He defied Kyer to argue that.

Donnagill snorted and bobbed his head, reacting to the flurry of excitement, but the groom expertly whispered and calmed him. Derry returned to him and stroked his shoulder soothingly, and the groom continued her work, the warhorse towering over them. Derry combed his fingers through the chestnut’s black mane and watched Valrayker.

The exiled duke wandered among his team, holding saddlebags open while last minute items were stowed away, or offering pleasant words and even garnering a laugh here and there. He looked tired, yet Derry saw a light of anticipation burning in his eye. The fate of his best friend’s wife lay with this motley company, and the sooner they were on their way, the sooner Val could begin counting the days to Alon’s recovery. Derry’s resolve redoubled.

So he had not been knighted yet. Valrayker must have his reasons, and he hadn’t blamed anyone, not even Kyer, for neglecting to bring Ronav to Shael; he’d merely expressed disappointment. Whatever the reason, it was not Derry’s place to question him. What did it change? He lived to serve Valrayker and was all the more determined that this assignment would be the ultimate service to the dark elf: every action would be performed with Valrayker in mind. Derry would be knighted at the end of this mission or . . . or . . . Derry sighed. Who was he kidding? He had never contemplated any other goal, so he could not conceive of quitting this one. Instead he double-checked the location of his sketch book in his saddlebag and gave one final tug on each of Donnagill’s straps.

“It has taken me altogether too long to thank you all properly for what you did for my people in Nennia.” Valrayker positioned himself before his emissaries. The yard fell silent. “Not only did you solve the problem and help them to recover, you have restored their faith in me, which means much in these dark days. I hope I live to see the end of such times and to return to my land and my people.” He looked at each of them, the steadiness of his gaze belying the emotion he fought to conceal.

Derry bowed his head.

“I promised you gifts once you returned from Nennia,” Val went on. “As you know I haven’t much to give. And with Kien away, I can only prevail so much upon his kindness. Besides the tent cloth I found, which has been stowed among your supplies, I managed to come up with these few tidbits.” He bent down to a sack at his feet and rummaged around inside it. Derry heard faint clanking of metal and glass. Val drew something out and straightened. He held two six-inch cylinders, about the width of his thumb. One was made of a dark reddish wood, and the other was a brownish-green, the colour of dying leaves of a rosebush. “For Jesqellan. A Firebolt rod and a Dispel Illusions rod. Two uses each.” He handed them to the mage, who clasped his hands on his chest and bowed his thanks in the traditional Moabi Shaman fashion.

Val reached into the sack again. He pulled out a vial of dark blue glass and handed it to Janak. “Oil of Unbreaking. Inside the top is a brush. Smear that stuff on your weapon, and it won’t break in a normal battle. Lasts about a week, Piper tells me. Can’t say how it would stand up against magic, though.” Janak’s harrumph sounded pleased.

For Kyer, Valrayker had a key, similar to the one that locked Kien’s study. It was about four inches in length, with a grip through which Kyer could stick her little finger. Derry thought it looked like iron, yet when the dark elf handed it to Kyer, her hand reacted as if it had no more weight than a walnut. Val said it would unlock anything and would work four times. She nodded her thanks.

Then it was Derry’s turn.

“Your magnificent steed, my captain, has already been newly shod.” Derry ran a hand down Donnagill’s leg and gently squeezed his fetlock until the animal lifted his foot. “They’re magic, of course,” Val went on as Derry scrutinized the shoe. It looked like cast iron. “Donnagill won’t know what came over him. He won’t tire as easily, and you’ll find an increase in his agility.” 

Derry released the foot and straightened. “Thank you, my lord.” The captain felt the warmth from his master’s eyes. That’s what’s been missing since our return, Derry realized.
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